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        5:15 A.M.

      
      The train isn’t until six forty but I’m dressed and ready to leave by a quarter past five, biting my nails and watching the clock like it’s some perverted version of Christmas morning. I’m an early riser, an early person. Nothing strange then about having beat the urgent chirping tone that was supposed to wake me today.

      Alarm set for five, I climbed silently out of bed at four fifty. I stepped sideways out from under the covers and didn’t dare breathe, lest the December-crisp morning reach Teddy’s bare thighs and stir him. Even without breath, I silently chanted. Don’t wake up. Don’t you dare wake up. I’m good at being silent. Well practiced at being silent. Most people hardly notice how much noise they leave in their wake.

      

      ***

      When he runs, Teddy’s left heel occasionally scrapes against the pavement. I find the noise excruciating. I think, but he denies, that his left leg is slightly longer than his right. It scrapes when he walks too, that marginal difference in length burning the soles of his shoes at different rates, but the noise is most pronounced at a run. We went to Paris together for a long weekend this spring, just the two of us, and in the mornings when we ran along the Seine before going for our coffee and croissants, I’d hear the squeak of rubber sole against asphalt every few steps and I’d grind my teeth until my jaw ached to keep from yelling at him to pick up his fucking feet.

      It’s a masculine thing, this denial of little flaws. All the evidence favors my argument. He brushes me off every time I bring up his short right leg, though the uneven wear on the soles of Teddy’s shoes is undeniable.

      On the internet I’ve seen wine moms with glossy blond curls and vacant eyes rant about how much they hate the sound of their husband chewing, or cracking his knuckles, and I despise these women who so publicly declare their disgust with their chosen life partner. I hate them, but secretly I’m one of them, my achy jawbone proof of it, of all the effort it takes to keep my mouth shut about the sound of that incessant squeaking.

      

      ***

      I showered in the guest bathroom. The senseless one on the ground floor that was only ever used to fill watering cans for the back garden. We bought the house a year and a half ago with my new money, three-bathroom house money, and made grand plans like renovating the downstairs bathroom to get rid of that useless shower but we’ve done none of it. The house is as it was when we acquired it, without so much as curtains hanging in the windows to prove we live there.

      “Agatha, babe, let’s go look at patio furniture,” Teddy said every weekend this summer. He’d gaze lovingly at the bare gray stone tiles of our back patio, but we never went to buy furniture and eventually the cold came and he stopped asking.

      Before the money, before Teddy pushed me to quit my job, I managed a bank branch, right in Toronto’s financial district. I hated the hours, I hated the pay, I hated how much my feet hurt in my pretty heels by the end of every day, I hated my coworkers, forever calling in sick and leaving me scrambling, I hated the clientele and their bloated bank accounts. Most people don’t go to banks anymore. To ATMs occasionally, but money is more concept than reality in most lives. At the bank, the paper stuff is very real and the people who come to see me—or came to see me—about it had big emotions about their money. I don’t work at the bank anymore. I hate that worst of all.

      

      ***

      I put on the clothes I’d snuck down to the guest bathroom the night before, the whole morning choreographed to avoid noise, to avoid disruption, to avoid Teddy. I packed my bag the night before too. I would have liked to bring the brown leather one, the one I used for overnight trips that weren’t long enough to warrant the sleek black roller bag. There was no explaining an overnight bag for a day trip though, so I settled on my briefcase, lonely and purposeless these days. It fit my laptop, a notebook, a water bottle, all the things I’d be expected to bring on this trip, and then I discreetly tucked into the side pockets a travel-sized deodorant and clean underwear. Not a lot of extras, but enough.

      The bag was slim enough that Teddy would never suspect.

      I turned off the light in the bathroom before pushing the door open and stood in the dark, listening to the house. The absence of the light didn’t matter. I knew every corner, every board that squeaked, every bit of furniture that jutted out enough to stub a toe. It was my house. In a way, it was my prison.

      I stepped in something gritty in the hallway by the front door, and that was when it all began to fall apart. It was the mud that sent me off-balance. It had dried and crusted and I cared less that it was dirty than I did about the sound it made, the crunch that ruined my perfect silence and threatened my easy escape.

      I was still listening to the echo of that deafening crunch when he turned on the lights.

      It was an hour and twenty minutes until my train. Teddy had bought the tickets as a Christmas present. He bounced in his seat like a first grader, watching me open the emerald-wrapped gift box that held a single printed sheet. I was confused. He explained he’d read about it on the internet. A famous writer who, once per month, boards a train from Toronto to Montreal and then rides it back, all in one day. A sort of self-styled writer’s retreat.

      He’d been so proud of that gift. For a time, Teddy had business in Montreal, a gig consulting on the opening of a location of The Riv, the glittering steakhouse he oversaw in Toronto, for a financier who fancied himself a future Wolfgang Puck. During that period he rode the train constantly, back and forth between the two cities, and the part of the gift he’d thought was so clever was the terrible Wi-Fi that made it impossible for him to get any sort of work done on his rides.

      “Even the cell service is nonexistent once you get outside the cities and into the woods,” he’d said with glee. “No distractions.”

      The ticket was supposed to be a reminder that he took it seriously, my work on my little stories. I’d have thanked him for it if he’d gifted it even a year ago. Not that Christmas though. It was at once too much and not enough. A single day on a train; what could I accomplish in a single day? A serious gift would have been a real writing retreat. Two weeks in the woods. A month in a Parisian garret. But also, a day on a train. A reminder that I was wasting my time, a patronizing rebuke that I needed my internet access taken away if I was to concentrate on my homework. A year ago I’d have been fairer about the gift, but the year had taught me that fairness was for the birds.

    
  
    
      
        5:20 A.M.

      
      The hall light—a smoked-glass fixture, brass plate, too big for the space and on the list of household changes we’d never get around to—hurt my eyes after their brief rest in the dark. Instead of looking at Teddy, I looked at the floor. It was the same tired, gray wood stuff that every new build, every halfhearted renovator, had made the fashion. The color of the sky when it drizzled. It was supposed to snow all morning, but last night it had rained instead, a cold late-December rain, and the dirt across the floor accused Teddy of having been out in it.

      The mud prints were from his Blundstones. Every man in Toronto between the ages of nineteen and fifty-five wore Blundstones through the winter, and I’d tried to talk Teddy into any other kind of boot. Hulking Timberlands, sensible Sorels, anything but the ubiquitous brown leather ankle boots. The company that made them was Australian. Australian! The boots weren’t even warm; they were about the least sensible footwear option there was for the slushy, slippery Canadian winters, but he’d insisted and I was almost as mad about his choice to buy the boots at all as I was about the mud tracked across the floor that had ruined my plan for the morning.

      There was another feeling too. That the mud was a gift that kept me from having to look Teddy in the eye.

      I put down my briefcase. Instead of saying good morning or acknowledging him at all, I reached into the closet for the mop. The lazy kind with the bottle of spray cleaning solution attached that I’d never believed really cleaned things. I hit the spray button, and the mud tracks went dark as the artificial scent—“springtime”—tingled inside my nose.

      Teddy wasn’t old-fashioned about household duties, but we slipped sometimes into those 1950s rhythms. Even more now that I was home all the time. With no office to rush off to, why wouldn’t I be the one to fold the laundry?

      He watched me for a moment or two, still wordless, before finally coming all the way down the stairs and taking the mop from me.

      “I’d have done it last night,” he said, beginning to smear the dirt around with the cleaning pad. “But I reached into the closet and there was an enormous spider between me and the mop.”

      He smiled. His fear of spiders was our long, private joke. He was clean-shaven. How long had he been awake?

      “I’d have woken you up to kill it for me if you didn’t have to be up so early today,” he said.

      Why had he shaved? Did he know what I was planning? Was he going to try to stop me? As he mopped, I picked my briefcase back up and looked at the door. There were dirty fingerprints under the handle. Someone should clean that, I thought, wondering at the chances that Teddy would ever notice such a thing.

      He was fixated on mopping now and it was my opportunity to go, to get around him and out that finger-smudged door before he could ask me questions, before he could guess at my plan. I took the first step in that direction.

      He stopped me.

      “You’ve said goodbye to Freddie?” he asked.

      I hadn’t. He knew it and I knew it. If I went up there into Freddie’s room, if I ran my lips across his smooth cheeks, if I heard his contented sighs of perfect, childhood sleep then I might not go through with it.

      Teddy didn’t move to unblock the door.

      “You’re being silly,” he said, still running the mop back and forth. “There’s ages before your train. I get your impulse to arrive early, but this is extreme, even for you.”

      He took my briefcase out of my hands, the briefcase I’d packed so carefully to minimize the evidence.

      “Besides,” he said, and I knew what came next. He invoked a promise I’d made when I first realized I wouldn’t survive this nightmare. None of us were allowed out the door without saying goodbye and “I love you.” In our house, I had insisted, you always said goodbye like it was the last time you were going to see someone.

      “Rules are rules,” he said. “If you left without saying goodbye and something happened to you?” He put his hand on the small of my back and nudged me toward the stairs. “You’d never forgive yourself.”

    
  
    
      
        6:30 A.M.

      
      I was seated in Seat 1D. The smiling customer-service attendant swept her arm to show me to the gray leather chair with all the ceremony of an archbishop showing a king to his throne. I was the first one seated—always early—so for a time it was just the customer-service agent and me. Her name tag announced her as Dorcas. Dorcas, who had a springy 1980s perm that bounced when she walked. Dorcas, who looked like one of the last devout Catholics in North America under the age of forty-five. Dorcas, who was certainly married to a man who came home from work covered in drywall dust.

      We weren’t alone for long, Dorcas and me. A mother and son—he too old to be babied, she too used to babying to see him as a man—clattered into the car, shaking snow from their hair, their collars, their scarves, and bringing their squabble in with them like a cold draft.

      “But Rupinder, I told you…”

      He—Rupinder—was at least six feet tall and skinny in a way that only boys standing on the doorstep of their twenties are. He carried his own bag and his mother’s and wore a pair of giant, shiny headphones around his neck like jewelry. He followed his mother past my row to their seats somewhere at the back, their argument audible long past when they had disappeared from my view.

      “Oh, you’re my exit row,” Dorcas said, and then she shuffled past too. “This part’s important, honey,” she yelled at someone, presumably not Rupinder or his mother.

      The back of my leg tingled against the seat. I shifted, took off my blue and cream wool coat and stashed it overhead, but I kept my scarf to soften the seat under my thigh. I was past the days of the iron stink of bloody bandages, but the violent, hand-sized “V” carved into the back of my leg still announced itself if my movements were too sharp or the air was too dry.

      “So you’ll want to break the glass over the hammer first,” Dorcas said from the back. “Do you want to take notes?”

      “You think we need to write this down?” Rupinder asked. His voice was deep like a man’s but uncertain like a boy’s.

      “Not you, baby. He’s in training. Oh sure, you can use your Notes app.”

      I’ll bet Dorcas had gone her whole career without a passenger seeing her with her phone in her hand. No way this trainee was going to last. I pulled the laptop out of my briefcase. I needed it open in front of me if I was going to feel at all useful.

      “You ask them first if they’re willing to do it and then if they’ve done it before,” Dorcas said to the unseen trainee. “No use breathing out the whole thing if they decline and you’re just going to have to do it again.”

      My phone buzzed. It kept me from having to look at the computer that so desperately required my attention. It was telling that a message from Teddy seemed, at that moment, less ominous than the prospect of work. That the screen said the message was from Malee was something else altogether.

      Malee’s that type of friend you go years without seeing but you pick right back up with when you do. I’d met her after grad school, me in Ottawa following Teddy’s job to the opening of another restaurant, Malee doing the same for her husband, neither of us equipped with the French we needed to succeed in that city. We’d been bottom of the totem pole at a bank branch, doomed to never advance until we could offer a mutual fund in the language of Voltaire. Now Malee lived in Montreal, even deeper in francophone territory, still smiling her big smile and tossing her Je ne parle pas français at store clerks. After Teddy gifted me the train ticket, he suggested I see if Malee would meet me for lunch. A little treat after all the work I was going to get done on the train in the morning. I told him I’d already been trying to find a day to go east to see her. It was perfect.

      The message was a simple check to see if I was on schedule. I replied and then moved like an automaton to connect to the train’s Wi-Fi when prompted to do so. My modern brain sought the hit of endorphins that came from scrolling through wine-mom complaints and photos of minimalist Scandinavian decor as a reward for the effort of pulling my laptop out of my bag.

      Teddy had been right. Even here in the station, under a canopy of all those wires that kept the city tied together, the posts wouldn’t load. I flicked off the Wi-Fi and put my phone away. My starved brain didn’t get that hit of chemicals it so craved.

      I turned my attention from my laptop to my window, daydreaming out at the empty platform. The train creaked as one passenger and then another boarded in their snowy coats. If it wasn’t so early in the morning, I might have felt compelled to turn and nod a greeting but nothing’s rude before sunrise. It was six thirty-five, five minutes before we’d lumber away, and I’d only counted four passengers besides myself.

      We’d had a rocky year, my laptop and me. Those candy-coated ideas that once spilled out like so many sprinkles had dried up. Possible I’d emptied the jar, possible my appetite now was for something more nutritious.

      

      ***

      I’d walked to the station that morning under a mulberry sky—that strange predawn color when a snowstorm was threatening—that looked almost bright. It was early, even by my own standards, and I’d stood in that closed-off station by ten after six, desperate for a cup of coffee. I’d been in too much of a rush to escape Teddy to drink one at home. Maybe it was the early hour, maybe it was the strange week between Christmas and the New Year, but security gate after security gate was pulled down and it was only at the newsstand, brightly lit and wide open, that I finally got the hit of burnt brown brew in my nostrils.

      By habit, I went to look for her and there she was. You could buy two of her for ten dollars if you so fancied. I counted that the shop sold a total of twelve book titles, all in paperback, lined up below the entertainment magazines, and she was one of them, Agatha St. John stamped on her in big text. I’d known before I looked that she’d be there.

      Before ordering my coffee, which sat in a big black urn behind the cashier alongside the cigarettes, I picked her up to take a look at her. The paperback had my photo in full color on the back flap, the way Danielle Steel or Stephen King used to do before we all started pretending that writing wasn’t about vanity. It was the first professional photo I’d ever had taken. My haircut was only four days old, but when I’d tried to duplicate the styling from the salon, that mussed, imperfect sexiness, I wound up with little-girl curls instead. I was at the mirror fussing with it when the photographer texted he was five minutes away and Teddy came into the bathroom to find me with a can of dry shampoo and in a panic. He led me by the hand out of the bathroom, then pulled up my skirt, pushed aside my panties, and got on his knees.

      I came just as the doorbell rang.

      The photo we used was one of the first that had been snapped. My cheeks are flushed, and my hair is rumpled in just the right way. That photo was only two years old, but these days I look fifteen years older than the girl looking back at me from the back of the book.

      

      ***

      “You have to be willing to pop out the window in an emergency,” Dorcas said. I love women like Dorcas. Women like Dorcas could solve world hunger if they were allowed. I would bet she knew everything about this train, I’d bet she could build a perfect replica out of school glue, Popsicle sticks, and grit.

      “You have to ask them if they’re willing to pop out the window in an emergency,” she said to the trainee. They were in the back with Rupinder and his mom.

      “Are you willing?” she asked. Her training voice was louder than her regular voice. Women like Dorcas always raised their voices when they needed to sound most competent. Without turning to look, I’d bet my ample savings account that her trainee was a man.

      “We’re always going to try the door before we resort to the window,” Dorcas said to the passengers or to the trainee, or both. “What’s your name, honey?”

      “Vivien.” Rupinder’s mom had a British-grammar-school-in-the-Caribbean accent. Soft and pretty, but she too was speaking louder than normal. She didn’t have a trainee to peacock for but she did have her nearly adult son. Just as bad.

      “Vivien.” I could hear the smile in Dorcas’s voice. Here was a woman who was good at putting people at ease. “Come with me, Vivien, and have a look at this door.”

      For a nearly empty train car—it was now six thirty-nine, and I could count the passengers on one hand—there was a remarkable amount of noise. I didn’t need silence to write; I preferred not having it. If ever I sat alone in an empty house, it made me jittery, unproductive. My best writing sessions had comfortable seats and ambient noise—libraries, coffee shops. But this noise was more than ambient. I picked at my fingernails—nasty habit—waiting for the merry band of them to swish and stomp past me to collectively inspect the exit, but mercifully, Dorcas announced there was a door at the rear of the car.

      “And behind us is the caboose,” she said merrily.

      “So we just go out of this door in an emergency?” Vivien asked.

      “Exactly right, Vivien,” Dorcas said.

      I opened the blank Word document on my computer. Blank. Ever had someone ask you to tell them something interesting about yourself when you first meet them? The horror that creeps over you, the prickling sweat under your arms as you fail to think of a single thing, a single fact or anecdote, that’s even vaguely entertaining?

      That’s what every day of writing a book feels like. But it hadn’t always felt this way. The first book came easily. It was about a yoga influencer—expensive leggings, shiny hair, fledgling YouTube channel—who murders her wealthy husband, but is a bit of an idiot about it.

      It was the very first thing I’d ever published, the only thing I’d ever published, and it had fulfilled every writerly dream I’d ever dared to dream, and many I hadn’t. The bestselling book for women, the bestselling hardcover, paperback, the thriller of the year. It didn’t even start out as a thriller. In draft form, it was a commentary about the online representations we build of ourselves, but no one wanted that book and with each set of feedback—my agent, the editors who rejected it—I added to the body count and now it’s sold in paperback at train stations and has a woman standing with her back to you on a dock over a perfect lake on the cover. She’s wearing watermelon-pink yoga pants.

      “So if this door is unsafe, or if it’s blocked, or we have a fire at the caboose, that’s when you’re looking to pop out that window. Everyone understand?”

      A collection of murmured yeses.

      With thirty seconds left before our six forty departure, a set of heavy footsteps clambered through the door in front of me. This new passenger’s camel-colored coat, easily more expensive than the Toyota Corolla I’d driven through high school, was matted with snow. The storm had begun in earnest.

      “You tell her it’s not happening. Did you tell her?” the new passenger yelled into his phone. A real gentleman.

      At the other end of the car, Dorcas paused her safety demonstration to wave at the new arrival, but he didn’t acknowledge her. Behind him, some unseen hand slammed shut the door to the train car. Right on time. I unwound a bit. No going back now.

    
  
    
      
        6:40 A.M.

      
      “I got it,” the new arrival said, shaking the snow off his coat. “She can go back in time, change her name to Finch Weatherby, get an MBA, build a professional reputation, arrange loans, hire a staff, build a business. She does all that? She’s entitled to the money.”

      A not insignificant spray of wet snow from Finch’s coat (what kind of name was Finch?) made its way to me, but he didn’t notice or apologize. He stayed in the aisle, phone pressed between shoulder and ear, damp coat hanging from his index finger. When I fantasized about killing someone, if I fantasized about killing someone, it was always someone like Finch. Not that it’s something I did a lot, but it’s a game everyone plays sometimes—if I had to do it, how would I do it?

      He was a man who specialized in making people like me feel small. He was a man who would meet you two, three, four, five times, but at the next encounter, swear he’d never seen you before.

      “They used to hang your coat for you, you know?”

      He was talking to me.

      “We may as well be in steerage with the service they have now.”

      Finch Weatherby thought I was one of his kind. There were indicators—my good watch, my good posture—and he made assumptions. He dropped himself with an exaggerated oof into 1C. The seat next to mine. I looked over my shoulder at empty row after empty row. Could I move to one of those empty seats? Could he? It was possible the seats were all spoken for, that they’d fill with warm human flesh at the stops along the way. Possible, but unlikely.

      When I’d confirmed my reservation, I’d chosen a seat as far away as possible from the other passengers. I’d been so studied in this that I was tempted to demand the man’s ticket, demand he prove that he belonged in this seat. Impossible though.

      Finch didn’t look like a man who took well to questioning.

      I wanted Dorcas to come intervene. Matronly, capable Dorcas. She looked braver than me. But no, Dorcas was busy with her trainee, with her safety demonstration.

      “Once you have the ax, you go ahead and smash that against the first pane, and then the second.”

      Finch Weatherby wore a pair of jeans that someone had pressed creases into and a pair of brown boots that weren’t Blundstones—the only man in Toronto.

      While he’d disposed of his coat, without a servant at that, he’d retained a gray, blanket-like scarf that had previously been wound round his neck. He made a production of laying it out on his seat before planting himself. To shield his skin from germs left by strangers? To absorb his sweat? In anticipation of a chill? Who knew.

      Where he’d failed to shake snow out of his clipped gray hair, it had beaded into drops as it melted. Finch was wearing a cable knit that I was sure had been woven by a team of Irish orphans, and I couldn’t be certain, but he might have had a manicure. He rubbed that good sweater against the skin on the left side of his neck where he had a dry and flaky rash, a bit of psoriasis maybe. Was Finch Weatherby so stressed about something that his skin was inflamed? I bet that drove him mad, that with all he controlled in the world, he couldn’t get a handle on his own skin.

      

      ***

      It was just about a six-hour train journey from Toronto to Montreal. In the past I’d always preferred the trip home to the trip out. The Montreal train ran along the same tracks as the one from Ottawa and in my frequent trips home during our stint in that cold and quiet place, my heart would quicken through those last couple of miles when the suburbs drifted away and the scenery turned first to the single-family homes—terrible property values—that backed the tracks and then to the low-rise red brick of the old parts of the city and then finally the soaring heights of home, visible in those last moments before the train was swallowed by the dark of the station.

      Dorcas and Vivien were chattering about axes, but Finch was glaring at me. Guileless, as only children and rich old men can be.

      “We should trade seats,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

      Finch sat erect, as if to put his body against the backrest would be to admit defeat. As if it was obvious that I had to swap.

      His sense of expectation was so complete that it took me a moment to understand what was happening. He was giving me an order.

      “I like the window,” I said. Not true. Airplanes, movie theaters, I prefer the aisle so I can get up without inconveniencing anyone. I pee a lot.

      “So you go ahead and take something soft, winter coat works great, and ’tis the season,” Dorcas said. “And you put it against the cracked glass, and you push until that whole window pops out.”

      There was a tug, like something bumping into place, and the train began to move. The starts were always slow. I liked to imagine a big, strong man standing behind the caboose, his palms pressed against it, the veins in his neck bulging.

      “I like the window too. That’s why I always sit by it,” Finch said. “They made a mistake on my ticket. That’s my usual seat you’re sitting in.”

      I tapped my space bar to wake up my computer, finally inspired to write when faced with something more distasteful than the blank page, but then I still didn’t write. I pulled out my phone instead. A habit. You check in with your loved ones at the start of a journey; you look at your phone to avoid a confrontation. There was a new message but not the one I wanted.

      It was from Teddy. It would have been easier to ignore it, but I couldn’t.

      “So you’re going to refuse,” Finch said.

      I could get up and move to an empty seat, but I’d retained a childish fear of being scolded, and besides, shouldn’t he be the one to move? If someone was going to violate the sanctity of the passenger manifest and risk Dorcas’s censure, shouldn’t it be the person who was complaining about their seat assignment?

      The Wi-Fi was still switched off on my phone, so I flicked it on again, willing to give the old girl another chance.

      The train was moving faster now; the strong man pushing us had found his legs.

      
        Have a great lunch with Malee and come home with some pages! We love you!

      

      The message was cheerful, hopeful, ignorant of my plans.

      He knows, I thought. It’s all a ruse and he knows what you’re planning to do. I had to shake those feelings off. I’d been careful, and I’d made it this far. I was going to go through with it.

      I put my phone away without replying, and the train pulled out of the bowels of the dark station and into the dazzling blizzard.

    
  
    
      
        6:50 A.M.

      
      There was a hum in my ligaments as I waited for Finch’s reaction. Raised voice? Raised hand? Wasn’t he the type of man who’d respond poorly to “no”? I kept skimming my fingertips across the laptop’s trackpad to keep it awake, but I didn’t touch the keys. It was ten to seven and I’d typed not a single letter.

      He surprised me. With my definitive “no,” Finch finally slackened against the backrest. He was a man who wasn’t rebuffed often, but when he was, he was just as likely to react with respect as with animus. Or that’s what I imagined, anyway. A young Finch, college-aged, pulling a girl into an empty bedroom at a college party and sliding his hand between her knees. When she pushes back, forcing her legs closed, rolling herself off the bed, there’s no telling if he’ll throw up his hands and respond with a laugh, or if he’ll use his muscles and keep pushing until it bruises. Did I mention I’ve met men like Finch before?

      He fanned himself with his phone. And then he smiled at me.

      Outside, Toronto was playing the hits. All my favorite parts of the train ride, but in reverse. The tall buildings receded and the red brick blew past us and we were at the poor property values, but even they looked magical because everything was blanketed in two inches of cotton. Two inches since I’d walked into the station. This was going to be a real storm, a digging-out-for-days storm, the type of storm a person could disappear into and not be found for a good, long time.

      “Everyone says the flight is better, but the flight is suicide,” Finch said.

      He was talking to me, watching me watch the snow. My attention was his price for having disappointed him. I shifted in my seat, my aching leg already uncomfortable. I don’t come off as an approachable person. It’s the Slavic blood in me. Malee—short, warm, with glittering brown eyes—gives off that particular sort of pollen that invites friendship, but though I remind myself constantly to not look bemused, I give off a venus-flytrap vibe. Which is to say, if Finch saw me as a vessel for conversation, it was because he was not at all discerning about who he talked at.

      “These little Q400s fly into and out of the island airport,” he said. “And the steep approach with the hard bank over the lake? You won’t catch me on one of those.”

      Our seats each had its own armrest but he’d leaned all the way over mine.

      Dorcas had finally completed the safety demonstration. I turned all the way around in my seat and poked my head up to try to get her attention. A man tall enough that his head poked over the top of the seats and so wide in the shoulders that he might occupy a whole row was a few rows behind us. He had an old and weathered quality to his skin. Dorcas leaned over him as her trainee, in an ill-fitting navy uniform, extended a tray of warm hand towels to an unseen passenger seated in 4A.

      4A and the trainee were facing opposite the movement of the train, opposite me, so there was no question of catching his eye, getting his attention. I could only see the back of him, his uniform and nothing else, but I knew from that look that he was from the city, a man between the ages of nineteen and fifty. He brought his right foot up behind him to yank up his sock, and when he did, I caught a glimpse of them. He was wearing Blundstones with his uniform. Blundstones! Dorcas had to be furious.

      Having delivered his single hot towel, the trainee continued to the galley in the service station toward the back of the car. The lack of efficiency in his movements was staggering. This fool would never last.

      “I presume you’ve taken one of those suicide flights?” Finch said when I didn’t audibly agree with him about the island airport and suicide. I needed to get Dorcas’s attention. “That’s why you’re not saying anything?” he continued.

      The flight to Montreal would have been under an hour. A short hop through the sky, then all the poutine and Quebecois joie de vivre I could stomach. But the point of this trip was the time it would take.

      “I wouldn’t fly from Toronto to Montreal, but I’ve flown from the island airport to other destinations, yes.”

      Dorcas appeared with our hot towels.

      “Gusty wind conditions and even a hint of snow, forget something like this.” Finch reached over me to flap his hand at the window. My window.

      I accepted my towel from Dorcas gratefully, anything to pull attention from my seatmate.

      “Will the weather impact our arrival time at all?” I asked Dorcas. The train was supposed to get us in just after noon. I’d texted that I’d be there by twelve thirty to allow me time to freshen up, and I didn’t want to have to scramble.

      “The train is the most reliable way to travel by a long shot,” Dorcas said. Having seen me clean my hands with my warm towel, she retrieved it with a set of white plastic tongs. “Everything else will be delayed today but we’ll roll into Montreal right on time, mark my words.”

      And I believed her. Competent as she was, Dorcas knew better than to lie. If we were to be late, she’d have informed us.

      “A little tardiness is the least of their problems at that airport,” Finch said. Dorcas stood and waited for his towel. “They’ll be pulling bodies out of Lake Ontario tonight,” he said.

      “I feel pretty confident that they’ll go ahead and cancel the flights today rather than deposit passenger bodies in the lake,” Dorcas said. She gave two clicks with her little white tongs, indicating that Finch had exceeded the standard length of time one was to spend with the towel.

      He unfolded it and laid it against his face.

      “When is breakfast service?” he mumbled from under the towel. I tried to catch Dorcas’s attention to make can-you-believe-this-guy eyes at her, but she was too professional for that.

      “We’ll begin service once we pass through Kingston,” she said.

      He pulled down the towel, scrubbing at his cheeks with it as he went, and then tossed it back on her tray, refusing her the satisfaction of the little tongs.

      “I’ll do a coffee service shortly,” she said. “Still brewing.”

      With an impossible level of cheer, she departed, her springy, artificial curls bobbing as she left. Dorcas was wearing black oxfords. Sensible, polished.

      Dorcas was an inflection point, and when she left, I purposefully turned back to my computer. I began to type. I own a studio on Lake Shore. It didn’t count as writing. It was a passage from my last book, but I couldn’t imagine Finch would leave me alone unless he saw some keystrokes.

      “You’re probably wondering how I know so much about the island airport,” he said.

      The day he walked into the studio was the beginning of the end.

      “What’s that?” I said. It was stupid to pretend not to hear him if he was sitting at my elbow, talking into my ear. No cue recognizable to most humans had dissuaded him thus far. I had to engage.

      “I was a Deloitte man,” he said. “Forty years. Before I went into private consultancy.”

      Management consulting. It was so obvious once he said it. This was the exact type of man who went into management consulting.

      “Did a project at the airport years ago; put me right off those damn planes.”

      I couldn’t remember the next sentence in the bloody book. Brutal enough to not have anything new, but this was the universe having a laugh at my expense. Not only could I not write, but I wasn’t even managing typing.

      “You never introduced yourself,” Finch said.

      “To whom?”

      “Finch Weatherby.” He extended his hand.

      I shook it because what else was I supposed to do? He flinched when I clasped his hand in mine. Men are always telling me I have a strong handshake when they really mean I have a normal handshake but they hadn’t expected to have their hand shaken properly by a woman.

      “Agatha St. John,” I said. If he recognized my name from the cover of my book, a cover he’d surely encountered at airports, on billboards, on trains just like this one, he didn’t let on. Like with the handshake, he wasn’t one to give credit where it was due.

      “Mr. Weatherby,” I said. The name was a parody of itself. “Please don’t think I’m rude, but I’m a writer and I have to use this trip to work.” I gestured vaguely at the sad collection of words on my mostly blank page.

      “A writer?” He smiled at the silliness of the profession. Him. A management consultant.

      “A novelist,” I said. A tilt of the head to acknowledge that it was a bit silly (though so were most jobs). He’d have accepted no less. “I have to get five thousand words done on this train ride.”

      Sensing that I hadn’t given him enough to leave me alone, I gilded the lily. “I have a deadline,” I said. “This next book is under contract.”

      It was a lie, but it was the least harmful of the lies I was telling that day. There was no contract, there was no deadline. Not a real one. A ticking clock, sure, but no set date on a calendar.

      The first book, she of the watermelon-colored yoga pants, that one was supposed to get my foot in the door. The plan was to gain exposure, connections, and then to be able to publish the books I really wanted to write. Books about families, about feelings, where no one is killing anyone else.

      People loved that first book. The skinny bitch in the yoga pants paid the down payment on that three-bathroom house. So imagine my surprise at the turned-up noses that followed. I shelved one manuscript, and then another. The girl in the yoga pants was supposed to change my life. When she failed to, something else came along and did it for her.

      

      ***

      When Dr. Nas first referred me to the dermatologist to have the mole checked, she said they had to be cautious in case it was a basal-cell carcinoma or, “god forbid, melanoma.” People should be careful about language. Words linger. When it turned out it was melanoma but they weren’t yet sure how serious, the oncologist (“just call me Dr. Mike!”) sent me for a PET scan and an MRI but wouldn’t let me hit medical imaging bingo with a CT scan because the radiation levels from a CT were so high and I was so young.

      I made a little joke, the way I do when I’m uncomfortable, about Dr. Mike preferring to inflict radiation poisoning upon the elderly. Dr. Mike didn’t laugh but explained that the radiation tended to cause the kinds of cancers that appeared twenty years down the line, so with a patient in their seventies, he didn’t second-guess himself.

      After the surgery and the barrage of tests and the incomprehensible test results (“Stage 3C, worse than I would have guessed,” said Dr. Mike), I received an autonotification from the hospital’s scheduling app that I would need CT scans every three months from now on. Dr. Mike confirmed that, yes, the scans were necessary so he could watch the thing that was poisoning me from the inside grow or shrink, and I read the writing on the wall that no one expected me to live to be an old woman.

      So there wasn’t a deadline of the contractual sort. But the tick, tick, tick of the clock was in my ears, all day, every day.

      

      ***

      We were well out of the city now. Pickering? Maybe farther. This was the part where the train tracks ran parallel to the highway, which itself ran parallel to the coastline of the lake. Because of the storm, or because it was late December, or because it was early morning, there was only one car on the whole stretch of highway. It was driving at exactly the same speed as the train.

      Finch leaned all the way over again, this time to read my screen. Then he pulled back and gave me a wink.

      “Who am I to stand in the way of an artist?” he said.

      He settled his pressed denim and elaborate cable knit into his own seat, even gave me my armrest back, and I was momentarily so relieved that I forgot this meant that now I truly had to begin writing, and I had no idea how to do that. He pulled his phone back out. His volume was set so high that I could hear it ringing on the other end after he dialed and briefly thought it was on speakerphone. I heard it stop ringing and heard the woman on the other end try to say something before Finch cut her off.

      “What did you think the lawyer was going to accomplish?” Finch said in a tone that was somehow both a shout and a whisper. “Was he threatening me?”

      The ties between men and women. What a complicated, ugly thing they can be. I didn’t want this. This ugliness, this vitriol. I was tangled enough in the ties with the men I knew.

      It was red, that single car on the highway that ran parallel, and it was still keeping perfect time with us. The train was supposed to be faster than the road but that accounted for traffic, and there wasn’t any. There were four people inside the car. Two parents and their children? It looked like that might be it. The heads in the back were sunk a bit lower than the heads in the front.

      Dorcas returned with the promised coffee, the ceramic cups and saucers tinkling when she rolled her gleaming cart our way. I’ll bet she polished that thing before we boarded. Rubbed it with a chamois like a prized Camaro.

      “Before you pour…” I jumped from my seat, grabbed my laptop and briefcase, and leaped over Finch. Once he had a hot cup of coffee on his tray, I might never get past him.

      I wondered where they were going in the red car. Something to do with the holidays, probably. Grandma’s house? Maybe they’d spent Christmas with her family and now they were going to spend a weekend with his. No, the reverse. Kids are always happier to see their maternal grandmother. So they labored over Christmas at their father’s childhood home and now, finally, they get to go spend time with their grandma. I’d bet they were singing Christmas carols in that car. I’d bet the air was warm. I’d bet they were laughing, seeing if they could outrun the train, even through the storm.

      “This gentleman.” I smiled at Finch, who was cursing into his phone.

      “I’d rather set that safe on fire than see you have what’s inside it,” he said.

      “He really wanted the window seat,” I said. I was being considerate giving my seat up, not rude, fleeing him. “Will someone be in 1A?” Both seats across the aisle from mine were empty.

      “No one is boarding between here and Montreal,” Dorcas said, and I stepped around her to claim the seat.

      She leaned to put Finch’s coffee on his tray but he grabbed it before she could set it down and the porcelain cup clattered against the saucer and he swore. “Fuck!” Not at the phone call, but at the coffee that had scalded his hand. He of the sensitive skin, he took the thumb that he’d burned and stuck it in his mouth to soothe it.

      A shiver ran down my spine like I’d received a mild electric shock. The idea of him in pain was delicious.

      Dorcas supplied napkins and pacifying words, and I turned to gaze out the window, the window I’d given up to him, one last time, as a giant deer galloped out of a thicket of trees, directly into the path of that red car. There was blood, immediate blood that sprayed across the snow, and the red car skidded into something or over something and was launched upside down in the air, the train roaring past a moment before the red car slammed down, roof to concrete, crumpling like a tin can and destroying whoever was inside.

    
  
    
      
        7:45 A.M., Sunrise

      
      “Did you see that?” My stomach sank to my feet, that roller-coaster feeling.

      Finch slid himself and his scarf into the window seat I’d vacated. He had better cause now that his own seat was hot with coffee splatters. He took his time getting settled, fussing one-handed to reposition his scarf on that new surface. Even coffee-stained, he preferred the scarf to the leather that might have touched human flesh.

      “The car? The deer? Did you see that?” I craned to see something, anything, out of the windows on Finch’s side of the train but it was no use. The gentle curve of the rail, the road, had taken them.

      Finch still had the phone pressed to his ear, still had his burnt thumb in his mouth. He looked less interested in what I meant than angry that I was disturbing his call.

      It would be predictable to write another story about a too-wealthy man who gets his comeuppance at the hands of a woman, but even so, a part of me was tempted to write about him. I wanted to take that shiver up my spine, the surprise in his eyes at that glimmer of pain, and turn it up and up until he screamed.

      “Do you want a coffee, darling?” Dorcas asked.

      “Did you see the car?” I asked again. She’d been bent right over Finch’s seat cleaning the coffee; she would have had a direct line of sight to the road when it happened.

      “What car?” she said, still holding the coffeepot ready. I shook my head, and she gave me a little wink, like we were in on something together, and then left to attend to her other passengers.

      The three of us were so close we could have been touching, yet the three of us had experienced the sixty seconds that had just gone by totally differently. If you had asked me a year ago, I’d have said that was the magic of life, that difference in experience. It’s what I’d always loved about living in a city. You’re always in motion. In a cab, on the subway, walking briskly, so you aren’t in any one place long enough to have the same experiences as the people who you’re shoulder to shoulder with.

      In the suburbs, where everyone’s still, it’s all sameness. I wondered if Grandma’s house, where that red car was heading, was in the suburbs somewhere. Probably all the way out in the country. A totally different speed. I wondered what Christmas activities Grandma had planned for those kids. I wondered how late they’d be before she began to panic.

      

      ***

      It happened as if it were choreographed. The high of having escaped Finch, the short thrill of his pain-filled “fuck,” the roller-coaster stomach of that red car, the deer’s blood on the snow. I couldn’t have, I shouldn’t have, expected anything less than the awful reveal that came next.

      I reached into the overhead area, over my original seat, over Finch’s head, to pull down my things so I could splay them on the aisle seat next to mine, now that I knew no one would be sitting there. A small part of me wanted to do it to block the space, mark it as my territory against anyone else who might try to claim it.

      It was in that exposed posture—arms up, stance unsteady—that I laid eyes on her. One of those winter coats I’d seen shuffle aboard but paid no attention to.

      Her.

      How far was she from me? Ten feet? Fifteen?

      Her.

      Could it have been a coincidence? Us both being on this train?

      I don’t believe in coincidences.

      “Something the matter?” Dorcas asked. She’d begun to wheel her cart away, but those porcelain cups and their tinkling paused when she stopped to worry.

      The self-satisfied smile, the winking familiarity I’d developed with Dorcas, evaporated. I was back alone with my secrets.

      “There a ghost over there that needs blasting?” she asked when I ignored her last question.

      I dropped back into my seat. I didn’t need my things. I didn’t need a coffee. I needed to get the hell off this train. Off this train and away from her.

      “Honey?”

      “I’m fine. It’s fine,” I said, though I was whispering like a crazy person so clearly it wasn’t fine. How did she know I was here? Why would she choose this train, of all places, to confront me?

      “Are you lightheaded?” Dorcas asked. “I can go ahead and get you a breakfast if you’re lightheaded.”

      “Then come tear it off my fucking body if you want it so bad!” Finch yelled into his phone. Dorcas wouldn’t have to contend with his hurt feelings if she sent me breakfast before the intended hour; he was too deeply wrapped in that ugly conversation to notice.

      “Some coffee is exactly what I need,” I said, and I plastered on an enormous, artificial smile for her benefit.

      Illness had made me an excellent pretender. I was like little Freddie in that way, always playing a version of make-believe. Ten days after I’d had surgery to remove the giant black thing on my leg, not to mention the cluster of lymph nodes that the thing had shared its poison with, I’d put on lipstick and a sundress and gone to a dinner in support of female romance and mystery writers in Toronto. I had fifty-two staples in a V-shape on the back of my thigh, extending to my buttock. It was the first time I’d left the house since getting home from the hospital. I’d thought, assumed, misheard, that it was a passed-appetizers thing, but it was a sit-down dinner and for three-and-a-half hours I perched myself on the edge of the hard oak seat, trying to keep my leg elevated just enough so that the force of the wood wouldn’t jab the staples too far into my tender flesh, but not so much that anyone would notice I was sitting funny. I was drenched in sweat by the end of the evening.

      “It’s such a hot night!” I kept fanning myself and wearing the same smile I was modeling for Dorcas now. I can be aggressively cheerful as a stress response.

      

      ***

      Despite my obvious panic, we came to a tacit agreement that Dorcas wouldn’t push further and so we chatted about the snowstorm as she poured my coffee. I chewed on the inside of my cheek. It was bleeding.

      “Sorry, mind if I ask you one more question?” I said, as she again readied herself to push the cart away. If she was losing patience with me, she didn’t show it.

      “I love questions,” Dorcas said.

      “You mentioned that no one else is boarding between here and Montreal?”

      “Mm-hmm.” She wiped at an invisible spot on her coffee cart with her thumb.

      “Are you threatening me? Are you threatening me? Are you threatening me?” Finch said, over and over into the phone. He really was exactly the type of guy he looked like. A book that could and should be judged by its cover.

      “It’s a bit unusual,” Dorcas said. “Usually we collect passengers all the way along. Guildwood, Kingston. The week between Christmas and the New Year is always a weird one though.”

      “No one ever knows what day of the week it is,” I said, though of course Dorcas didn’t have the luxury of losing track of time in that way. Unlike the rest of us, she was at work. “What I was really wondering about is final destinations.” I would not turn my head to look back. I would not offer clues about my intentions. “Anyone getting off along the way?”

      “Not today,” Dorcas said. “We’re in for the long haul with this merry band of thieves.” She allowed herself a slight tilt of the head in Finch’s direction.

      “Are you threatening me?” Finch growled at his phone.

      And then Dorcas rolled her coffee cart away.

    
  
    
      
        8:00 A.M.

      
      What in the world was Cyanne Candel doing on my train? Cyanne was a woman who dipped down to Costa Rica for the entirety of February. She didn’t go to Quebec in December. The last time I’d seen her in person, she had just returned from a seven-day stint running a yoga retreat on Santorini. From curiosity, I’d looked up the agenda and found that it included exactly forty-five minutes per day of yoga, with the rest of the time devoted to activities such as “mindfulness practice” (by the infinity pool) and “rejoicing in aliveness” (rooftop bar). From what I could tell on Instagram, the attendees were all Cyanne’s friends, meaning she had charged the Realtors’ wives and fitness influencers that made up her social circle each $4,995 plus airfare for the pleasure of her company. Nothing about Cyanne was suited to a winter climate. The train, the snow, Montreal—none of it made sense. Her grift worked best in the heat. Which could only mean Cyanne was on the train because of me.

      My phone buzzed.

      I can’t believe I finally get to see you. The message was from Malee. What to write back? “Cyanne Candel is on this train and following me to Montreal”? I wasn’t prepared for the yards of context I’d have to wrap around that to have it make any sort of sense.

      Just a few more hours… I texted back.

      “There’s exactly one way this ends and it’s with you losing,” Finch said from across the aisle. He was scratching at the angry skin on his neck. “Even if you don’t win, you’ll still lose. Do you understand me?”

      The sound of what was very clearly a marriage dissolving would have raised my heart rate, would have made me dizzy, if Cyanne weren’t already using my full reserve of panic.

      I told you she was crazy. I told you she’d do something crazy. I typed a text to Teddy. For months he’d been telling me I was exaggerating. Everyone had. Character by character, I deleted the message. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t hit Send.

      Teddy. It dawned on me that I’d muted him on Instagram at the beginning of the basketball season when his flurry of Toronto Raptors-related posts had tricked the algorithm into thinking I cared about the exploits of those seven-foot men and I found myself inundated with hoops content. I dipped in every once in a while to like a post or share a comment, but I kept it muted. A private sort of rebellion.

      I opened Instagram and searched Teddy’s name. His feed was, predictably, screenshots of scores, selfies from courtside, and then, four days ago, a picture of Freddie sitting in a candy-cane-colored pile of rumpled wrapping paper. I tapped with my thumb to read the full caption.

      “Smiling boy means another successful Christmas in the books! The little man has a pile of Legos and puzzles that’ll stack taller than Monsieur Eiffel’s tower, and Aggs is Montreal-bound on Friday! A writing retreat in the business-class car, courtesy of yours truly.”

      The post had twenty-six likes. Cyanne’s name wasn’t on the list, but it wouldn’t be, would it?

      “Babe, what did you do?” I whispered.

      “I need you to know you’re making me very angry,” Finch said. It was the calmest I’d heard him sound since he started the phone call.

      I’d blocked Cyanne from all my social media channels when she began making her threats. My X account, or Twitter account, or whatever we’re meant to be calling it, was mostly self-promo for the book and it’s where she had been the most active. I’d come to dread the daily ritual. Her shiny brown hair in that smiling profile picture and the hateful words that came with it. She could still see the posts after I blocked her, but it required her to log out or create a dummy account. I blocked these dummies as they popped up. I could always tell when it was Cyanne in disguise. Most of the time she couldn’t be bothered with the clandestine effort of it all. The management of multiple identities was too intellectually rigorous for a woman of Cyanne’s talents.

      She’d begun to pop up on my Instagram too. She still followed me from back when we’d been something like friends, before she’d lost her damn mind. My Instagram was a silly thing, pictures of ice cream cones and Freddie riding his bike, but her words there were just as hateful. I’d set my account to private after I’d blocked her. Her rage was all the more terrifying when attached to photos of my smiling son.

      I clicked the back button until I got to the home page for Teddy’s account. His handsome profile photo was one I’d taken. We’d been in Italy, a small town outside Genoa. Freddie was a year and a half old then and a smash with the old Italian ladies. “Bello ragazzo!” they’d shout as he toddled past on those fat, unsteady legs. Teddy was tan and happy in a light-blue T-shirt in the photo. All three of us had loved that trip. We had no idea what was coming for us. Teddy only had a couple of hundred Instagram followers, so it didn’t take long to find her name on the list. Cyanne_Breathes.

      She’d known I would be on this train. Teddy told her.

    
  
    
      
        8:15 A.M.

      
      There were about six minutes between when I saw Cyanne and promised myself I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of walking past and inviting a confrontation and when my bladder let me know that I had no decision-making authority.

      “I’ll destroy you, I’ll destroy you, I’ll destroy you!” I imagined her screaming it in my face like she’d done in all those angry messages. I could always see her face when I read her words. Tanned and made nominally less pretty by all her rage, her ever-glowing skin flushed red with the force of her hate for me.

      Would I have needed to pee so quickly if not for the decision to stay in my seat? Impossible to know, but I had to imagine I’d somehow expedited things. Could an elevated heart rate make your bladder full? Could a rush of adrenaline? I don’t suppose it matters what caused it; I had to go, more and more with every passing moment, with every rattle of the railcar. I crossed my legs, but the angry scar on the back of my thigh complained. It shouldn’t have come on this quickly, it shouldn’t have gone from zero to emergency, this need for a bathroom, but I had to go so badly it made my stomach ache.

      There was a town outside the train window, small and snow-covered. I gazed at it for something to distract me. Was it Bowmanville? It didn’t matter, I didn’t care, all I wanted was a bathroom.

      Dorcas was clattering her cart again. Her service area was back where I needed to be. Past Cyanne, past the strangely large man with skin like a whaling-boat captain and close-cropped gray hair seated in Cyanne’s row, past Rupinder and his mother, there was the exit that had received so much of Dorcas’s attention and only after that the two bathrooms, one on each side of the aisle.

      From across the vast distance, I heard Dorcas put her training voice back on.

      “You’re going to think you have enough coffee and you’re going to think you have enough croissants, and you’ll be wrong on both counts,” she said.

      I’d given myself an at-home bikini wax a couple of days earlier. I hadn’t been to an aesthetician since my surgery since I couldn’t imagine some nice Ukrainian woman pulling back the sheet to reveal my crosshatch of scars and her inevitable judgment that I would spend (waste?) resources on something so insipid as ridding my vulva of hair when clearly I had other, more serious concerns. Because of that fear of Slavic judgment, my nether regions had escaped my control, and the only solution was an at-home wax kit, the results of which were now stinging and burning as I began to sweat with the intensity of the need to pee.

      “At least twice as much coffee and twice as many croissants as you can ever imagine using.”

      “She called me,” Finch said. “Explain how I’m in the wrong if she’s the one who called me?”

      He’d ended the phone call with all the shouting—presumably an ex-wife—and it sounded like he was back on with a lawyer. Rich people excel at making their easy lives seem miserable.

      My phone buzzed again. New message. Malee.

      Will you be hungry? it read.

      I turned in my chair and tried to see the rest of the car through the crack between the two seats. There was Dorcas, pointing to each item on the cart for the benefit of the trainee, who must have been standing in the service area behind the restrooms. I hoped for his sake that, confronted by Dorcas’s professionalism and attention to detail, he’d had a come-to-Jesus moment and realized the Blundstones had been a mistake.

      The enormous gray-haired fellow was visible through the seats. His full attention was on Dorcas and her service cart. No doubt he was hoping the training would wrap up shortly so he could enjoy some of the food she was spending so much time talking about. I imagined it took a lot of fuel to power all that mass.

      The row of seats in front of them blocked my view of Vivien and Rupinder, but it was Cyanne I was checking for. She was facing opposite me, opposite the direction of the train’s movement, and I could only see a bit of that shiny brown hair, worn down, always worn down. When I’d been rooting through the luggage bin she’d turned, for scarcely a second, and showed herself in profile. A second was all it took. I’d know that profile anywhere. She was perfectly erect. “I see you,” her posture said. “I see you and I’m not letting you through without a fight.”

      We’ll eat after, I replied to the text. I didn’t say after what. We both knew. It took a good long time before the lettering appeared beneath the blue box, indicating the message had been delivered.

      Whatever town we’d been passing through (Bowmanville?) was long behind us and the telecommunications infrastructure showed it. After another long wait, the message status changed from “delivered” to “received” and there wasn’t a reply, only a heart. One of those things people do, double tap the message to leave an icon instead of typing something in return, when they have nothing more to say.

      “But I’m paying you to fix it!”

      Finch to his phone. He wasn’t speaking with his wife any longer. But the rage was still there.

      I thought of texting Teddy before my cellular access gave out for good. Freddie would be awake and not yet at his childcare center. I could put my phone to the window, show him the purple sunrise over the white-capped trees, and ask him about the snowman he might build with his crew of fellow troublemakers later. I did that often, thought about the nice things I might do to make amends to Freddie. On those weeks when I couldn’t get off the couch. On those days when he was the last kid at day care and someone called my mom to come get him because I’d failed to pick him up. I’d find myself imagining lovely ways I’d remind Freddie he had a mother who adored him. Calling Teddy, speaking with Freddie. I should have, but I didn’t.

      

      ***

      Teddy and Freddie, Teddy and Freddie. Those names together were silly, a joke. Freddie was Fryderyk, for the famous Polish composer of nocturnes, but Fryderyk was too much name for such a little boy, so it was Freddie until he decided he was too serious for that name, or maybe it was Freddie forever. Teddy wasn’t really a Teddy, he was a Theodore, a Theo. His whole life he was Theo, but not long after Freddie came along, one of his friends said it as a joke, called him Teddy, and it was so stupid but somehow also the funniest thing we’d ever heard. Those sleepless early days of parenthood when you’re stoned with fatigue and happiness, the strangest things are funny.

      So it was our joke through the first year. I called him Teddy and then our friends did and he changed jobs, a different restaurant group, a teeny bit more money, so he was Teddy to his new coworkers too. A strange thing, changing your whole identity when you’re forty years old but he did, rather by accident, and we ended up with Teddy and Freddie and always having to explain that no, we weren’t the cutesy sort of family that would ever plan a thing like that.

      

      ***

      There was a brief glimpse of the gray lake visible through the frosted trees. No sparkle to it today; everything just looked cold and full of spite. The snow had lost its cotton-ball quality and was coming down in icy sheets, blowing sideways, daring the trees to try to stay upright. The sound of it against the side of the train was wet.

      By eight thirty the need to pee was so intense I worried I might soil myself if I didn’t do something about it soon. The cup of coffee that Dorcas had served me sat on my armrest like an accusation.

      “Always a vegetarian meal and a meat one.”

      Dorcas and the trainee were clattering about with more purpose now, indicating that perhaps Kingston was closer than I’d thought. Every muscle in my body was tight. I was braced against the jolting and jostling of the train, lest it rock hard enough to break my bladder’s seal, but I was also braced against Cyanne. I didn’t understand if she was waiting for Montreal, or if she was waiting for me to approach her, or if there was some unspoken other thing that would trigger the inevitable blowout or, an idea somehow even more disconcerting, that this was some cosmic coincidence, our paths colliding on this train.

      “They’re starving us out,” Finch said and he was standing over me, waiting for me to say something in return. My screen was as blank as it had been an hour and a half earlier when I’d insisted he was the barrier to my productivity. I snapped my laptop shut.

      “Used to be that service was when you were hungry.”

      “Maybe most people prefer a later breakfast,” I said.

      “Do you?”

      “No, but I’m an early riser.”

      “I need a piss,” he said and scratchy as his throat was, there was also a faraway quality in his eyes, like he was scarred from the sight of a battle. I felt like I was letting him down, like he’d needed some banter to clear his head and I was failing to provide it, and then I remembered this guy was a dick, or at least not very nice to people on the phone. I didn’t owe him anything.

      It was only as Finch took his first step away, as disgusted with me as with everyone else who’d let him down that day, that I jumped to my feet. There was a relief in standing, brief but glorious, before my body understood that I’d merely tricked it and the pressure returned.

      I thought of the day that I’d sat down to write the book that the New York Times had called a “dizzying, ditzy delight.” One minute I’d been working on the sixth revision of a dystopian family drama set in 1980s Eastern Europe that had already been rejected by sixty-two literary agents and the next, the opening pages of that murderous yoga instructor’s tale had appeared in a notebook in my scrawled handwriting, as if by magic. The relief I’d felt that day! Like finally scratching an out-of-reach mosquito bite. Like finally getting to pee when you’ve been waiting too long. A painful sort of satisfaction.

      “I didn’t think to check where the loos are. Can you show me?” I took Finch’s arm. Men love it when you do that. That’s a tip if you’re ever trying to upsell something to a man. You have to touch his bicep. “Can you show me where it is?” I repeated.

      When I walked past Cyanne’s seat, 4A, I turned my whole body toward Finch and let him do the talking. If she had followed me here, she was unlikely to pounce on me, to scratch at my face, pull at my hair, if I was tangled in with this unfriendly looking man in an expensive sweater. If this wasn’t some scheme of Cyanne’s and it was indeed a strange joke of the fates, then I’d be just an unidentifiable back.

      “I like a woman who asks when she doesn’t know something,” Finch said. “It’s less common than you’d think. Going blundering around, trying to find answers yourself, is how you get in trouble.”

      I didn’t think we were talking about the location of the restrooms.

      Finch was repeating himself. “It’s better to ask than to go searching,” he said. “It only gets you into trouble.”

      I worked too hard to turn the whole of my body in toward Finch to know if Cyanne was looking at me, and my attention was too fixed on evading Cyanne to pay any attention to what Finch was saying to me. I imagined her, ballerina-straight in her seat, angry blush creeping from her chest to her cheeks. My talent for fending off confrontation served me well. If you do enough pretending that nothing is wrong, then you can put up a force field strong enough to keep the person who hates you more than anything in the world from grabbing your hair and bashing your face into a double-paned window.

      We passed the fourth row, where Cyanne was seated, then I dropped Finch’s arm and sprinted the rest of the way to the open restroom.

    
  
    
      
        9:00 A.M.

      
      The train swayed, enough that I reached to grab hold of something to keep myself upright and then there was the palpable feeling of slowing. It happened sometimes when passing another train or approaching a troublesome crossing, and my body reacted the way bodies do when faced with one set of stimuli and anticipating the next. A train slows and then it speeds. But the next stimulus didn’t come. The train continued at a lazy canter.

      The business-class bathroom was long and narrow and clean. All stylish gray with an unspotted mirror that I could see myself in as I peed.

      I washed my hands for a long time. The way I’d taught Freddie to do when he started preschool. Soap all the way to the wrists, then in between the fingers, then scrub the backs of the hands, the palms, and finally the oft-forgotten thumbs. Having no further cause to stay in the bathroom, I reached for the handle but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t go back out there and face her. I’d come on this train thinking I’d get into a bloody confrontation on the page and had been wholly unprepared for a real-life collision with the person who had loudly declared, over and over, that she’d be happy to see me torn limb from limb.

      

      ***

      Montreal had plenty of murder, but not much of the kind that sold the stories that the women who liked my first book liked to read about. I told myself that’s why I was struggling to write. I should have gone to Paris; Paris would certainly have had the right kind of murder story to inspire me. The women, the readers, they wanted stories about upper-middle-class white ladies killing or being killed. Montreal has the mob: mustachioed men shooting at each other in cars in broad daylight, leaving the gun, taking the cannoli. Those stories moved plenty of books, but generally not when they were penned by someone without chest hair. I’d thought for a minute about writing a mob book, sneaking a family saga in with all the homicide. When I pitched the idea to my agent, she’d taken a good long time in the chat, the three dots indicating that she was typing appeared, then disappeared, then appeared, then disappeared, until finally she replied with a single word—interesting—a sign that I should stick to what I knew so we could all make some money.

      Almost as soon as I’d opened Teddy’s Christmas gift, I’d begun to obsessively scan Montreal newspapers from days gone by to try to find one of those good old-fashioned white lady murders that get adapted into limited series for streaming television. There was ten years of nothing in the headlines that took me nearly a full day to read and discard until, eleven years ago, I’d landed on something I thought I could work with. Almost as soon as I found the story, I became consumed by it.

      It was about Genevieve, a young woman, a McGill student. In my early pages I could have her watching sunsets at Rutherford Park, occupying the administrative building to protest tuition increases, pretending to read David Foster Wallace, doing all the things a pretty young McGill undergrad would do. You need that at the beginning of a narrative arc, the bit where you show the hero’s ordinary world before their life is disrupted.

      Genevieve was from Montreal in the version of the story I would write and also in the newspaper. She lived at home to save money, which wasn’t ideal for my target audience. It would be better if she had some drafty, rambling manse in Natick, Massachusetts, to go home to for Thanksgiving and had defied her parents by going to school in Quebec instead of New England, but I could always change that in revisions. It might be better, even, to veer from the path of the real story.

      Genevieve had been dating a fellow student for the two years she was doing her master’s. This part, the setup, was a bit long, so I’d have to invent some stakes or action to keep the reader with me until we got to the payoff. I’d make her an undergraduate, for one thing. A master’s student reads as too smart; an undergraduate is more relatable, though I’d have her study something esoteric, like German literature. Perhaps her personality quirk would be that she loved Rilke, though come to think of it, Rilke was Austrian and studying Austrian literature is too esoteric so instead she’ll love Goethe. It telegraphs so much about a person, a love of Goethe.

      In the real story, she’d been dating this student and he was going to do a PhD in Tallahassee and of course she planned to break up with him. Imagine a Montrealer in Tallahassee? I’d laughed when I read that part of the story. The Tallahassee thing was staying in for sure. Nothing else about the story was funny. I heard once that Chekhov said that you have to make audiences laugh before you made them cry and that made complete sense when I thought about the work of Chekhov, but when I looked it up, I couldn’t find any proof he’d said it at all. Just one of those quotes that floated around the internet, I guess.

      He (the kid headed to Tallahassee, not Chekhov) had the gall to propose marriage, and Genevieve refused. This bit might be harder to write if they were undergraduates, though I supposed there are still confused twenty-two-year-old boys handing out marriage proposals when they’re not sure what to do with themselves after graduation.

      She told the police she’d thought they parted amicably. She told her lawyer that she’d refused him kindly. On the eve of graduation he’d knocked on the door of her family’s Pointe-Saint-Charles home. Her parents and sister were out, visiting her grandmother at her nursing home as they did every Thursday. He knew the family’s routine. It’s how she knew it was premeditated. There was something about it being the night before graduation too. The darkest possible ending on what should have been a bright new beginning. That’s not in any of the news stories, but I planned to explore it in the book.

      She let him in when he knocked because she knew him, and if it had turned out that she hadn’t exactly loved him, she still liked the idea of saying goodbye.

      He’d been drinking. She should have kicked him out when she realized. She told the police that too. He… Well. I didn’t relish the idea of writing that bit. Perhaps I’d leave it as an ellipsis. Let the story pick up when her sister came home and found her, bloody and ashamed.

      

      ***

      The train still hadn’t picked up speed. Strange. I’d been in the bathroom longer than was socially acceptable, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t ready for the idea of Cyanne. Not yet. I might need to wash my hands four more times before I felt ready for that.

      I did need to watch the time though. If the train didn’t pick up speed soon, I’d be late, and that made me more anxious than I’d like to admit. I had a picture in my mind of the afternoon, and when little pieces shifted, one o’clock instead of twelve thirty, the tower of blocks I’d built began to sway.

      I opened my text thread with Malee. How many different ways are there to say “I’m running late?” Why was it so hard to type? I didn’t want to remove a single block in the tower. The phone burned in my hand. Teddy had been right: the phone service was terrible. I’d drain my battery before I arrived in Montreal.

      Teddy. Thinking of him made me feel even worse, even closer to crumbling.

      Train running late, I typed. I’ll let you know more soon.

      It took a good long time to send. The phone broke a sweat with the effort to find signal, and I dropped three more percentage points in my battery life. The slow-moving train must have crested a small hill because finally the status of the message flipped to “delivered.” I didn’t wait to see “received.” I turned on airplane mode. There was always Wi-Fi, if the Wi-Fi decided to work at any point, that would keep me connected. It was in the name of saving battery, I told myself. Not so it would be impossible for Teddy to reach me.

      

      ***

      “The Montreal story,” that’s how I’d begun to refer to Genevieve’s plight in my own thoughts or when I made Teddy listen to the twists while he peeled and deveined a pound of shrimp for dinner. The Montreal story didn’t unfold the way I expected. First off, Genevieve did everything right. Her sister called the police and wouldn’t let Genevieve clean herself until she’d been inspected and swabbed. She cooperated. With everything the police wanted, she cooperated. Maybe if she’d studied sociology, she’d have had more realistic expectations of the justice system, but she wasn’t prepared for any of it. She knew about Goethe and little else.

      The police brought charges—there was all that physical evidence. She didn’t ever want to see him again, she was afraid to, and the police and the prosecutor told her over and over that it was unlikely that she ever would. Trials are just for television shows, they assured her. In real life, everyone pleads out.

      He didn’t plead out and she worried, but they told her not to; it was a tactic. The trial date arrived and she threw up three times the first morning. She told the police that, but the prosecutor told her it was all normal. More tactics, but there was no way she’d have to take the stand.

      Her assailant, it turned out, was the kind of person who had the resources to go home to a drafty, rambling house in Massachusetts. And his legal defense reflected it.

      When the defense put her on the stand, she said it felt like the whole thing was happening to her all over again.

      It was a short trial. A year after the assault, but the whole thing was over in ten days. When he was found not guilty, she was mistaken in thinking it was the worst of all possible outcomes.

      

      ***

      I finally clicked open the lock on the bathroom door. Outside the stall, the orange light glowing “Occupied” would have gone quiet. No one crashed through, no one grabbed me by the hair. I slid the door open slowly, peeking through the crack to see if she was standing there. Nothing. Only the darkened door of the other bathroom. The bathroom door opposite mine had a dark stain on the stainless-steel handle. Dorcas wouldn’t like that.

      When I got out into the aisle, it was the end of my reprieve. Cyanne’s seat faced opposite the direction of travel; she was sitting facing me. And she was staring at me, the hate scrunching up those pretty features, that long, shiny hair no match for all that bitterness.

      “Just about to start the breakfast service, honey,” Dorcas said from the galley behind me. I could hide back here with all the little bottles of water and moistened towels. I could run back past the bathrooms, through the back door to the attached caboose.

      Dorcas had an impatient energy. Her trainee had disappeared, probably to a gathering of other inappropriately shod trainees. And she needed me out of the aisle before she could start her service.

      The smell of breakfast—cooked egg, the brown aroma of cured and crisp pork—was suffocating. I was no vegetarian, I was even hungry, but the meat smelled like bodies to me. It stunk of death.

      “Something the matter, honey?” Dorcas asked.

      I shook my head and did the only thing I could do. I started down the aisle toward Cyanne.

      I tried to move through quickly, tried to avoid her eyes though she’d already seen me, but she was spoiling for a fight. Cyanne rose to her feet as I approached, and when I tried to slink by, she grabbed my wrist. All that yoga she did—the woman was strong.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” she said. “Isn’t it enough that you’ve already killed me?”

      I went cold at her accusation, actual goose bumps sprouting up and down my arms. Had I killed Cyanne? I suppose that was one way of looking at it.

      The weathered face seated across the aisle from Cyanne cocked his head, but he kept his eyes on his gardening magazine. He was wearing a plaid shirt that had been pressed crisp for him. The shirt had to have been custom made or was from a specialty store for enormous men because he was even more of a giant than he’d looked from four rows ahead. It was impossible for him to be inconspicuous in his eavesdropping when he occupied so much space.

      “I didn’t do anything to you, Cyanne.”

      “You’re a thief and a liar,” she said.

      “Cyanne…” I’d typed some version of this a dozen times in response to her ugly online accusations, back when I thought she could be reasoned with. “Cyanne, what did I steal? Point to it with your finger. Draw it on a piece of paper. The thing you’re so angry about isn’t real.”

      “You’re not real!” she yelled.

      “Okay.” Her invective, her volume were helpful. Made me feel more sane, in better control of my position.

      “My husband read your book, Agatha.” She gripped my wrist tighter. “My mother read it.”

      “Please send them my thanks for the support.”

      

      ***

      Cyanne’s complaint was about the protagonist in my yoga book. That beautiful, shiny-haired, vapid girl. There are women’s crime-fiction books about all sorts of women: magazine editors with cartoonishly nice apartments and wives of investment bankers with cartoonishly nice Westchester homes. My innovation was writing a book about a familiar kind of striver. The cocktail waitress or the clothing store employee or the barista who’s pretty enough that she’s made to believe she can monetize one of her hobbies on social media.

      Cyanne worked at Teddy’s restaurants off and on over the years. The ones he’d owned, the ones he ran for other people. He didn’t really rehire after someone had left for the first time, but she was such a sweet girl that she got special dispensation to float in and out like the mistral.

      Five years earlier was the last time I’d seen her working. It was before Teddy moved over to The Riv. He was running a cocktail bar and hired Cyanne as a waitress. The man she’d just started seeing—a well-preserved forty-five-year-old chasing her twenty-five-year-old skirt—was sitting at the bar waiting for her to get off shift.

      I followed the rest with a cocked eyebrow on Instagram. He was a former Olympic beach volleyball player (for Canada, but still), and they traveled to India to be certified as yoga instructors together.

      Four years ago she was posting invitations for pay-what-you-can classes in the park so she could practice teaching. She mixed those posts with photos of her boyfriend’s interior design work. Teddy and I got a good laugh out of the interior design bit—a fallback job for the youngest and dumbest child of a monied family. I’d bet he had an older sister who ran the family investment fund.

      Three years ago, Cyanne pivoted to YouTube. She began spending long swaths of the year filming poorly sound-mixed instructional videos on Costa Rican beaches. One day the production design of the videos vastly improved. She’d married the guy, and he gifted her a film crew as a wedding present.

      The story writes itself, doesn’t it?

      

      ***

      “Cyanne, the story is a story. You’re the only one who thinks otherwise. The abuse, all of this, has to stop.”

      But it wasn’t going to stop; it was only beginning. She held my wrist so tightly that I was worried she’d snap it.

      She put her face close to mine and hissed, “It’s jealousy, isn’t it?” I wanted to yank my wrist back, but I didn’t want her to know how much she was hurting me. Her breath smelled like vinegar. Our faces nearly touching, she spat out another accusation. “You wanted my life so badly, you stole it from me.”

    
  
    
      
        9:30 A.M.

      
      Cyanne was fifteen years old when I met her. Hired as a hostess when I was still bartending. Nearly six feet tall, she already had that long, shiny hair but she was shy as a new kitten. It’s too condescending to ever admit to her, but I saw her as a baby sister. Her dad wasn’t around and her mom brought the bad men she was dating into the bar sometimes and asked for a friends-and-family discount on her glasses of white zinfandel. Cyanne always looked older than she was, and she was too timid to swat away the middle-aged men who hovered around her. Sweet. What I remember about her then is that she was sweet.

      “Cyanne, I’m not jealous of you.” I pulled my wrist from her with a gentleness I hoped would remind her of our years-long bond. I was afraid of her face-to-face like this. I couldn’t find that sweet little sister anywhere in those angry eyes.

      “You didn’t even ask me,” she said, blocking my path back to my seat.

      “Ask you what, Cyanne?” I wanted her to admit she was angry for nothing. “Hundreds of thousands of people have read that book. How many of them think she was based on you? Five? Ten?”

      I was careful choosing my words. Careful not to imply that the character was indeed based on her, just that I understood that Cyanne thought she was.

      “If even one person was going to think that those awful things you wrote were about me, you should have asked.”

      “It’s fiction.”

      “She strangles him with a yoga strap. I can’t ever use one of those in my videos again.”

      In an early Costa Rica video, she’d planned to use a yoga strap and spent thirty excruciating seconds detangling the thing, mid-workout, because she hadn’t thought to do so before filming, or to edit out the detangling after the fact. The murderous yoga instructor in the book has a similar lack of pragmatism.

      “It’s a funny scene in a work of fiction. Nothing more.”

      Dorcas was in the galley with her breakfast cart, unable to begin her service until we moved out of her way.

      “I didn’t know I could hate someone until you did this to me,” Cyanne said. “I didn’t know I was capable of that feeling.”

      She and I knew that wasn’t true. As angry as she was with me, as much of her mental energy as I was occupying, I knew she’d felt this way before. And I knew how dangerous that hatred had made her.

      The train swayed as it had when I was in the bathroom. I reached up and grabbed the bar of the overhead luggage rack. The intensity of the confrontation or the hardworking heater, or both, had vanquished my goose bumps and left me sweating and my raised arms showed visible pit stains on my pale-blue button-down shirt. I stood in front of Cyanne and was a flawed person, a sweaty, flawed person, hoping she’d see I was the wrong vessel for all of her anger.

      After that dangerous sway, the train found its legs and finally resumed its gallop.

      Did Cyanne still think of that old hate? Did she get comfort from the memory of what she’d done? Or had she forgotten it when she found somewhere else to put her vitriol?

      “We’re a bit overdue for breakfast,” Dorcas said from behind me. “Mind if I sneak by?”

      

      ***

      In the Montreal story, Genevieve’s assailant dreamed up an ending worse than the not-guilty verdict. Like Cyanne, he was a person who held a grudge. Trial preparation meant her assailant was delayed a full year getting to Tallahassee. He did eventually go and he graduated, but upon doing so, he failed to secure a faculty appointment for himself. So he sued her. The premise of the suit was that her false claim had destroyed his momentum entering graduate school, had rendered his original supervisor unavailable, and had destroyed the trajectory of his entire life. It had been six years since the assault (or, as he described it, the consensual encounter).

      Genevieve had begun to move on. She’d been seeing a therapist, was in a long-term relationship, had an eighteen-month-old daughter.

      Through some legal mechanism known only to people with waterfront summer homes, his suit was brought before the courts of Massachusetts, though none of the action had occurred there, and she had to interrupt her entire life, had to leave behind her child, in order to defend herself.

      Her assailant’s father—this is where I could write in a man like Finch—became a figure in the press, insisting his son was taking a stand for all men who had their lives ruined by the false accusations of attention-seeking women.

      Genevieve wanted nothing more than to stay in her little Montreal house in Côte Saint-Luc, a real step up from her childhood home, and push her daughter in her backyard swing. When I’d write it, this is where Genevieve would begin to lose her mind. She’d woken from a nightmare to find herself in a nightmare, and she spent months canvassing her friends and family to try to raise enough money to pay her assailant a settlement so she could finally put the terrible event behind her. I knew exactly how this scene would play out—Genevieve talking to her sister, begging her to borrow money, her sister begging her to take the case to court, the toddler crying in the background, her mother too wrapped in her other troubles to pay any attention to her.

      Each of the two sides used Genevieve’s pleas for money as the crux of their argument. Genevieve’s supporters insisted the pleas were proof of her innocence. She wanted money to pay the settlement so she could restart her life. Her detractors thought those pleas were proof of her level of desperation.

      Her assailant was killed by a gunshot wound, right between the eyes, shot through the frosted-glass pane of his front door. His father, who I now couldn’t help but picture as Finch, was thought to have run to the front door when he heard the glass shatter, and then to turn and run the other way when he saw his son’s body. The gunman knew better than to leave a witness and shot the father too, though less precisely. He took a bullet through the spine and lived on life support for three-and-a-half days before his wife pulled the plug.

      Genevieve was questioned extensively but never arrested. In the press there were all sorts of theories; a hit man was among the most prevalent. There was no question of motive. The civil suit disappeared with her assailant’s death, forget that long-delayed eye for an eye. His death was on the eve of the first day of the civil trial. It was all too tidy to be a coincidence.

      All except Genevieve wasn’t in Massachusetts at the time of the murder, and unless the hit man was working pro bono, she didn’t have the money to pay one. Montreal to Boston was an easy drive and she hadn’t wanted to spend the night away from her young daughter, so she’d planned to leave for court in the early hours of the next morning. The police combed through her phone records, her financial records, and, of course, the border-crossing records, and they found nothing, nothing at all, to connect her to those violent deaths. She was never arrested. The murders were unsolved, ten years on. Her assailant had belonged to a prominent family so the story resurfaced every so often, but there was never any sign that the police were reopening the case.

      It was Teddy who had cracked it for me. I didn’t have the energy, the motivation, to sit in front of a computer and write, but a couple of nights ago, after Freddie went to sleep, I paused the episode of Downton Abbey I’d insisted we rewatch and described the scene of Genevieve asking her sister for money the way I thought I’d write it, the baby crying in the background, and when I did, he insisted it must have been the sister who killed the assailant.

      He said he could picture the scene exactly, and I bristled at that, thinking he must be remembering some scene from our home where my own despair had me trapped too far under the surface of the water to attend to Freddie’s needs. I argued the sister was too much of a rule follower to have done such a thing, but he insisted that watching a loved one wither could have driven the sister just mad enough to pull the trigger.

      Genevieve. I couldn’t picture my character as anything but a Genevieve. I knew when I adapted her story for fiction she’d be an undergraduate instead of a graduate student and she’d be blond instead of brunette and she’d love Goethe, but knowing all that, having all those pieces, I hadn’t written a word. I was fixated on the name. I couldn’t find a name that worked better than Genevieve. And if I stole her name, everyone would know I was stealing her whole story. There are rules about that sort of thing.

      

      ***

      The last thing I wanted was another Cyanne. To be clear, I had not a speck of guilt, no need to make amends with Cyanne. My conscience was clear. That day, on the train, the person to whom I felt accountable was Dorcas and her schedule, and it was my guilt about holding her up that gave me what I needed to push past Cyanne.

      “It’s enough, Cyanne. You’ve said your piece and I’ve heard it, but I’m sitting down now.”

      I would have pushed right past her and she would have let me. I would have wished her the best with perfect finality, and we never would have spoken again.

      I’m sure of it. If I’d been given the chance, it would have ended right there.

      I wasn’t given the chance.

      As I pushed past Cyanne, there was a metallic screeching from outside the train and then the fire-breathing metal beast came to a halt so suddenly that it sent Cyanne tumbling to the floor in the aisle and threw me right on top of her.

    
  
    
      
        9:45 A.M.

      
      I rolled off Cyanne and her endless limbs, sore but intact. The physical confrontation, my worst-case scenario, had transpired. The unstoppable gravity of a giant object forced to come to a sudden rest had done what Cyanne hadn’t had the balls to do: it laid me flat. We lay there, our heads nearly touching, her long brown hair tangled with my mousy blond. We were both too stunned to move.

      As an adult, I’m ill-practiced at falling down. Freddie falls constantly. He walks on the very edge of sidewalks and tumbles onto lawns, he trips over curbs, he slips off play structures, he crashes his bicycle, he looks backward while walking forward and is flattened by lampposts. It’s a miracle, the invincibility of a small child. A bang, a blow, a somersault, and then back on his feet, asking you about your favorite dinosaur.

      Because Cyanne had been fifteen when I met her, I still associated her with something childlike, though we were only ten years apart in age. I expected her to spring to her feet as Freddie might, dust herself off, and go right back to flinging accusations. I’m a writer. My job is to show how a person will behave when faced with an obstacle. But Cyanne stayed down, rolled to her side so her back was to me, and let me be the first to rise. I wouldn’t have written it that way. The human impulse was to ask if she was all right, but I didn’t. I felt like it would make things somehow worse.

      Dorcas shuffled around her cart and came to us. She’d lost her trainee, and that only made her air of competence more convincing. The shuffling sound of navy polyester skirt against black stockings, her frown of concern in the newly darkened train car. Had the lights gone out? The bright-white storm cast its own light so that wasn’t immediately obvious, not until I looked into the windowless galley that was now all shadow.

      It must have been Dorcas’s approach, the no-nonsense air of it, that finally got Cyanne to move. She still just sat in the aisle, but she looked uninjured now that she wasn’t splayed across the floor. Still angry, like the fall was one more indignity I’d brought into her life, but at least she didn’t look hurt.

      Rupinder and Vivien, confronted with the possibility of having to use their emergency training, whispered angrily at each other. Vivien had her reading glasses in her lap. She was polishing the lenses with the hem of her sweater. I knew a woman who, whenever offered the luxurious extra legroom of an emergency exit row on an airplane, always refused, lest she be stuck with the chore of saving lives in the case of a crash. Would this be Vivien’s approach moving forward?

      The old, weathered face seated across the aisle from Cyanne looked to be having the opposite problem. His hulking frame was half-unfolded from his seat. He looked desperate to help someone, to be given a task.

      “Best we can do is get ourselves back to our seats while I figure this out. What do you say?” Dorcas said. It was a question, but not really. Women like Dorcas are made for emergencies. She’d been born to issue commands that sounded like suggestions.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      She cocked her head, those bouncy curls moving in time so I’d know it was a stupid question.

      “Honey, I’ve been right here in the train car waiting for you to quit blocking the aisle. How would I know?” She gave her attention to Cyanne. “Are you hurt at all? Or just finding your feet?”

      “I can get up.”

      “Then please do. When the train makes an emergency stop, we need everyone in our seats.”

      “Why?” Cyanne asked. Her hair was parted funny since she’d fallen. It always fell straight and smooth and symmetrical, and it was tempting to reach over and fix it for her.

      “Because if you’re up and wandering when the train starts to move again, someone might take a tumble,” Dorcas said. “To your seats.” She clapped her hands together for good measure.

      The weathered old soul in 4D dropped from his crouch back to his seat, rocking the car as the full weight of him hit the leather armchair. It was plain as day that Dorcas didn’t need his help, and she might just scold him if he tried to offer it.

      “Have we derailed?” I asked, trying to see something that wasn’t a snowdrift out of the window.

      Dorcas paused for a long blink. Another stupid question.

      “It would be a bit more of a cocktail shaker if we derailed. We’ve paused.”

      “It was sort of a violent pause,” I said.

      “Only for the people standing in the aisle when they weren’t supposed to be.” Another cock of her head. Another bob of those curls.

      “Has this happened before?” I asked. I knew I had worries bigger than getting to Montreal on time, but it was my singular fixation. I needed this Montreal trip. My body hummed with the need.

      “I’ve worked this route for twenty years,” Dorcas said. “There’s nothing that can happen that hasn’t happened before.”

      She saw me now. A little scared, a little uncertain, in need of some comfort. “It’s just a pause, honey. Back to your seat.”

      

      ***

      By my math, we had stopped on the track somewhere east of Cobourg. I didn’t know anything about Cobourg. Far as I knew, there was nothing to know besides its centrality between Toronto and Kingston. There was a beach. Not in Cobourg, but not too far from it, sandy shores and the blue expanse of Lake Ontario that I’d come to with my parents as a child. I remember seeing signs for Cobourg along the route. When you saw the sign indicating you were near the town, that meant the drive to the beach wasn’t much longer.

      Driving… There was an idea. Could I ask to be excused from this railcar to call myself a car to Montreal instead? If I sat here much longer, the delay would allow the thoughts to creep in and my nerve to seep out.

      During my last week at work before my sabbatical or my very early retirement or whatever, I’d been waiting on King Street for an eastbound streetcar that was supposed to come every three minutes. Ten ticked by, then fifteen. The crowd at the corner swelled, and the local taxi drivers caught wind. Soon there was a line of them by the stop. They were smart and knew that any passenger who could afford it would grab a cab rather than continue to wait in the heat.

      I could have paid for a cab or I could have walked home in thirty minutes, but I’d already spent my time waiting. I’d already paid a fare on the subway and wanted to use my transfer. The thing finally came after twenty-two minutes, and I was near tears with frustration when I finally got off at Cherry Street. With so little time left, feeling like I’d wasted any always brought on big emotions.

      Would Cobourg cabs have heard we were waiting? Was there a line of them somewhere ready to take desperate passengers all the way to Montreal? I couldn’t see the roads for all the snow, forget cabs. For better or worse, we were stuck on the train.

      

      ***

      “You made it back before the tumult,” I said to Finch as I approached our seats in the first row. He was uncharacteristically quiet in return. My traveling buddy Finch Weatherby (ridiculous name) was snoozing with his arms crossed against his chest and his head drooped forward. The scarf he’d laid down so lovingly to protect himself from the seat would protect the seat in case Mr. Weatherby was a sleeper who drooled.

      His pose exposed the back of his neck, and I got a better look at the angry rash. I hoped he was consulting with a dermatologist. I was easily thirty years younger than Finch, and I wouldn’t have dared sleep with my head lolled forward like that. I’d have a stiff neck for days, but Finch’s comfort was Finch’s business, and I could hardly lean across the aisle and adjust him to a more ergonomic sleep position.

      I like watching people sleep. Coming into Freddie’s room to stare at him after he’s had a long day in the sun is one of my favorite things. His fluttering eyelashes revealing a dream moment of dancing camels or shape-shifting clouds, the open mouth and occasional grunts, the stuffed Dalmatian clutched tight to his chest. People say a sleeping child is peaceful, but it’s not. It’s an active, thrashing thing. It’s sweaty and rumpled in that land of imagination.

      Finch, on the other hand, was a peaceful sleeper. When I saw his stillness, I had the unkind thought that he must be exhausted from his campaign of bloviating to strangers and ruining the lives of those close to him. Unfair of me. I only heard one end of his calls. Perhaps the ex-wife was even worse. Perhaps at home Finch slept clutching a stuffed Dalmatian too.

      “Where are we?” Vivien said from the back. The car seemed quieter than it had before. Like someone had turned off music, though none had been playing.

      “Cobourg, or somewhere near it,” the weathered old man called over to her. He sounded delighted to be able to help.

      The sound of the train. What had gone quiet was the roar of the moving train.

      “How can you tell?” she asked. “Is your GPS working?”

      I snuck a look at Vivien. She was holding her phone in the air and frowning at it.

      “By the landscape, of course,” the old man said, and he laughed at his own joke. There was no landscape. Only blowing snow and settled snow. “I know this route well. I’m visiting my daughter.”

      “I’m traveling with my son,” Vivien said.

      “I always stop at Tim Hortons on the way to the station and get myself a honey cruller, and I have to set a rule about it,” he said. “I tell myself, ‘Jeff, don’t you eat that cruller until we pass Kingston.’ If I didn’t set that rule, I’d eat the doughnut as soon as I sat down and I’d be ravenous when I got to my daughter, and she’d worry that I’m not feeding myself enough.”

      Anxious as I was about the delay, Jeff seemed delighted by it, so pleased to have made a friend in Vivien. He was nakedly, recognizably lonely. I used to have people just like him who would invent reasons to come into the bank. Ask to check their balance and then chat about their faraway grandchildren for forty-five minutes.

      “I thought they served breakfast on this train,” Vivien said.

      “He’s right about Cobourg,” Dorcas cut in. “I don’t have my bearings, but it’s about right, time-wise.”

      “Castle John’s,” Jeff said.

      “What’s that, honey?” Dorcas replied.

      “Best restaurant in Cobourg,” Jeff said. “Beef fries are incredible.”

      They kept chatting like there was nothing wrong and I stared out the window at that storm, feeling the seconds tick by and listening to the sound of my heartbeat hammering in my ears. Inexpensive beers at Castle John’s wasn’t how I’d imagined the day shaking out. After all that swaying, the train stood motionless. I couldn’t have this. The blank screen, the impotent train—it was all going wrong.

      When I reopened my computer, the lines copied from the yoga book were still on the screen. I’d struggled to write anything new because Finch had been looking over my shoulder, but now I had no one’s attention and nothing but time. Cyanne called me a thief, but she was wrong. I’m a writer, and it was time to write.

      The storm had whipped itself into such a fervor that I couldn’t see more than six feet past the train window. In a darkest-before-the-dawn sort of assumption, I guessed that the ferocity with which the snow fell meant that the storm would soon wane and we’d be back to pretty, cotton-ball flakes near the moment we resumed our motion toward Montreal. Which had to be any minute.

      “Will it be a lot longer?” Vivien asked, in that soft voice that held an edge of concern.

      “We’ll know when we know, and until then, we won’t worry,” Dorcas said. “I’ve seen plenty of snowstorms, and the train has been the most reliable form of transportation through all of them.”

      I selected the text, copied those words, and deleted, so it was me and a fresh start. If I couldn’t solve the immediate problem of Genevieve—who to make the main character, what to call her—that didn’t mean I was starting with nothing.

      “When he runs…” I started to type an idea for where I might begin.

      “My husband is picking us up in Montreal,” Vivien said.

      Three words. I’d stopped at three words. There was the queasy sensation of being watched. I turned to look at Cyanne, expected to find her hovering over my shoulder, glowering, redeemed to find I couldn’t write a story unless I was stealing it from someone, unless I was sucking up someone’s life and making it my own.

      “The website will show updates about delays,” Dorcas said. “And so will the board at the station. He’ll know not to worry.”

      Thousands and thousands of girls were trying to get famous by doing yoga on the internet. I’d watched so many of their videos before I started writing. I took notes on their phrasing, on the way they placed their decorative ferns in the background of their shots, on how they chose to style their glossy hair. That Cyanne thought the book was about her only reflected her small-mindedness.

      “My phone isn’t connecting,” Vivien said. She was wearing a pair of red-framed reading glasses, the ones she’d been clutching earlier, and she was squinting at her screen. “I’d like to call him so he doesn’t have to wait too long at the station.”

      Cyanne wasn’t watching me. She was in her seat, facing in the opposite direction from me, twisting a strand of her long, shiny hair between her fingers. Her head was unmoving.

      “The backup power doesn’t juice the Wi-Fi, honey,” Dorcas said. She had shuffled now to the galley, so she had to raise her voice so we’d all hear her. “Vital systems only. We’ll stay nice and warm, but we won’t be able to play Angry Birds.”

      My own phone was still tucked away. From habit I reached toward it, as though I could will it alive, but I pulled my hand back. One blank screen was enough to contend with. I’d help nothing by holding the thing in my hand, hoping my messages would load and being disappointed when they didn’t.

      “I’m trying to make a call, not use the internet.” Vivien’s voice had an edge I recognized well. Her protective instinct, her mothering instinct, rising in her throat.

      “Plenty of dead spots for phones out in these woods,” Jeff chimed in from his seat, halfway between Vivien and me. Even seated he had to slouch a bit to avoid the luggage rack.

      “Or the storm knocked out a cell tower,” Vivien’s son chimed in. His giant headphones had migrated from his neck to his ears, so I’d assumed he wasn’t listening. What was his name again? “Mom, stop freaking out. The train’s a bit late. There’s a giant blizzard. Dad’ll figure it out.”

      Rupinder. Gosh, Rupinder sounded young.

      “Why don’t I give them a call up front and just see what’s happening?” Dorcas said.

      I followed her rule and stayed in my seat, but I turned all the way around and craned my neck to watch her movements in the dark galley. I hadn’t noticed it earlier, but there was a phone, a sleek black thing on the wall connected by a spiral cord that Dorcas wound around her little finger. Despite the quiet in the car, I couldn’t hear what she was saying. Only nods and murmurs and her back to us.

      When she hung up, she relayed from the conductor what we already knew. The train was stopped, a crew was coming. There was no immediate danger but neither was there immediate exit. With no phones, or other connection to the outside world, we were to remain in our seats. Our crew of passengers was now a crew of captives.

    
  
    
      
        10:15 A.M.

      
      I wasn’t making it to Montreal by lunch. So many times this year I’d assumed the best would happen and been rewarded with the worst, and you’d think a streak like that would have taught me a lesson. It’s not like I hadn’t been watching that snow for hours, it’s not like I didn’t know what winter could do to best laid plans, but through it all I’d been sure that it wouldn’t impact me, that my plans were important enough that I’d be spared.

      I’d thought the tempest was most ferocious right before it waned. Either I was wrong about the order of events or about what I consider ferocity from a storm. The sideways scream of blowing snow meant that the windows along my side of the train were soon sheeted in ice and the close quarters we were trapped in got even darker. Finch, sitting in the seat I’d been assigned, on the side of the train that had some measure of natural light, was the winner after all.

      “Did they say we’ll start moving soon?” Vivien said when Dorcas reemerged from the galley. Armed with even meager crumbs of information, Dorcas was now a god among us mortals.

      “She accused me of murdering my husband,” Cyanne said to Jeff. She was leaning across the aisle to him. Still technically in her seat, so Dorcas couldn’t complain.

      “We’re still waiting on the diagnosis, but I’m going to call back right now and see what’s what,” Dorcas said. Though she’d just left the phone, she went right back to it.

      “I’m so sorry,” Jeff said to Cyanne. “Did they ever find who did it?”

      Cyanne had beautiful posture even before she got into yoga. She could have been a dancer or a model or a deportment coach for young ladies in a different sort of life.

      “Who did what?” Cyanne asked.

      “Killed your husband.” Jeff had his chin in his palm, rapt with Cyanne’s story. He thought he was dealing with someone much more interesting than the real Cyanne.

      “My husband isn’t dead,” she said.

      I stifled a little laugh, counting Jeff on my side. To cover my giggle—Cyanne didn’t take well to being laughed at—I reached into my bag to dig for something. A pen. Perhaps I’d write longhand: romantic and writerly. I searched the pocket where I always stashed a couple of 0.3mm Muji gel pens. Blue. I retrieved black Agent Provocateur panties instead. When my fingers grazed the lace, I shivered. How differently I’d imagined this day. The freedoms that had seemed so close were gone. Blown away by the vicious squall.

      “It’s an honor having someone write a story about your life,” Jeff said. “I don’t think I’d mind it.”

      “You’d feel different if it was a book full of lies,” Cyanne said.

      Should I have been campaigning? Shaking Finch awake to secure his fealty to the side of fiction should Cyanne initiate a civil war aboard the business-class car?

      “Do you think they’ll turn it into a movie? You’re a pretty girl… Am I allowed to say that? No misunderstanding. You’re younger than my daughter, but you’re pretty. Maybe they’d cast some glamorous actress to play you. Maybe you’d act in it yourself.”

      There was a twinkle in Jeff’s eye at that suggestion. He may not have known much of the world, but the twinkle suggested he knew that’s not how film casting worked.

      I’d sold the film option for the book before it was even published. It sold as soon as the announcement of publication went out in the trade papers. That one-sentence-long description of death and downward dogs had been enough to attract the attention of a medium-sized production company that specialized in straight-to-streaming chick flicks about women with Utah curls and murderous secrets. Their films almost exclusively were led by past-their-expiration-date child stars and were filmed in places like Edmonton. If the movie ever got made, it would almost certainly star someone like Haylie Duff.

      My shirt stuck to my back with sweat when I thought of how Cyanne might greet the news of this new indignity. I could plead that I agreed with her, that I too wished for someone more glamorous, and I’d be telling the truth. The option had sold before we knew how big the book was going to be. If I had to do it over, I’d sell to a different production company and secure, at minimum, a Nina Dobrev-caliber actress for the lead.

      

      ***

      “Any news?” Vivien’s voice shook me back to myself. Dorcas had ended another phone call. Vivien’s pitch went up a bit every time she spoke. I could track her blood pressure rising by it.

      “Mom, she’ll tell us when there’s news.”

      “Rupinder, I’m talking with her. Let Mommy explain the situation. I’m sure if I explain…” She put a hand up against her son’s protests. “People understand this is serious.”

      “I spoke with the conductor myself,” Dorcas said.

      “You see?” Vivien said to her son. “The conductor. Aren’t you glad I asked?”

      Vivien, it turned out, was a woman with much in common with my own father, Vlad. He preferred not to believe anything said by a woman and believed that an authoritative position could only be conferred by a uniform and, preferably, an official-sounding title. In the 1990s, when smoking cigarettes became illegal on airplanes, he defiantly lit an unfiltered Marlboro as soon as he was seated on a long-delayed journey to visit his sister in Warsaw. The numerous signs around the airplane didn’t convince him his consumption of nicotine was against the rules, nor did the angry Pole seated next to him.

      When the flight attendant was summoned to ask him to butt out, he became insolent and lit a second cigarette off the remnants of the first. The laws may have changed, but the airplanes hadn’t, and his seat was still equipped with an ashtray. Eventually the pilot, who couldn’t take off until the fracas was resolved, was summoned and at the sight of those chevrons on his shoulder, Vlad finally conceded that he might be breaking a rule. He put up his hands, cigarette still burning, and said that fine, he’d put it out.

      Unfortunately, security had been summoned at the same time as the pilot, and Vlad was removed from the flight. He never did make it back to Warsaw to reunite with his sister. The lung cancer got him eighteen months later.

      “Conductor says it’ll be just a short delay and we’ll be back on our feet soon!” Dorcas said brightly.

      “Did he tell you what happened?” Jeff asked from midway down the car.

      “Nothing major. Small issue.”

      Vivien defied the rules: she stood. I’d have introduced her to Vlad if he were still alive. She shushed her son’s protests and began to follow Dorcas into the galley.

      “Now, ma’am,” Dorcas said. “For safety, I have to ask you back to your seat.”

      “I have to explain about my son—”

      “Handsome young man. Now back to your seat.”

      “Mom, sit down!” Rupinder looked mortified. He stood to retrieve his mother, and now Dorcas had two rule breakers to contend with.

      “Can I be of any assistance?” Jeff called from his seat. Seeing all the activity, he wouldn’t be excluded and he was up too, the great big length and breadth of him, and Dorcas, brilliant, competent Dorcas, found herself in a circus run by the monkeys.

      “I need everyone back to their seats.” She didn’t yell, but she was less friendly sounding than earlier.

      “I just needed to ask you if you’re still planning to serve breakfast,” Vivien said.

      Breakfast. Her frantic pitch, her rule breaking. It was about eggs. She really was a lot like Vlad. I felt a little ache for that man that I’d barely known.

      “Ma’am. Vivien. You have to make allowances in the service schedule for the emergency,” Jeff said.

      “She said it’s not an emergency,” Vivien shot back. “The conductor called it a short delay.”

      “I need everyone to sit—”

      “My son has diabetes. He’s not supposed to skip meals.” Vivien looked as though she might cry, and Rupinder looked like he wanted to disappear into the floor. He’d put his headphones back on his ears, but I could tell by the tense rise in his shoulders that this exchange had his full attention.

      “Type 1?” Jeff asked.

      “I’m sorry, baby. That’s a tough one,” Dorcas said at the same time.

      

      ***

      A young, sick person is a fascinating animal to the middle-aged and elderly. I’m regularly the only person too young for reading glasses in the oncologist’s waiting room. They shuffle in, in their sixties, seventies, eighties, and look upon me with pity and fascination. What ill I must have done in my past lives to find myself among them in the prime of my life.

      Last week, at my last appointment before Christmas, I found myself supplanted. There’s always a competitive fire in my belly when someone appears who challenges my supremacy as the youngest patient.

      They don’t treat children at my hospital. Mercifully. Children are obviously the most tragic—no competition there—but their cases are handled at the kids’ hospital across the street.

      Last week, though, a man. Late twenties, early thirties. Younger than me, or at least with a better skincare regimen. He was dressed in well-cut gray trousers with a slim, white button-down under his charcoal wool coat. He was dressed like a man who wanted it known he was going to work after his appointment.

      The apparel was important. It signaled to everyone that while their own cancer seemed bad, at least they were old, retired, at least they didn’t have to take the subway back to a Bay Street office building and write a performance review for an employee or listen to complaints about who had drunk the last of the office coffee. On this, the young man and I agreed. I could be on death’s doorstep and still never wear sweats to see my oncologist.

      I sat up straighter when the young guy came into the waiting room. I wished I had some signifier that I was the mother of a young child. An ugly bracelet made of colorful plastic beads or something. Does that sound crazy? I felt crazy when I thought it. The cancer would probably kill me, but along the way it would definitely make me lose my mind.

      The young guy was carrying a book, cover facing out to show off the title. Dying Well. I wanted to roll my eyes, wanted to laugh out loud at him. Okay, buddy. We all have cancer here. No need to make this all about you.

      

      ***

      Rupinder was the opposite pole of Sick Young Person. Ashamed. Aloof.

      “It’s an emergency. I don’t need any sort of special—” Vivien was still trying to explain.

      “My dad has type 2,” Dorcas said. “Terrible disease.”

      Sick Young Person had done the trick on Dorcas. She forgot about shooing them to their seats, and she even let herself lean against the seat back of 8B for a moment.

      “Of course I’m going to serve breakfast,” she said. “It’ll take a touch longer because I’m by myself, but let’s get that going now. I suppose it might be a while before we get to Kingston at this rate.”

      Her earlier assurances that it would be a short delay were proving untrue. We’d been stopped something like half an hour. It was after ten o’clock.

      Jeff looked to the front of the car where I was sitting (I quickly ducked down so he couldn’t see me staring) and then to the back toward the caboose.

      “What about the young man who brought the towel?”

      If Jeff hadn’t mentioned him, I’d have forgotten about him forever. Dorcas’s great disappointment, an ill-fitting uniform and Blundstones instead of polished oxfords. If our shared space had gone quiet, it wasn’t only because the rush and hum of the train had stilled. It was because Dorcas was no longer dictating her every move to her trainee.

      “Can I be honest?” Dorcas said. “I didn’t think much of him.” Her voice moved away. She was back to fussing with the breakfast cart, filling teapots or whatever the thing needed. There were only six of us aboard. If she wasn’t so fixated on the rules, we could have served ourselves breakfast as a buffet and saved her the trouble.

      “He was hospitable when he brought my towel,” Jeff said. He twisted a button on his cuff, uncomfortable with the idea of a working man being criticized.

      “If I was wrong about him, then I can admit I was wrong,” Dorcas said as she counted out napkins in the galley, mouthing the numbers. “We were waiting to serve breakfast, and he got to checking stock levels. Made a whole list of things we were low on, and I sent him to car number two to get Doritos.”

      “For breakfast?” Jeff smiled at the idea of that. Doritos with a cup of sweetened, creamy coffee.

      “Not my cup of tea.” Dorcas wrinkled her nose. “It was the young man’s one move toward redeeming himself in my eyes. He was thinking ahead to drink and snack service. Said if the other cars were low on Doritos too, he wanted to be sure there was enough for the business-class car before the others went hunting.”

      It was a thumb in the eye to those in steerage (Finch’s term, not mine). A preemptive theft of their Doritos, not because they were immediately desired by business-class passengers but because they might be. I’d been wrong about Dorcas’s trainee. Once he straightened out the footwear, he’d fit in just fine.

      “I’ll reward him for his forethought by requesting Doritos when he returns,” Jeff said.

      “Now I really do need you all back in your seats,” Dorcas said. She stood behind her breakfast cart and had regained her authority. She was captain of that small vessel and so too should she be captain of us all.

      “I have to start at row one,” Dorcas said to Vivien. Not apologetic. Stating another of her unbreakable rules.

      Now, finally, I spoke up. Kneeling in my seat—not technically forbidden—so I could see over the back of the chair, I called over to Dorcas.

      “Oh, please start with them. He’s asleep.” Finch hadn’t so much as snored. He might have insisted on being served before the Sick Young Person, but he wasn’t awake to protest. “I don’t mind waiting.”

      “That’s what she says, but actually she loves taking food out of people’s mouths.”

      Cyanne. She didn’t even turn to look at me. Just said it loud enough for everyone to hear.

      Dorcas pushed her squeaking cart forward, scattering the little cluster of Jeff and Vivien and Rupinder. She would not be told how to do her job. She would not be told to break the rules she valued.

      “What do we have if we don’t have order?” Dorcas said, leaving the unfed diabetic boy behind her. There was a threatening ring to the words when she said them.

    
  
    
      
        10:30 A.M.

      
      Dorcas made great ceremony of the breakfast service when she got to my seat in the first row, as if there were no storm, no urgency but for cooling bacon. Standing so near her, I noticed for the first time that the navy skirt of her uniform—clean, pressed, well-fitted—had a near-perfect print of an iron burned into it. I imagined her standing in a suburban home somewhere under a wall hanging of Our Lady of Fatima, gazing into the middle distance as a curl of smoke wound its way up from the iron she’d left facedown on her skirt when she allowed herself to become distracted by some fantasy of a better life. I averted my eyes from the burn so as not to embarrass her.

      The tights she was wearing were thick, almost the kind a figure skater would wear under her sparkly skirt, and through them I could just barely make out the imprint of a tattoo that snaked down the length of Dorcas’s left calf. In itself it wasn’t unusual—plenty of people have plenty of tattoos—but the fact of it and the size of it were so incongruous with the private, devout life I’d imagined for Dorcas. Going for Sunday services at Cristo Rei Parish, visiting an elderly parent at the Maynard Nursing Home with a potted hydrangea and some cold cuts from Pavao Meats. I’d been certain about the kind of woman she was, but our nearness, the proximity of her calf, her thigh, made her someone entirely different.

      “We’re not supposed to serve hot drinks in an emergency,” she said. “Would you like an orange juice instead?”

      When she looked at me, it wasn’t Dorcas’s eyes meeting mine. It was the cold and serious gaze of Our Lady of Fatima. I had to look away to shake off the illusion.

      “But you made coffee and tea,” I said. Indeed, there was a pot of each on the cart she’d rolled over.

      “And if the emergency ends as quickly as the conductor says it should, we’ll be ready, won’t we? Juice? Or are you a diet-cola-with-breakfast sort of girl?”

      Was it threatening? What was it about her nearness that made me so uneasy?

      “Just water is great, thank you,” I said. I wasn’t hungry, quite suddenly. The smell of the eggs was turning my stomach. “He’s taking a long time with those Doritos,” I said. The doorway through to the other passenger cars was directly in front of me. Her trainee must have passed my seat and left while I was in the restroom, and that was ages ago.

      “Probably still in car two, poor dear,” she said, scooping ice into my water glass. Ice, in an emergency. Why did that feel strange?

      “Do you redistribute staff when something goes awry?” I asked, unable to suppress the familiar habit of collecting little details to keep in my pockets. I might write a train book one day. A murderer stalking a snow-trapped passenger train. It could be a good story.

      “The locks sometimes redistribute on our behalf. Will you have sausage?”

      She held a preassembled tray of little jars and a useless coffee cup and was waiting for my decision about a hot entrée to complete the meal.

      “I’ll have the vegetarian option.” I assumed, or hoped, that the vegetarian option would have less of an odor and be easier on my stomach. “What do you mean, the locks?”

      Trains are the most reliable form of transportation, I reminded myself. If I was anxious, it was because I was an anxious person and not because there was anything to be anxious about.

      “It’s an emergency,” Dorcas said, sliding a hot, metallic something onto a tray with another set of little tongs. This place positively ran on those little tongs. “We can hardly have people wandering around between cars in an emergency. A bagel or a croissant?”

      It was so much food. I always forget that in higher classes you always get so much more than you could possibly consume. In economy, you’re always hungry. We couldn’t even let them have their Doritos.

      “Neither,” I said. “So he isn’t allowed to come back until you can serve tea again?”

      She held my tray in one hand, the little tongs in the other.

      “Whenever possible, we avoid the honor system when it comes to safety,” she said. “The train decides for us. If we stop unexpectedly, there’s an auto-lock on the doors between the cars. You’re not going to want to pass up one of these croissants.” It dangled from her tongs like a dirty rag pinched between reluctant fingers.

      “But you could let him in.” The door now held all my attention. At the end of the aisle, the one door that connected us with the passengers on the rest of the train. “If you wanted to rescue him from his fate in the economy cars.” I wanted her good favor again, and then I wanted to be alone to contemplate that door.

      “The honor system should be avoided when it comes to safety.” She deposited the croissant onto my tray. “If someone went wandering between cars? Bored or looking for Doritos, and the train jerked forward getting ready to move? That’s how folks get themselves decapitated.”

      She put my tray down. Or did she drop it? The cup against the saucer gave an angry clatter.

      “So the door is—” I began to ask.

      “The system locked us in. For our safety.”

      When she turned to see if Finch’s eyes had fluttered open at the scent of breakfast, I couldn’t help myself. As if yanked from my seat, I stumbled forward, and before Dorcas could stop me, I’d thrown my weight at what had looked to me like a flimsy door, separating our car from the others. It was no use. Was it suddenly airless in here? Was the ceiling suddenly lower? Dorcas hadn’t locked it, but the door was locked. We were trapped inside, aboard our stranded steed.

    
  
    
      
        10:45 A.M.

      
      I had the whole of my trembling body pressed against that door; I could feel the cold of the storm outside through it. The throb of my rapid pulse beat against the steel that imprisoned me, and I was sure everyone on the train could hear it. Thwap, thwap, thwap. Every beat promising that the door wasn’t immovable. Thwap, thwap, thwap. Every beat scolding me that it was only I who didn’t have the power to free myself.

      Dorcas put a cool hand on my hot wrist, and it was an admonition. She knew the train’s anatomy well enough to understand that my outburst would make a racket, but the door would hold.

      

      ***

      Our car was separated from the one in front of us by a hitch and a small outdoor landing. I knew that, not because I could see it but because I’d been on plenty of trains and more than once had wandered from car to car, out of boredom or to escape the eyes of some salivating middle-aged man.

      There was a tint, or a film, or something covering the window that prevented me from seeing anything outside. Was the little walking platform piled high with snow now that the train had stopped moving? No idea. Was there another face pressed to the back window of the economy car, two feet from my own, as desperate as I was to make an escape? I’d never know.

      

      ***

      I rattled the door long past when it was sensible to do so, and when I slunk sheepishly back to my seat, dizzy and defeated, Dorcas pushed her cart down the aisle to serve the others.

      Vivien tutted over how much jam Rupinder spread on his bagel, Cyanne made a production over whether or not her yogurt container was made from recycled materials, and I stared at the door.

      We were trapped.

      Trapped like animals, and all the others were doing was eating their morning meal.

      I took long, slow breaths to lower my heart rate. In through the nose. A door is just a door. Out through the mouth. It wasn’t as though I could fix anything by going outside.

      “Are you taking a principled stance against croissants?” Dorcas and her iron-burnt thigh appeared in front of me, breaking my trance, her cart converted for waste disposal.

      “I’m just not hungry,” I said, handing her my full tray. “I’m sure they’re delicious.”

      “I’ll take this, then.” She swept the uneaten food into her blue trash bag and stacked the empty tray atop her cart. “I’m sure you want the tray table space back to—” She made a flittering motion with her hand that could have been typing or could have been a butterfly. “Do your work.”

      Whether it was meant as one or not, I received it as a shot across the bow. I was a fragile girl, making a mountain out of a molehill. A delicate thing who did delicate work.

      My work wasn’t real work like Dorcas’s own labor.

      My work wasn’t real work because I’d taken Cyanne’s story instead of inventing my own.

      My work wasn’t real work because I hadn’t written a goddamned word.

      I’d show them all. I’d use that closed door as an opportunity. Five thousand words on this journey. If I typed fast, it wasn’t too late to get there.

      “Have you heard anything else from the captain?” Cyanne asked as her tray was being cleared.

      “I think it’s called a conductor, honey,” Jeff said from across the aisle. Not unkindly.

      “Maybe you were thinking of the engineer?” Dorcas asked.

      With my tray table now clear, I’d reopened my laptop, and I typed the exchange verbatim. If I was going to write five thousand words, I had to start somewhere, and it was funny! A reference to the person operating the train as its captain, the implication that the speaker’s only frame of reference was a reality show about the crews of luxury yachts and sailing vessels. It was a habit I’d had for years: sitting on the subway or in a coffee shop and writing down people’s funny conversations. I’d never considered that to be stealing, that collection of little verbal gems. They were so useful when you needed to add some color to a book.

      “I was just heading off to call for an update,” Dorcas said.

      I heard her head to the back. Her cart squeaked as she went.

      “I’m supposed to be in economy,” Jeff said, presumably to Cyanne. I wasn’t looking for more conflict, so I kept my eyes forward. I could picture Cyanne though, the slight recoil when he said economy. She didn’t grow up rich, but people have short memories.

      “Is there an upgrade list?” Cyanne asked. I wrote that down too. Could it be something? A passenger hustling train staff on the platform to get upgraded to first class? Maybe.

      “Don’t know about anything like that,” he said. “I slipped into the car when no one was looking. It was easier than I thought.”

      Here Jeff captured my interest, so I did turn around to peek at them through the crack in the seats. Cyanne was sitting up in that dancer’s posture again. She didn’t like this.

      “They seat the business-class passengers first. But once that’s all done, the attendant disappears to go polish champagne glasses or light the chandelier or whatever they do.” He angled his giant mass toward her like she was a coconspirator.

      “There’s a chandelier?” Cyanne asked. Her posture wasn’t perfectly perpendicular any longer. She was leaning ever so slightly away from him. Cyanne was afraid.

      “Might be,” he said. “I booked in economy, then went through the train, car by car, looking for a seat.”

      “The seats are assigned,” Cyanne said.

      “Not up there.” He shook his head. “It’s a free-for-all. You’re not careful, you wind up sitting on a lap.”

      Were the economy seats not assigned? I couldn’t remember. Dorcas, who’d been so present for hours, who could have answered, had disappeared to her wall phone again. She was just a back and a displeased series of sounds.

      “Finally I get to the last economy car. We’re still in the station so I didn’t have the snow whipping past, blocking my vision, and I peer through the window until I can see she’s distracted…”

      “Her?” Cyanne pointed to Dorcas. Competent Dorcas! Professional Dorcas! Her, distracted? Could she have allowed in an interloper?

      Jeff nodded. “Her. She went to help with a bag, and that’s when I did it.”

      But no. The windows between the two cars were tinted. I hadn’t been able to see out. There’s no way he’d be able to see in.

      Jeff was lying.

      I couldn’t see Cyanne’s face and had to guess at her reaction from the shape of her body, from how frantically she was looping a strand of hair around her finger. Here was a man who had secreted himself onto this train and was lying about how, and we were trapped with him, not just trapped on the train but in this car, in this tiny space in the woods outside Cobourg with his giant, dishonest body. He could do anything to us.

      I wanted to call to Dorcas, but hadn’t we been let down by Dorcas? Hadn’t she allowed this to happen in the first place?

      “Why did you do it?” Cyanne asked, and if Jeff was planning to answer, he didn’t get the opportunity because Dorcas was back, pushing her cart, this time tinkling glass against glass as she moved.

      “Who needs a drink?” she asked and she placed herself in the front row, right by me. She wasn’t talking about more orange juice. She’d restocked her cart for bar service.

      “It’s not even eleven o’clock in the morning,” I said.

      “Island time,” Dorcas said. She’d scooped some ice into a tumbler and she rattled it at me. “Best I can tell, you’re not driving anywhere anytime soon. Can’t see how a drink will harm you.”

      Common sense said to refuse but I was trapped, my scar hurt, I wasn’t making it to Montreal. Every plan I’d had for today, and for what came after today, was dust. Scooter Fitzgerald could day drink and write, and I would too.

      “Bourbon,” I said. “Lots of ice. I skipped breakfast, after all. I’ve gotta have something.”

      “Atta girl,” Dorcas said. She poured and Jeff and Cyanne were silent, their unfinished conversation hanging in the air. What he’d said didn’t add up, but what could I do about it?

      When Dorcas handed me the beautiful brown drink, I made half of it disappear in that first gulp. I was thirsty.

      Finch was still snoozing, so she tinkled her way over to Jeff and Cyanne next. Would Cyanne tell? Dare she? We were trapped here with him in any case. The best she could do was tattle and have his service options, if not his actual seat, bumped down to economy class. Maybe deprive him of a drink, which she was just petty enough to do.

      “How about you, Mr. Valentine? Fancy a drink?” Dorcas said, and it was Rupinder who caught it, Rupinder in the headphones who was listening all along.

      “So how does she know your name?” he asked.

      She may have heard the whole exchange when she was meant to be on the phone. Women like Dorcas have ways of hearing two, three conversations at once that the rest of us don’t understand. Or she may have been connected with Jeff in some way, or she may have been so professional that she’d brush off a question asked about her but not to her without even a flicker of irritation crossing her face.

      “I’d like a Bud, please,” Jeff said.

      He ordered that drink like it was nothing, like there was nothing happening around him. Were these people out of their minds?

      “I’m sorry, I don’t have Bud, darling. Would you like a Heineken?” She pulled the green bottle out of her ice bin to prove she had it. Women like Dorcas hated to disappoint.

      “A Heineken?” Jeff sounded delighted. “What a treat. I’d love one.”

      “He’s on the passenger manifest,” Dorcas said. That strange hearing of hers fed her Rupinder’s question only once the necessities of customer service were out of the way. “You all are.”

      The emerald beer bottle gave a satisfying pop and fizz when she cracked it. My head was already swimming from my bourbon. I should have eaten the damn croissant.

      “I knew he was full of shit,” Rupinder said, and he collapsed back into his seat, his limbs telegraphing boredom as only a young man’s could.

      Vivien made a face like she wanted to, but she didn’t chide him for the curse word.

      “A little joke,” Jeff said. “A campfire story to pass the time.”

      “You thought I’d let someone on my train without a proper ticket?” Dorcas said, shaking her head. So she had been listening.

      Cyanne pointed at the white wine, and Dorcas poured a heavy glass. Not quite to the rim, that would be classless, but close enough.

      “So what are you doing here?” Cyanne asked after she’d put away the first gulp of her wine. The implication was so rude I had to turn away with embarrassment. What could a man who drank Budweiser possibly be doing in the business-class car? I couldn’t help it. I had to write it down.

    
  
    
      
        11:00 A.M.

      
      When had everything changed with Cyanne? Those first couple of years when she was going to high school during the day and working as a hostess at night, she’d been just about the sweetest kid I’d ever met. I never asked, but there was a sense that things weren’t great at school, that she wasn’t very good at it and didn’t have many friends, and home wasn’t much better with the no-show dad and the on-the-prowl mom, so she kind of became our mascot.

      On Friday nights, the bar would close at two and we’d all hang out until at least four. I was in college then, preparing for a journalism career that would never materialize. We’d sit and drink and smoke until near sunrise and she’d sit right there with us. Never drinking, never smoking, but laughing at all the dumb jokes and helping wipe down the tables and put the bar back together when someone finally mentioned how late it was.

      In Magda, the other six-foot-two baby hostess, she found a kindred spirit. I couldn’t remember if they went to the same high school. I didn’t think so, but it always made me so happy to see the two of them chattering up at the hostess stand. I felt protective of Cyanne. I wanted her to be a regular kid with regular friends.

      Magda didn’t hang out at the bar after it closed. Her parents were present and strict, and her dad was usually waiting in his car out front to drive her home five minutes before we locked the doors for the night.

      Cyanne had just turned eighteen when the bar changed the hostess uniform. It was one in a chain and the shake-up directive came from the head office. She was old enough to graduate to cocktail waitress then, but she didn’t want to. The day of the meeting where they showed us the new uniforms, the short, pleated black skirts, Cyanne cried.

      “I can’t wear that!” she wailed. It was true that at her height, the garment made her look nearly nude. She said she’d quit if they made her, and for a couple of weeks she wore pants to work until she got an ultimatum and made good on her threat. Sweet kid. Sticking to her guns.

      It was a couple of years after that, after we’d learned of the terrible mess she’d made of her relationship with Magda, that we saw her again. I’d graduated and Teddy was running a different bar. She came to ask him for a job. The thing with Magda had been so distasteful that I still grit my teeth when I think about it. I warned Teddy away. This clearly wasn’t the same kid. This clearly wasn’t the girl we thought we knew.

      But when Cyanne came to the interview she was that kid. She’d just come back from Spain, her first ever trip out of the country, and she’d brought Teddy a ceramic elephant. That sounds tacky but it wasn’t. Just a tourist-shop thing, but it was pretty and the thought was so kind, a lucky elephant with its trunk raised, that he decided the thing with Magda was none of his business and he gave her a job.

      I had my reservations, but he was right. Even then, she was sweet. This woman, with her big white wine and her rudeness to strangers, bore no resemblance to that kid, save for the fact they were both tall. Those two Cyannes were scarcely the same species.

      

      ***

      “My daughter got me the ticket for Christmas,” Jeff said in too friendly a tone. Cheerful, oblivious to Cyanne’s rudeness so she’d never know, she’d never learn that it wasn’t right to speak to people the way she had.

      “Should have guessed,” Cyanne said. Smug.

      “I’d have come to see her anyway but I’m set in my ways. Car two, window seat, on the 6:40 train, with my honey cruller, bit of a chat with whoever is seated next to me. I don’t need more than that. But she wanted to treat me.”

      “Are you forever changed?” Cyanne asked. “Impossible to imagine ever doing it the other way again?”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Jeff said, taking a long pull from his green bottle. “Up in economy is where they have all the Doritos.”

      

      ***

      Dorcas distributed that first round of drinks slowly, or I drank mine fast. All I know is as soon as I got to the bottom of my bourbon, there she was with another and I let her pour it for me because who cared that it was only eleven in the morning? The train wasn’t moving, I’d written three hundred words—not of a story, just words—and getting drunk sounded splendid.

      “If I were you, I’d take a nap and wake up in Montreal,” Dorcas said, and she tried to hand me a blanket.

      “And if I were you, I’d try to get my passengers drunk and cozy so they fall asleep and don’t realize they’re stuck on a disabled train in the woods outside of Cobourg.” I took my fresh drink and gave her a wink.

      I was working in bars when the laws changed and overnight you couldn’t smoke in them anymore. Cyanne too, but she was still a hostess then, so she probably doesn’t remember it as well. Nothing’s better than serving a smoker; it’s why French cafés have such great vibes. A smoker is never in a rush. You’re too busy to get to their table right away or to bring their drink, the smokers are fine. They always have something to do. They’re smokers!

      Then overnight, we took away their cigarettes.

      Dorcas could hardly hand out Virginia Slims to soothe us, so she was working with the tools she had: alcohol and sleep. Admirable.

      I shook my head to decline the blanket but reached out and took her wrist before she could leave.

      “You all right, honey?” she asked.

      “You’re a wonderful person to be trapped with.” I felt that little ache I get in my throat before tears come. I let go of her.

      “I know you had somewhere important to be,” she said. “And you’ll get there. Late, but safe. I’ll get you there.”

      I nodded and blinked back tears, looked to my tumbler to get myself together. I believed then that she must know exactly what I’d planned for Montreal. It must be written all over my face.

      “Now, honey.” Dorcas stood herself straight, hands on hips. “What do we do about your friend here?”

      Finch was still sleeping, but it couldn’t last long. I didn’t want to imagine the input he’d have had on Jeff’s tall tale.

      “Tuck him in and hope for the best?” I said.

      She unfurled a blanket into the aisle. It was a navy thing with the VIA Rail logo embroidered in yellow. She held it stretched for a dramatic moment, then inched it toward Finch like he was a sleeping cheetah.

      Most people are bad at that, giving comfort. Faced with someone on the verge of tears, they start asking questions or, worse, offering solutions. Women like Dorcas excel at comfort. The goofy grin like we were in on it together, the oversized movements. I couldn’t help but laugh, couldn’t help but get over myself.

      She nudged him, because she was goofing around. She’d have been more careful otherwise, but her attention was still half on me. When she went to place the blanket in his lap, she nudged him. The arms that had been crossed came uncrossed, and he slumped over onto Seat 1C. His left arm fell into the aisle, putting a thumb that was freshly black and blistered from the ugliness of fire on full display.

    
  
    
      
        11:15 A.M.

      
      He was unfurled across the two seats, the bright-white snow illuminating him like a spotlight. Dead. Dorcas shook him, trying to rouse him, when she saw the terrible thing, that disfigured thumb, but I said, “He’s not getting up,” almost immediately, before she’d taken his pulse, before we knew for certain. Dead. Finch was dead. I write mystery novels, I have a lethal cancer. I spend a lot of time thinking about corpses, and I know one when I see one.

      Finch was dead. This was when I had to rewind the hours, think of how long I’d been sitting there, oblivious to the ended life right next to me. I’d thought I knew the pattern the day’s plot would follow, but here I was, on a train with a dead man, a very different tale than the one I’d planned.

      But no. It wasn’t a story at all. It was the real thing. The man was really dead.

      “What the hell happened to his thumb?” I said, my hand covering my mouth so I wouldn’t retch.

      “Is it gangrene?” Dorcas said. “Is that what gangrene looks like?”

      Whatever emergency manual the railway had given Dorcas that she’d doubtlessly studied cover to cover, it hadn’t covered this case.

      “He’s dead,” I said. Jeff had come to stand beside me. He was so broad, so tall, but beside me he radiated a soothing, rather than a threatening, energy. Like an enormous, flanneled Tom Hanks. If he’d reached down to give me a hug, I wouldn’t have complained. “I’ve been sitting here, we’ve all been sitting here for what, two hours? When did I go to the restroom? He and I went to the restroom at the same time, but he was in his seat when I got back to mine. He’s been dead since then?” Why was I talking so fast? Why couldn’t I breathe?

      “You’re all right,” Jeff said.

      “He didn’t wake up for breakfast. He told me he was hungry. I should have thought something when he didn’t wake up for breakfast,” Dorcas said.

      “There should be some protocol for this,” Jeff said. “Has this happened before?” Exactly what Tom Hanks would have asked in this situation.

      “What happened to his thumb?” I couldn’t move my attention from it, though wasn’t the thumb the least of the man’s worries? His arm was still dangling into the aisle. He was so pale he looked gray. I should have noticed that earlier, told myself I would have if the power outage hadn’t made the lights so dim. The horrible digit, black and blistered and oozing, looked like it should stink, though it didn’t. I gagged.

      “Could he have slammed it in the bathroom door?” Vivien had joined us now.

      “Not unless the bathroom door is a barbecue grill,” I said. The rules about our seats had been abandoned. We were past rules. Cyanne remained in hers, from fear or to keep her distance from me, and Rupinder stayed in his, likely because he’d been ordered to do so by his mother.

      In the jostling when Dorcas had been checking for a pulse, Finch’s coffee cup had overturned. That three-hour-old cup of coffee pooled on the carpet like a bloodstain, dark against the splinters of the shattered cup and saucer for only a minute before the fibers of the carpet sucked it under.

      You could open a chapter with the image of the broken cup, my writer’s brain suggested, and I shook, physically shook, to get that ugly idea out of my head. A man was dead.

      “An ambulance?” Vivien’s hair, a sensible bob, still more black than gray but not for much longer, had gone lopsided. Had she been standing there, running her hands through it anxiously? I hadn’t noticed. “Have you called?”

      I liked having a mother there. I’m a mother too, but I don’t feel like one. I love Freddie. I don’t mean it that way; I mean the intensity of the know-how that mothers are supposed to convey. I prefer small purses to giant totes, so I never have a Band-Aid or a wet wipe or a juice box. If Freddie’s hungry, I find a coffee shop and buy him a scone. It’s a city. Why would I carry around a sack full of Oreos? When he throws up or has a fever or swallows a nickel, I have to Google it every time to see if medical intervention is necessary. I’ll bet Vivien never Googles anything. I’ll bet she just knows.

      Jeff and Vivien reached for their phones simultaneously, a pair of doers, sure they could reanimate a corpse through sheer will and positive energy.

      “What you’re doing…” I said, my only offering being pessimism. “It isn’t going to work. We’re trapped. We’re trapped with no phones.”

      And I wanted to gently take their phones, then, to underscore my point, hit the end keys myself and only pass them back once their screens had darkened. It was dangerous to let people hope when a situation is hopeless.

      Besides the phones, Finch was dead. I was taking Dorcas’s word on that point. Her two fingers at his throat, confirming the stillness, but he was gray and unmoving, and his thumb. It was true that there was an emergency, but the emergency was outside the train, not in it. I didn’t always like this bent toward practicality in my character, but surely there was someone with better need of an ambulance out in that storm than Finch Weatherby.

      The man had been a bit of a prick.

      Vivien frowned at her phone screen. It was in her palm rather than against her ear. Maybe it was on speaker. Maybe she wanted us all to explain this horror to emergency services when (if) they came on the line.

      I wished it was my first time trapped with a body, wished I didn’t know so precisely how the rest of it was going to go.

      A terrible loss. Happened quickly. The end of a great man. I knew all the clichés that this part required. A tragedy. Someone would call it a tragedy, and I would agree because it was the thing to do.

      A couple of years ago at the bank, it wasn’t exactly the same thing, but near enough. It was after the yoga book (not a book about Cyanne, just a book about a woman who does yoga). After that book sold to my publisher but before it was actually published, there was a period of anticipation. There was cause to believe that something was on the verge of happening, which made it nearly impossible to stay checked in on things at the bank.

      There was an old man there, Andrew, who’d worked at the King and Bay branch for thirty years but hadn’t progressed past the role of teller. He cashed checks and took deposits all day long but took my disinterest in doing the same as a personal affront.

      And then at four fifteen in the afternoon one Friday, Andrew died. Heart attack. Same gray skin as Finch had now. Not even a particularly interesting way to go. I’d been in downtown Toronto, no issue with the phones, so I called 911 right away. He was seated in a red plastic chair in the break room, having failed to return from his fifteen-minute coffee break.

      I’d only recently been promoted to branch manager. Maybe it was fair that Andrew found his manager’s disinterest in her job annoying, but he’d had thirty years to try and do better himself.

      I explained to the paramedics that he had no vitals and that he was thirty minutes late back from his break. The branch wasn’t busy that time of day and I wasn’t an especially effective manager, so no one had been bothered by Andrew’s tardiness back from his break. His last breath was likely thirty minutes earlier.

      The branch closed at five. I was the manager on shift. The tellers went home, the reports were written, the money was secured, and still no paramedics. I steered clear of the break room, as did everyone else before they left for the night. He hadn’t had a lot of friends, that Andrew.

      They all left. Not apologetically, not with glances backward. They got the hell out of there and left me alone with that body until seven o’clock, when the ambulance finally came, slowly and without its siren, to pronounce him and cart him away.

      A tragedy, I said when I opened the door for the pair of paramedics. I was fuming that they’d taken their time, but how could I be visibly mad? A man was dead.

      

      ***

      Vivien finally pressed the end button on her phone. It hadn’t connected. It wouldn’t connect. Here in Cobourg, in the snow, there was no way to call for help.

      “It’s a terrible loss,” I said to Vivien. It wasn’t. He was an old man. The human lifespan isn’t supposed to be infinite; we’re not jellyfish. He got out quickly, avoiding the long linger as someone’s burden. Of all the ways a person could go, this one wasn’t especially terrible. I wouldn’t mind it myself.

      When Vivien lowered her phone, none of us quite knew what to do next.

      “The conductor, or the engineer,” I said. “They can contact emergency services. There must be a radio. They must be in touch…”

      “I was just going to call it in.”

      Exit Dorcas. That nylon pencil skirt announced her move to the back of the car, her hair bobbing as she went, and I wondered if she would tell whoever was on the other end about the horror of that syphilitic thumb or just that the man was dead. If his thumb had been that way when he’d first sat down next to me, when he laid his scarf on his seat with such flourish, I’d have seen it. It didn’t matter now, but wasn’t anyone else curious? When I wrote about it, if I wrote about it (I’d probably never write about it, but if I did), the thumb would have some terrifying significance. It wasn’t a closed-casket type of injury, but the undertaker would have to take care to fold his hands just so to avoid frightening any grandchildren who might come to wish their PopPop goodbye.

      “What a terrible loss,” Cyanne said. I was wrong; she wasn’t avoiding me. She was in the aisle with the rest of us, only making sure to keep Jeff’s body between herself and me.

      “At least he went quickly.” Vivien nodded, reaching to touch Cyanne on the arm. Motherly.

      “What the hell is that?”

      If Cyanne thought we were just dealing with a death, an old man’s quiet heart attack, her eyes had now fallen on that disfigured appendage.

      “It doesn’t seem related to his—” Jeff began.

      “Someone hurt him.” She stumbled as she moved backward, almost falling down in the aisle.

      “It was like that when he boarded,” Jeff said. Confident. Wrong.

      I looked at my feet. I hadn’t expected to find myself on the same side of anything as Cyanne Candel. I added it to the list of things about the day that had gone off the rails.

      “Agatha, is that true?” she asked. “Was it like that when he boarded?”

      “I don’t… I really have no idea. I don’t know.”

      “Someone hurt this man.”

      Then, instead of moving farther backward, she barreled past us, tiptoed past the horrible thumb, still dangling in the aisle, and threw herself against the door.

      “Cyanne, I tried. It’s not—” I started to say.

      “Someone hurt that man!”

      “What’s this?” Dorcas had returned, and she too made the careful shuffle past the thumb to reach Cyanne and the door. “It’s locked for our safety, darling.”

      “He’s dead. That’s not safe!” Cyanne kept rattling the handle, but the door didn’t move. She must have seen me or heard me try to do the same thing, but she expected it to give her a different result. “You’re not allowed to keep me in here. I’m going to find another seat.”

      Dorcas put her hand on Cyanne’s and pulled it back from the door handle.

      “I don’t control the locks, darling. The train engineer does.”

      “Then call the train engineer.”

      I hadn’t seen him arrive, but Rupinder was up now too. His mother was shielding him from the scene with her little body, though he was a head taller than her. He’d slung his headphones around his neck again. Death was interesting enough to have his full attention.

      “I just got off the line with the engineer,” Dorcas said.

      Did you tell him about the thumb? I wanted to ask her that, but I didn’t.

      She wrapped an arm around Cyanne’s shoulder. Did she know Cyanne’s own mother was a drinker, a careless woman? Could she tell that Cyanne took well to maternal affection wherever she found it? “They’re sending help, honey. The roads are more of a terror than the tracks are, but help is coming.”

      Cyanne’s bottom lip quivered, but she nodded. “Okay.”

      Dorcas led Cyanne away from the door, stepping sideways past Finch. I moved back to make room for them, back to my seat, and since I was there anyway, I sat in it. She still had an arm around Cyanne, but she had a hand on her elbow too, guiding her back. Dorcas was holding on to her, tight enough that her knuckles were white.

      “That’s a good girl.” Dorcas smiled at me when I took my seat.

      She let go of Cyanne only when she got to her seat in the fourth row, then she stood with her hands on either end of the aisle, taking up as much space as she could.

      “You all have to go back to your seats now,” Dorcas said.

      Vivien looked at her son, but no one else moved immediately.

      “Now,” Dorcas said. “I’m not asking.”

    
  
    
      
        12:50 P.M.

      
      I kept my eyes forward, focused on the door, that locked door. There was the sound of tinkling ceramics behind me, which is what finally prompted me to check the time. Nearly one o’clock. I’d been staring at that door for over an hour and a half. Dorcas was preparing lunch. Nothing worse than an empty stomach in an emergency.

      “It’s dumb luck I packed lunch things,” Dorcas said, calling to Vivien in the seats closest to the galley.

      “Is the ambulance coming soon?” Vivien asked.

      “I should restock at every turn but there are so few of you today that even with some extra trays, I had space for lunches. Lucky, lucky, lucky.”

      “But the ambulance?”

      “It’ll come. Remember, it’s a blizzard.”

      “You said we wouldn’t be stuck here for very long,” Cyanne said. Because of the direction of her seat, she would have been staring right at Dorcas, watching her work. “You said the ambulance was coming almost two hours ago.” It was the first time Cyanne had said anything since Dorcas pried her off the door.

      “No one is having the day they expected—” Dorcas began.

      “No one is having the day they expected?” Cyanne gained some volume. “We’ve been stuck for three hours, and a man is dead.”

      “Darling.” Dorcas came out of the galley and crouched on the floor by Cyanne. “Darling, this is tragic. Seems like we lost a great man. But there are cars full of babies stranded in the snow up and down the highway. What’s an emergency to us isn’t the same as an emergency to an ambulance driver.”

      “When you call an ambulance, they give you an ETA,” Cyanne said. “What did they say about their ETA?”

      “You remember I’m not the one who called the ambulance, don’t you? The conductor radioed for help, and it’s coming, but let’s let the ambulance get the babies from the stranded cars first.”

      The polyester rustled as Dorcas drew herself back up to her modest height and smoothed her skirt back into place.

      “The bar is still open!” she called out to the rest of us in the car. She wouldn’t have been so informal on a regular trip, to regular passengers, but we were beyond formalities. “If anyone wants a spot of something to settle their nerves, I’m all set up for you. Let’s all have some lunch and feel better.”

      She swished her way back to her cart in the galley and then, with a tinkle, began to move it forward. Again, she would start with me, with the first row. She hadn’t abandoned that bit of formality, even if she had to pick her way around a corpse to get there.

      “Now I’d bet you’d love another bourbon,” she said. She parked the cart in the second row, finding she couldn’t pull it all the way up without grazing Finch, that thumb. The scarf he’d draped over the seat back had made a slow slide down and had fallen to cover one of Finch’s shoulders. He’d been tucked in for his rest.

      “That’s not a good idea,” I said. The morning bourbon had worn off, leaving only a sandpaper tongue and slight headache. “Is there tea?”

      She smiled that customer-service smile. “No hot beverages in an emergency.”

      I asked for water.

      She put a bottle of water on a meal tray without asking if I wanted to eat at all. “Here you go, honey,” she said when she passed it to me. “You don’t look like a vegetarian.”

      Finch’s slumped body was reflected in my window. The snow-covered glass made for a poor reflective surface and it was a safer place to rest my gaze than anywhere else on the train, but I still had to look at him. If I turned my head a little I’d have to see the thumb, the body, in full detail, and it would be grisly, but even the shadowy reflection was awful. In the window he was scrambled like an inaccessible station on an old-fashioned television. As the snow pack against the window shifted slightly, it gave the illusion of distorting his figure and twisted his mouth into a desperate, panicked scream.

      I reared back from the window and did the thing I’d been trying to avoid; I looked at Finch’s full body.

      The scream had been my imagination. He wasn’t begging for help. He was just dead.

      No one was excited about the bar cart. After the gleeful breakfast—the bagels and brown liquor—Dorcas might have hoped she could lift our spirits with those sandwiches and cold beers. Strange that this was the same group of people, in the same place, on the same day, and our good-spirited acceptance of being trapped in the snow could be ruined by something so commonplace as an expired old man. I rested my head against the cool window and put the tray Dorcas had pressed on me on the vacant seat next to mine. The cold glass against my hot temple was the most relief I’d had all day, though it meant sitting face-to-face with Finch.

      Dorcas rolled her cart to the fourth row, where Jeff and Cyanne sat opposite each other in silence. Her ice bin rattled, announcing that she was pulling up another Heineken for Jeff’s enjoyment, but he stopped her. No pop and fizz of the bottle opening.

      Jeff wasn’t who I thought he was at first sight. The enormous man in a plaid shirt, a pleasant sort of giant. I watched him with Dorcas. She held a tray out to him and waited for the polite reaction, waited for him to take it.

      When Jeff didn’t move, Dorcas went to put it down anyway. She reached across him to lay it on his little tray table, and then in a battle of wills and a jumble of limbs, he pushed back, against her or against the tray, and Dorcas gasped as the assortment of tiny plates bearing salad, sandwich, cheese, cookie, and condiments went tumbling to the floor.

      “I’m so sorry!” Jeff jumped from his seat (hadn’t we been warned to stay in our seats?), his instinct toward politeness returning to him. He was that pleasant giant again. It was plain that it was an accident. She wanted to hand him the tray and he wanted her to keep it, but it was a reminder that his body wasn’t like ours. That he could crush you without even meaning to.

      They both crouched in the aisle, trying to clear the scattered slivers of cherry tomato.

      “I shouldn’t have insisted,” Dorcas said, but she didn’t shoo him back to his seat. She accepted his help. In another life these two might have been a couple. He was too old for her, but when has that ever stopped a man? There was something about his height, his radiating decency, that paired well with her busy competence. I realized then that the reason I’d paired them was that they were both working class, and I immediately felt guilty, the worst type of bourgeois.

      From Jeff’s seat, four rows back and against the window, on the same side of the train as Finch, he’d been able to avoid seeing any of the body. He knew what it looked like, he was there with the rest of us before Dorcas sent us back to our assigned seats, but for nearly two hours he’d been able to pretend there was no corpse, there was no stink of death. He might even have napped in those intervening hours.

      In the aisle, he had no such luxury. The cart of drinks and sandwiches had been pushed back to the fifth row so Jeff and Dorcas could tidy the spilled tray, and crouched as he was, Jeff had a direct view of Finch’s limp arm, Finch’s tortured thumb, dangling into the aisle as Dorcas had left him.

      Seeing Jeff’s facial expression as he stared down the aisle did much to change my opinion of him and even some to change my thinking about Finch. Jeff had a full head of silver, trimmed high and tight like a soldier. The salt-and-pepper hues of middle age were in his rearview mirror. It was winter, but his skin had the amber tint of someone who had spent much of his time outdoors for most of his life. Perhaps he was a groundskeeper or a park ranger. Those were the only two outdoor jobs for men that I could think of. He was tall, had excellent posture, and he was even handsome, in his way, so it was easy to overlook that he must be the same age, or very nearly the same age, as Finch.

      To me, Finch was another old man who’d perished in uncomfortable proximity to my personal space. To Jeff, looking upon Finch’s body was like gazing into his own very near future.

      “I can’t,” Jeff said, putting all the pieces he’d gathered right back down in the carpeted aisle. “It’s a man’s life, not some nuisance we’re waiting to clear.”

      He rose, leaving Dorcas to clear his mess, and he trained that weathered face of his on Finch’s dangling arm. No one had to ask what he meant. As soon as he said it, it was plain we had left Finch as one would leave a fallen tree after a violent storm—an inconvenience that an arborist would soon come and dispose of.

      You take your car down a parallel street, you climb over gingerly if on foot, but you don’t stop to thank the tree for the years of shade it provided.

      “Sure I can’t get you that Heineken?” Dorcas said, brushing the salad leaves off her hands and into a trash bag. How could she have stopped him? Grabbed his wrist like she had Cyanne’s? He was two or three times her size.

      “I’m not thirsty.”

      He took a tentative step toward the body. He was wearing thick, black rubber snow boots that laced nearly to his knees and had a tread as deep as an off-road tire. No nonsense with Blundstones for him. I’d bet the boots could be had for under $100 at Walmart but also sold at specialty sporting goods stores for twice that. I had an urge to ask him if he owned a gun.

      “Why is he allowed to walk around?” Cyanne asked.

      She didn’t like it when someone had what she didn’t.

      “No one’s walking around.”

      “Stillness is terrible for my circulatory system,” Cyanne said. “I could get a blood clot.”

      “That’s on airplanes, not on trains.”

      Jeff didn’t respond to any of it. He was a guy who’d been a pallbearer more times than he could count. Hell, I’d bet he was a guy who’d dug a grave. He wasn’t put off by death, only by disrespect.

      “A man deserves his rest,” Jeff said. He sounded pained.

      “You know,” Cyanne continued. “If you get a blood clot, you’re not allowed to use birth control. It would be career-ending if I had a baby now.”

      “We won’t be here for much longer,” Dorcas said.

      “You said that a couple of hours ago,” Jeff said, finally acknowledging her. “That’s an observation, not an accusation. This situation is out of all of our hands. Least we can do while we wait is give the man some privacy.”

      “What do you mean, privacy?” Dorcas said.

      “Privacy like we keep his body from our gawking.” He took Finch’s dangling wrist, the one with that thumb, and tried to cross it over his chest so he could at least clear the aisle. Finch had his own ideas. His body was angled so that his arm slid right back down.

      “I’m going to lay him down and cover him.”

      “You’re going to do no such thing,” Dorcas said. For all her scolding, she was still back by Jeff’s seat, making it clear she wanted no part in this scheme. “He’s in his seat and the paramedics will be here soon.”

      Jeff looped his hands under Finch’s armpits.

      “It’s a matter of respect,” he said. “You said yourself the train will jerk when it starts. You want him tumbling to the floor when that happens? The man is away from his loved ones, spending his last moments on this earth among strangers. Let’s do him this last kindness.”

      We couldn’t have stopped him if we’d wanted to, this giant with a corpse in his arms. Dorcas stayed by her cart, I averted my eyes, and we allowed Jeff to hoist that unmoving body.

    
  
    
      
        1:15 P.M.

      
      A better person than me would have offered to help him, but when have I ever claimed to be any good? I stayed fixed in my seat. I was barely brave enough to look, forget offering to help.

      “You’re fine, honey,” Jeff said, as though he’d read my mind when he saw my averted eyes. “Tight space as it is. It’s easier to move him myself.”

      Maybe Jeff had been to war. Maybe he was a lifelong farmhand. Maybe he led some sort of life that brought him in proximity with death all the time.

      The space between the first-row seats and the front wall was just wide enough and just long enough for Finch’s body. If Jeff had been the one to die, we’d have been in trouble. At his impressive height, those black rubber boots would have stuck all the way out into the aisle.

      Jeff lifted Finch so he was upright in seat 1D first. It was an immediate relief, when he was no longer dangling.

      “Maybe you can just leave him upright?” I said. It was a selfish ask. Seated as he was, I could pretend he was still just a sleeping passenger.

      “Just to let him fall over again?” Jeff’s tone was less kind this time. My selfishness was giving off an offensive odor, and he had a keen sense of smell.

      “I guess not.” I felt I needed to be redeemed in Jeff’s eyes. “Do you think you’ll need another blanket?”

      Jeff shook his head. He’d sat Finch upright first so he could lay him down with his head toward the window and his feet in the aisle. As much privacy, with as little jostling, as possible.

      “I imagine the one he has on him will be enough. The scarf too.”

      Again I tried to guess who this man was when he wasn’t on this train. Did he live out in the country? So far out that he’d risen at four this morning to make his way to the city rail station in a rusty old station wagon? No. A pickup truck. American-made. Did he have a little blue house with a vegetable garden that his daughter had found so oppressive she’d fled to Montreal? I wished we’d had to do a getting-to-know-you activity, the kind you do in team-building seminars where the participants all have to reveal their favorite ice cream flavor and the first job they’d ever had. Of course, we didn’t know when we boarded that we’d be trapped together like this.

      “Good night, pal,” Jeff said, and then again he looped his hands under Finch’s arms. He had a mournful look, as though he’d known the man.

      I saw the spot of blood on the scarf before I saw what caused it, and Jeff saw the horror in my eyes before he thought to look down. The source of the blood? We both saw that at the same time.

      

      ***

      It’s called a funnel-web spider. When Freddie was two, we bought him a big, illustrated book about animals, with a green and gold embossed cover. I worried at the time that some of the close-up portraits—the star-nosed mole, the goblin shark—would be too scary, so I’d try to flip past them quickly but Freddie wouldn’t let me. By the time he was three, he’d memorized every fact in the book. The gharial is the longest of the living crocodilians. The lamprey has become a significant introduced pest in the Great Lakes. When he was four, he used the same book to teach himself to read, because sometimes when he dragged it over to an adult, they were too busy to read it to him and that was an untenable situation for my animal-obsessed son.

      The Australian funnel-web spider likes suburban rockeries and shrubberies. The venom is extremely toxic to primates, but not to other animals. (“But, Mama, humans are primates.”) Death can occur in as little as fifteen minutes after a bite. The brown or black spiders have a hard, glossy carapace, no obvious body pattern, and an impressive, terrifying set of fangs. There’s no good reason for such a spider to ever be in North America.

      

      ***

      The spider on Finch’s seat was tangled in a white mesh bag, the kind you might wash lingerie or store beach toys in. The scarf had pulled away from the seat and clung to Finch’s clothes when Jeff moved him, else we would still be ignorant of the spider’s presence. The bag was crammed between the seat and its back to hold it in place, and it seemed impossible that Finch would have missed it. Except, of course, he’d tossed the scarf onto the seat as soon as I’d vacated it.

      Jeff was watching me, the horror on my face the clearest sign that the gruesome thing wasn’t a figment of his imagination.

      “I think you should put him down slowly and then back away without any sudden movement,” I whispered through clenched teeth.

      He shook his head but was otherwise frozen, holding Finch’s body in midair.

      How could I have missed seeing the spider when I sat down? I’d thrown my own scarf onto the seat, hadn’t I? Scarves, coats, sweaters: the endless unraveling of fabrics in December. Whoever had placed the spider there, whenever they placed it there, had counted on their victim being too absorbed in their Gore-Tex and cable knit to think about looking down. This was no accident.

      Someone had hurt this man.

      “It’s going to jump on me,” Jeff said. “It can reach me from down there. Do something.”

      It wasn’t true. The spider and the mesh bag had been placed so they were only a danger to the flesh occupying Finch’s seat. But what place has reason in the sight of such fangs?

      “They can’t jump,” I said. “It’s only a myth.”

      “Who the hell puts a spider in a bag?” he asked. I didn’t know.

      “Is that what happened to his thumb?” Jeff asked. It was a fair question, but from how Jeff held Finch’s body, I could see the bloody pinprick on the seat of those pressed, light-wash jeans. Not a lot of blood from a spider bite, it turns out. Just enough to bleed a dot through the jeans and onto the scarf. Like a mosquito bite that’s been scratched and scratched. Except not at all like a mosquito bite. A mosquito bite doesn’t leave a perfect imprint of its two fangs. Finch had sat right on the spider. Exactly as someone had intended.

      “I’m going to get up now,” I said, so as not to startle Jeff with my movement. “I’m going to cover it with the blanket so you can move.”

      Jeff needed to be out of the sight of those fangs to be free of the spider’s spell. Its limbs twitched, shaking the bag.

      Jeff nodded. Our terrified whispers had attracted the attention of the others. It was Rupinder who stood blocking his mother this time, though he looked green himself, and while Cyanne hadn’t moved closer, she was kneeling on her seat, trying to see the action.

      I took my unused blanket and moved closer to the spider. It pulled me like a magnet. I wanted to get nose to nose with it, to let it raise its fangs and threaten me with death.

      Sometimes, when I’m driving along a highway without a center divider, I have an animal urge to crank the wheel and send myself face-first into oncoming traffic, just to hear the crunch. The spider was filling my veins with that same temptation. It made me lightheaded, I wanted it so bad. As I drew closer, Jeff was emboldened to move, figuring, probably correctly, that the spider now had a second target to choose from.

      He slowly lowered Finch’s body. His care was driven by fear now, not by respect for the dead, but the outcome for Finch was the same. He lay prim as Sleeping Beauty when Jeff finally backed away from him.

      I lowered the blanket toward the spider, and it twitched again, very much still alive, and against every urge in my body, I stepped back. Right then I should have flung the bag to the floor, crunched the spider under my boot, but I didn’t. The presence of the live spider, the threat of its venom, was intoxicating. I had grown used to the proximity of death, but never before had I exerted this much control over it. The drawstrings of the mesh bag that held the spider were still crammed into the crevice in the seat. Even a single step away, I was out of the spider’s reach.

      No one else stepped forward to kill the spider. From where they stood, they too enjoyed their safety. Whoever had brought the spider aboard the train wanted to be absolutely certain that its bite was reserved only for the occupant of Seat 1D. Finch hadn’t died of a heart attack. He’d been murdered.

    
  
    
      
        1:45 P.M.

      
      Cyanne leaped out of her seat and stumbled backward through the car. She clattered, tripping as she went, past the back seats where Vivien and Rupinder had been camped out, past the bathroom, the galley, through to the back door that connected our car to the caboose. It was locked, predictably. I thought at first it was the spider she was retreating from, but it was something much bigger.

      “He’s a murderer,” she stuttered.

      “Me?” Rupinder, now grasping his mother, asked.

      “No, not you. Him!” She pointed at Jeff. “You think it’s a coincidence that he was telling us a story about how scared we should be of him before he reveals this sick shit?”

      “I’ll admit it wasn’t a good joke, in hindsight. But that was hours ago.”

      Jeff, who had been closest to the death, to the spider, hardly had time to be frightened before having to bat down accusations.

      “Strange things happen on the train all the time,” Dorcas said. “We had a raccoon stow away once. Not in business class; that would be harder. But it’s just bad luck that he sat on the spider. It’s bad luck.”

      I stared at the navy blanket, hesitant to even breathe in case I happened to miss it twitch. Rupinder and Vivien said nothing; they only clung to each other. Outside, the wet snow slapped against the train. The longer we were stuck in one place, the harder it would be to dig us out.

      “Agatha,” Jeff turned to me. “Is that your name? You saw it as near as I did. Did it look to you like—”

      “Someone put it there,” I said. “There’s no question of it being an accident.”

      I looked at the spider instead of at Jeff to avoid the unspoken part of his question. Someone put the spider there, fine. But who?

      “Why would he insist on moving the body?” Cyanne yelled down the train car. “His sick game only works if we’re afraid, and we’re only afraid if we realize how the old man died.”

      I retreated back to my seat. Not to get away from Jeff, though it was a happy coincidence that, in the warm embrace of the leather armchair, I could no longer hear his rapid breathing. Dorcas dropped the trash bag full of lunch-tray remnants. I hadn’t realized she was still holding it.

      “I need to ask Jeff to clear the air,” I said from the safety of my seat. I don’t know why I was the one trying to get control of the situation. Shouldn’t Dorcas have been shouting at them all to sit down? “Did you know Finch at all? Like, before you got on the train?”

      He waited longer than I would have liked to answer. Scarcely longer than a couple of heartbeats, but still, shouldn’t it be easy? I wanted him to shout in his own defense “No, I didn’t know him! No! Of course not!” Instead he said nothing.

      “Jeff, tell them you didn’t know him!”

      I don’t know why I yelled. I don’t know why I was set on the idea that it couldn’t have been him, but I had the strange feeling that he and I were on the same side, the right side, of this.

      “I didn’t…” Jeff started. “I didn’t know him in person. But he’s on the business channel sometimes, so I know him to look at. Haven’t you seen him?”

      He looked to the rest of us, to me, to Dorcas, Rupinder and Vivien, even to Cyanne, who was cowering from him at the far end of the train car. Not a business channel viewer among us.

      “Was it about money, then?” Cyanne asked. “Did he give some stock advice on TV and you lost your life savings? That’s your responsibility, not his.”

      Hot fear crept up my neck like a bad sunburn. The seat that had seemed like a warm comfort only a minute ago now had me sweating against it.

      “He didn’t give stock advice,” Jeff said, but it was a weak sort of denial.

      “Sir,” Vivien said, pushing her shoulders back to make herself look bigger, tougher. “If you had a quarrel with this man, it’s none of my business.”

      “To be clear, I had no problem with him.”

      “Then why would you…” Vivien started, then regrouped. “It doesn’t matter. I’m here with my son. He’s in university in Toronto, studying to be an engineer, even though there are perfectly good engineering programs in Montreal close to his parents. His father is waiting for us at the station. We have no quarrel with you.”

      She was so brave, but she didn’t need to be. She had it wrong. I sat silent, the storm battering the window and creating a TV-static-like frame around Jeff’s mass.

      “Thinking about Finch is thinking on the wrong side of the train,” I said. I didn’t look at Jeff; it wasn’t an accusation. I looked behind him, at Seat 1D.

      “We’re assuming Finch was the target because he didn’t seem like a very nice guy, but isn’t that reading the map wrong?”

      “Wrong moment to be dramatic, Agatha.” I could just about hear Cyanne rolling her eyes at me, despite our distance.

      “It’s not dramatic to point out a fact,” I said. “Cyanne, you know as well as I do that we can’t be sure the spider, or whatever else is going on around here, was meant for that old man. Dorcas showed us to our seats, and she heard him ask me to switch. She knows what I’m talking about.”

      Dorcas and those springy curls, Dorcas and that burnt skirt, Dorcas and the hidden tattoo. None of it moved.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said.

      My sweat had grown cold and I shivered from it, or from the idea that had just now become clear.

      “Finch was sitting in my seat,” I said. “Nobody was trying to kill him. They were trying to kill me.”

      Just then, Rupinder, who had already lost most of his color, swayed on his feet and very nearly hit the floor.

      His mother uttered something between a gasp and a shriek and put herself under him to support his weight. Dorcas rushed over to help.

      “I can’t believe you’re making this about you,” Cyanne said.

    
  
    
      
        2:00 P.M.

      
      “Probably not what you had in mind for a Christmas holiday, huh, baby?” Dorcas said as she looped Rupinder’s arm over her shoulder.

      The boy tried to stand under his own power, embarrassed.

      “Baby, I asked you to stay in the seats, did I not?” Vivien whispered. The size of the train car left no room for secrets between us. “What’s happening here is nothing for a young man’s eyes.”

      I pictured him as he’d been only a few minutes ago. A bit green, sure, but standing in front of his mother, trying to protect her.

      “Mom,” he said. “I told you to stop calling me ‘baby.’” Dorcas had called him baby too, but it seemed Rupinder was only defensive about pet names in the moments he felt least like a grown man. He tried to shake off the two women. “It’s fine. I can walk by myself.”

      “It’s not fine,” Dorcas said, keeping her grasp on him tight. “Doesn’t help anyone, you fainting in the aisle.”

      Jeff didn’t move. He watched the trio return to the seats at the back but stayed fixed on his spot near the body. Did that make him look more guilty to the rest of them, or less? I didn’t know; I couldn’t put myself in the minds of the others. All my mental energy was on the now-vacant Seat 1D, on the spider beneath that blanket, and on the math of it all that was just now starting to add up.

      “Is he prone to fainting?” Dorcas asked Vivien.

      “He’s right here. You can ask him questions directly,” Rupinder said. He fiddled with the headphones around his neck, and that only made him seem younger.

      “No, but I don’t know how these kids are taking care of themselves at this Toronto college,” Vivien said. “Who knows when he last slept?”

      They prepared to drop him into his seat but Rupinder reared back, finally in full control of his own strength. I couldn’t see his seat, only the navy blanket he whipped into the aisle. Then he blushed, finally getting some of his color back. He’d been checking for a spider.

      “Do you feel nauseated?” Dorcas said. “I have a first aid kit with plenty of Gravol. It will help you sleep too.”

      “I don’t want to sleep,” he said, though he looked about as exhausted as someone so young can look. “I should watch out for my mom.”

      Vivien kept a hand on her son and her eyes fixed on Jeff. There was more danger than her mothering instinct knew what to do with.

      “I told you to take care of yourself at school if you were going to go so far away.”

      “I’m taking care of myself the normal amount.”

      It was easier to burden the boy about his level of responsibility than to confront Jeff about whether or not he’d murdered someone with an Australian spider.

      “I’m sorry, baby,” Vivien said. “You know I’m so proud of the man you’re turning into.”

      “I know, Mom.”

      Cyanne, who’d been standing with a hand on the locked back door through the whole exchange, was the only one who didn’t look moved by it. She kept holding the door, but she slid to the floor, cross-legged. She was facing the rest of us, but her left arm reached behind her to grip that door handle like she was handcuffed to it.

      When had Cyanne turned into this person? A man was dead, a mother was huddled over her son. Was he even nineteen? A baby. And Cyanne was alone. Worried only about Cyanne.

      

      ***

      Because Cyanne and Magda were hired at the same time, were both oddly giraffe-like, were so much younger than the rest of the staff, I always linked them together in my mind, though I suppose it might be true that they began to drift apart long before Magda’s departure.

      I still picture them at the host stand, whispering, plotting the schemes that teenaged girls plot, but in hindsight it was true that in that last year I saw them mostly separated. Magda rushing out to meet her dad at the front door. Cyanne on a banquette in the smoke-filled bar as the marigold sunrise crept through the windows.

      When they both turned eighteen, Magda first and Cyanne a month later, I assumed they’d both graduate from the host stand to serving tables and stick around through college. A handful of incorrect assumptions.

      The summer after they finished high school came, and they both kept working at the door. Did I still see their heads—Magda’s white-blond, Cyanne’s shiny brown—tilted toward each other on Friday nights? I couldn’t remember.

      I must have asked one or both of them about college plans but I don’t remember an answer, and then, the first Friday in August, Magda was just gone. Not to college. To Japan.

      That tall, blond kid with the protective father was scouted by a modeling agency, and I wouldn’t have guessed she had it in her, but she packed her stuff and went. The people who worked at that bar, me included, weren’t big dreamers. It was a stuck-in-the-mud kind of job, so no one quite believed the modeling story until six months later when one of the dining room servers opened a women’s magazine on her break and there Magda was, selling a tube of mascara, right on that glossy page.

      I don’t know where Cyanne got the photos of Magda. Maybe they’d dreamed of modeling before the happenstance discovery and taken the photos for some portfolio. Maybe there was a time they were more than friends. Maybe it was for a boy. Or maybe they’d been kids, goofing around. This was what, fifteen years ago? The internet was different then, but even in that early form it was remarkably efficient at the distribution of illicit photos of a naked female body.

      It shouldn’t come as a surprise that the photos only made Magda more famous. She was a girl in a makeup ad one day and then a picture of her teenaged breasts, her teenaged…everything was on the internet, and she became a sensation. She only spoke about it once, in a near-weeping interview on a morning television program with a panel of four women hosts. She said her father had refused to speak with her after those photos came out, and he’d died not long after, their rift unresolved.

      No one knew Cyanne was the source of the photos except me. They were published a little more than a year after that mascara ad, right before Cyanne brought Teddy that ceramic elephant and asked for a job. He was running a different bar than when he’d last seen her, but he’d brought a lot of his staff with him. Teddy’s a good boss. People follow where he goes.

      I could see Cyanne’s guilt in the way she blinked too much when anyone talked about the pictures. In the way she suddenly had the courage to ask, to insist, on a job as a cocktail waitress. She skipped working in the dining room altogether. The uniforms for the cocktail staff had even shorter skirts than the hostess skirt against which she’d taken such a principled stance. She didn’t complain.

      There was a line cook, O’Brian. That was his first name, O’Brian. He once saw one of the dishwashers looking at the pictures on his phone. He threw the phone in the deep fryer. That night, O’Brian stood on the line and made the whole kitchen swear they’d never look at those photos. She was just a kid, he said. Even if she was twenty now, in the pictures she was just a kid. Cyanne blushed crimson the entire time he talked. Every one of them thought she was embarrassed, but I knew better. She was flushed with rage.

      

      ***

      Cyanne and Jeff were still at their opposite ends of the car in their standoff, and I was stuck on the idea of proportional responses. Dorcas stepped back from Rupinder’s seat, out of small comforts to offer him. We six, we reflected distrust and fear at one another. Jeff was an easy target for pointed fingers. A man. A stranger.

      “I’m going to make you sorry you did this.” I’d heard that threat over and over from someone on this train. My teeth began to chatter. Best I knew, Jeff had never threatened to kill the person seated in 1D.

      I got out of my seat, the cold sweat sticking my shirt, that pretty pale-blue shirt I’d chosen so carefully, to the back of me. I moved toward the back of the car. It must have looked to everyone like I was trying to put some meters between me and Jeff.

      Let them think that. My interest lay elsewhere.

      “Cyanne? You want to tell me why the hell you’re on this train?”

      I crouched in front of her and she didn’t loosen her grasp on the back door. If I’d been caught, I’d try to keep hold of the way out too.

      “I’m trying to get off this train,” she said. “We all need to get off this train.”

      “She said emergency services are coming.” I nodded toward Dorcas. “That’ll mean the police too.”

      “Let them come and deal with him. Let them come and clean it up. I don’t want to be here for that.”

      Jeff finally sat. He chose Seat 2C. Out of direct view of the body but still a good distance from the rest of us. I wanted to yell over to him to make himself comfortable. That I knew he was nothing but a big man and a good Samaritan. That he should go back to his seat and drink another Heineken until the terrible memory of that spider faded from his hippocampus.

      Cyanne. She’d wanted a confrontation and now she had one. If any number of things had gone differently, I’d be dead and she’d be long gone from the train.

      Dorcas made the accusation, put the words to it, so I didn’t have to. I could tell by her tone that she didn’t mean it in a finger-pointing way; she just asked a folksy question.

      “Strange that you girls would wind up on the same train, given that you know each other.”

      Cyanne seeing Teddy’s post about my Christmas present. Cyanne pinching her fingers to zoom in on the seat details. Cyanne buying her own ticket, in the same car but tucked where I wouldn’t see her. Cyanne procuring a spider. Where did she get a spider so quickly? It was a more poetic form of death than I’d have given her credit for, but the girl liked big gestures. I reached up and wrapped my hand around hers, around the hand that clung to the door handle, and when I touched her, I saw the day as it should have played out through her eyes. The angry spider gripped to my lower back, my colorless face slumped against the cool window. She didn’t have any way to know this, but even without her intervention, I’d be dead soon enough. She shouldn’t have gone to all the trouble.

    
  
    
      
        2:30 P.M.

      
      Cyanne never did answer. She wrenched her hand back from mine and pushed past me to try to get back to her seat. She didn’t explain why she was on that train, but I knew. She was there to get her revenge against me. Dumb luck had protected me, and I was going to make sure that her allegations, her abuse, her violence stopped here.

      Cyanne Candel. I didn’t think the girl had it in her. When she posted those awful pictures of Magda—Magda’s earnest face, her white-blond hair splayed over her bare shoulder, the heavy eyeliner of a kid trying to look older—that was despicable too, but it was despicable in a way that kept her hands clean. Now, a man was dead. When the pictures were posted, everyone assumed they were recent and that Magda was legal, if only just barely, in them. That wasn’t true. She was a kid and Cyanne posting those pictures was as much a crime as bringing the spider onto the train.

      It was so many years since that happened. Cyanne had traveled to beach towns all over the world, fashioned herself a yogi, married an interior designer. She’d never come clean, she’d never made amends. The bad deed had only proved that there was nothing a pretty girl like her couldn’t get away with.

      And I’d made the mistake of hurting her feelings.

      “I shouldn’t be surprised by anything you do, but making a murdered old man somehow about you is disgusting, even for you, Aggs.”

      I stopped following her down the aisle when she called me Aggs. It was such an old nickname that only Teddy still used it. But she and I weren’t friends anymore, so how could she know that I was now plain old Agatha?

      “You’re on a train following me to Montreal. A man sitting in my seat is dead. None of this is in my head,” I said.

      

      ***

      Dorcas needed to get past us so she could get back to the galley, back to the phone to call in the latest update to this emergency. She cut a trench between us and shuffled through, and up close it looked like she’d aged something like fifteen years since we all boarded the train in Toronto. The hair that framed her face, those tight, artificial curls, had gone frizzy, and flyaways outlined her features like a dime-store corona. Her lipstick had mostly rubbed off and now clung only to the edges of her lips where her skin was driest.

      “I can’t remember the trainee’s name,” Dorcas said.

      If she said it to distract us from our bickering, or if the question had been weighing on her mind for hours, I’ll never know, but there was a heavy sort of fear over her tired features that I didn’t think could be faked.

      Vivien had kept busy fussing over her son, but the question caught her attention too. The trainee? Had any of us thought about the trainee since we’d last joked about Doritos? Rupinder had sunk into the aisle seat, likely a matter of expediency. He’d been seated by the window earlier. He was wearing Blundstones too. I hadn’t noticed that before. The disease of those shoes really had infected every man in the world. The shoes reminded me of the trainee too, how discordant his uniform had been with Dorcas’s cleanliness and sharp tailoring.

      The boots and Dorcas’s fear distracted me from Cyanne.

      “It’s strange he disappeared when he did,” Dorcas said. “It’s strange, isn’t it?”

      “Is it in the suitcase?” Vivien’s attention was back with her son, her energy back in her fussing. It was strange and frightening, the disappearance of the trainee, and Vivien preferred the anxiety of motherhood, a familiar type of fear.

      “You can call the conductor,” I said. “You should call the conductor. If the trainee is in one of the other cars and you think he might be dangerous…”

      I felt compelled to comfort Dorcas, to help her decide what to do, even if I thought it was Cyanne, locked here in the car with us, who was the danger.

      “I know Daddy carries it, but Daddy is in Montreal and we were in Toronto so where is it?”

      Vivien was in the aisle, pulling phone chargers and water bottles out of what must have been her son’s backpack.

      “You have to call the conductor,” I said to Dorcas, again. She was bolted in place.

      Dorcas opened her mouth as though to say something but then just nodded instead.

      “We were supposed to be there already. It wasn’t supposed to matter,” Rupinder said.

      “It always matters!” Vivien was hysterical now. She hadn’t been hysterical about the body, or the spider, but whatever was happening now was loosening her grip on her emotions.

      “It’s going to be fine, Mama.” Rupinder reached into the aisle to grab her hand.

      Dorcas whirred back to life.

      “I’m going to call the conductor.”

      “Can I help you with something?” I turned my attention to Vivien once Dorcas reached the galley.

      “We’re fine,” Rupinder said.

      “We’re not fine!” Vivien shrieked.

      I looked away from her. It was an intrusion on their privacy, standing so close to a mother who was losing her shit. Rupinder was breathing quickly, though he’d been seated for a while now. He was flushed and even panting a little, like he’d run a race. A panic attack, maybe. While he was in a low-key state of distress, Vivien was firing on all cylinders. Her hands were shaking, and she turned his backpack upside down and then shook it, desperate to find something in there that perhaps her eyes had missed. All that yielded were granola bar wrappers and crumpled receipts. I was dying to hug her, to help her, to do something in support of this woman. She should be allowed some privacy for her motherly panic, but I moved toward her anyway, teeny steps I’d take toward an angry animal. It was enough. She dropped the bag and grabbed my shoulders like I was a life preserver.

      “We need insulin,” she said. “Please, please tell me you carry insulin.”

    
  
    
      
        2:45 P.M.

      
      Vivien’s voice had a pitch only accessible to a mother in the desperate grip of the need to take care of her child. When your baby needs something and you can’t give it to them? You acquire a whole new register. I’d give my lung to fix this for him, that’s what her intonation said. I’d give my life. I’d sell my soul.

      There’s no one more desperate than a woman who can’t take care of her baby.

      In the last few months, I’d spent a lot of time slumped in bed, wearing the same desperate look as Vivien had. At least you still feel like you can ask for help, I thought. At least you haven’t abandoned all hope.

      

      ***

      “You have to try,” Teddy said to me, last time I got desperate and angry and drunk at the reality that my little boy wasn’t going to have a mother to look out for him pretty soon.

      “I am trying,” I’d said. But I wasn’t trying. I was drinking. Bourbon.

      He’d crouched on the floor next to the couch and whispered. He had to whisper because, though I was blotto, it was daytime and the kid we were whispering about was in the next room. I wasn’t a drunk; this wasn’t the type of thing I did on the regular. Before moving to drinking, I’d tried therapy, antidepressants, getting bangs, and had even gone so far as to research electroshock therapy. I was trying out different looks for my despair.

      “I know,” Teddy said. He’d looked like he might cry when I suggested the electroshock therapy. We were so naked in our desperation. “I can see you’re trying. But even still, Freddie can see there’s something wrong. You have to try for him and make memories with him. Making crepes for breakfast memories and building Lego memories and dinosaur museum memories and bike ride memories.” He kissed me on the nose. I was scowling and I stunk, but he kissed me anyway. “I’ve had twenty years with you and I’ve loved you every one of those days, for twenty years. You know how rare that is?”

      A television program about a family of talking dogs was playing in the next room. The talking dog mom never got day drunk, but then, she wasn’t dying of cancer.

      Teddy continued.

      “If I didn’t get to make a single new memory with you after today, I’d have no cause for complaint. But he’s only five. Five years with a mom isn’t enough. So please stop this and go make some memories with that kid.” His eyes were so big, so earnest. Like one of the cartoon dogs.

      “It’s breaking my whole heart,” I said.

      “It’s breaking mine too. But it doesn’t have to break his. It can’t break his. You have to try.” He took my glass. It was nearly empty, but he took it to make a point.

      “The dinosaur museum won’t unbreak his heart,” I said. “When he’s eight and he loses at a track meet, is a memory of playing with Legos going to be as good as a hug from his mom? When he’s ten and I’m not here to sign him up for summer camp? When a girl won’t text him back? When he gets into a fender bender?”

      “It’ll help more than this bullshit will,” Teddy said.

      We got mean to each other when we didn’t know what to do with all our pain. The meanness wasn’t the worst part, but it was pretty bad. He wasn’t the cause of my desperate anger and I wasn’t the cause of his, but we had nowhere else to put it so we threw it at each other.

      By the end of the week I was back on my feet, but that next day I got drunk again, just to remind him he couldn’t tell me what to do.

      

      ***

      “It’s not strange. Lots of people have diabetes. Do you carry insulin?” Vivien’s tidily manicured nails were digging into my shoulders.

      “You know, the pharmaceutical companies have a cure for diabetes, but they won’t release it because they make so much money from insulin,” Cyanne said.

      I imagined lunging at her as she sprouted her nonsense, knocking her to the floor.

      “The main character in my book believed in that exact same conspiracy theory,” I said. I had only words to work with, but I’d try to hurt her with them anyway. “It’s how I know you haven’t actually read the whole thing. You’d be too embarrassed to repeat this garbage if you had.”

      “She should know about the pharmaceutical companies.”

      “What are you talking about?” Vivien said. The tone of her rebuke could only have come from a mother. She pushed past me. “I don’t care what you think about insulin, and I don’t know anything about any book. There’s something wrong with my son. I need to help my son.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said to Vivien’s back. “I don’t have anything that can help you.”

      “There must be a first aid kit?” she said. “Mustn’t there?”

      She stood by the restrooms at the foot of the galley, waiting for Dorcas to reply, but Dorcas was whispering anxiously into the galley phone.

      “You aren’t listening to me. Madam? Can you listen to me? There’s an emergency.”

      “I know,” Dorcas said. “I’m speaking with the conductor.”

      Since she’d confessed she couldn’t remember the name of the trainee, there’d been a change to Dorcas’s expression. A line, a deep indent, appeared between her well-groomed dark eyebrows. Worry. She was worried.

      The idea that this unseen, unknown trainee might have something to do with our misery had begun to filter through the train car like a bad smell.

      “I’m not talking about the spider,” Vivien said. “I don’t care about the spider. I need insulin.”

      Dorcas turned her back to finish her phone call and the feeling of being disregarded was more than Vivien could bear in her fragile state.

      “He’s supposed to carry backup insulin, but he didn’t pack any!” she shrieked. “He says he’s grown, he says he’s a man, he says he can go to school all the way in Toronto, but he can’t do the single thing he needs to do to keep himself alive.”

      This proper woman with her soft accent and her tidy manicure would brook being ignored for no longer. She crossed the imaginary line beyond the restrooms and stepped into Dorcas’s private domain in the galley.

      “You can’t be back here.” Dorcas slammed down the phone.

      “There is a medical emergency. My son needs insulin. Is there a first aid kit? There must be a first aid kit.” She began to pull open drawers, cupboards.

      “Maybe a hit man?” Jeff said, to no one, his eyes trained on the door through which the trainee had made his exit.

      A hit man. A hapless employee. Who had failed when he left the spider in Seat 1D for Finch to sit on instead of me. Or who had succeeded? The explanation didn’t really align, there was too much missing, but we were locked together without the man, and the idea that the trainee might be the murderer was the only thing allowing our temporary détente. I even let that bad smell reach my own olfactory senses. Could it have been the man in the Blundstones?

      “You’re not permitted to be back here,” Dorcas said to Vivien.

      “You have to help me! Your job, your entire profession is to help me. I’m asking you, I’m begging you, for help. My son is dizzy and weak and it’s happening quickly. I need you to help me. Will you help me?”

      

      ***

      Our scheduled arrival time in Montreal had come and gone. The strange part was that the minutes should have felt endless. Nothing to do, nothing to look at, only the terror to keep us company, but somehow it was nearly three o’clock in the afternoon. Most of the day had slipped through our fingers. There were two possibilities. Either an emergency crew had been making their way toward us all this time and they would arrive any second, or they would never come. We might be too far from the road or too snowed in or too insignificant in light of other ongoing catastrophes, and it might simply be that help was never coming.

      It dawned on Vivien at the same moment it dawned on me. She didn’t say so but I could see the contours of her face change. I could see some of the hope go out of her. It was as Dorcas was pushing her out of the galley, pushing her with more force than I’d have expected from someone so fixated on customer service. Though I supposed we were all in fight-or-flight mode. Vivien fell to her back on the floor. She went down slowly and she wasn’t hurt, but the force of it tinkled all the glasses on the abandoned bar cart, and it was in that moment of hitting the carpet, with the tinkling glasses as her soundtrack, that I saw the hope leave her and the despair rush in.

      The rest of us had to have it spelled out for us. Rupinder had one of those insulin pumps. They’re supposed to be good for kids, Vivien explained. They let them live more normally while managing their disease, and Rupinder had one of the good ones with a glucose monitor that kept him from having to stick his finger over and over again. It was supposed to be the safer way for him to manage things while away from home.

      But a nineteen-year-old boy is a nineteen-year-old boy.

      He might have dropped it a few times and there might have been a few times over the last couple of weeks when he was feeling ill and he suspected it wasn’t working, so he switched back to the old-fashioned vials his mother insisted he keep stocked.

      It wasn’t supposed to matter. He was going home to his parents for the holidays, and he was going to mention it to his mom, and she was going to get him a replacement.

      Vivien sat on the floor in the aisle beside her boy as this all came out. She didn’t get up. She couldn’t.

      Her boy was dying.

      And there might not be anyone coming to help him.

    
  
    
      
        3:00 P.M.

      
      It was an inopportune moment to spot the dick pic.

      I’ll explain in a minute why Malee sent me a photo of a veiny, throbbing cock, or why it looks like she did, because as much as it matters—what is a married woman doing with a dick pic, and not even her husband’s dick on her phone—it matters less than the hyperventilating boy who sent me to my phone in the first place.

      The panic of watching Rupinder try and fail to get enough oxygen in his bloodstream was infinitely greater than the panic of learning Finch was dead or even realizing he’d been murdered using a poisonous Australian spider by either a disgruntled train employee or the woman who thought I’d ruined her life because:

      
        	Rupinder seemed like a pretty nice kid.

        	We were watching him slip away and felt like it might still be in our power to stop it.

      

      If my reaction to Finch’s death communicated any sort of carelessness or heartlessness about human life, you’ve misunderstood. I don’t think I exchanged a single word with Rupinder. I didn’t know anything about him except that he seemed to prefer Toronto to Montreal (points in his favor), but I wanted desperately for him to live.

      I’m a twenty-first-century woman with few useful lifesaving skills beyond those conferred in first aid courses, so I did the thing a person does when faced with a life-or-death situation. I raced to get my phone.

      When he’d gone lightheaded standing over the spider and Finch’s body, Rupinder had lost his color but now, seated, scarcely moving, he was flushed and I hadn’t thought that would be worse, but it was. Your color is so much better! Isn’t that a thing people say? But it wasn’t. He was nearly purple, and his breathing was raspy, labored. A kid. He was just a kid. He’d screwed up, but kids screw up. It’s not supposed to be fatal.

      He was that awful vermilion and making that horrible noise and so I ran to get my phone, and there was a dick there waiting for me.

      Like running to get your phone in the first place, clicking the new message icon is a reflex. It seems terrible, I know, in the midst of an emergency, but we’ve all done it—picked up our phone to order dinner and found ourself scrolling through get ready with me videos an hour later, stomach still growling. It was a version of that. The red icon next to Malee’s name.

      So I clicked. And it was a dick.

      I’d like to make clear that Malee is not in the habit of sending me photos of human anatomy. She lives in the suburbs! Two children, a boy and a girl, and a schoolteacher husband with whom she plays pickleball on the weekends. Though I’m sure she’d hate to hear me say it, there’s no one more chaste than Malee. That’s why I used her as my cover.

      It’s to my credit, I think, that when I first saw the picture of the dick, my immediate inclination was its potential to help Rupinder.

      I barely thought about the afternoon’s plan to have the dick inside me.

      

      ***

      “I have reception!” The statement tumbled out before I had a moment to consider if it was true, but it must be. I hadn’t imagined the dick; it was right there.

      They rushed to their devices like automatons that had been issued a command. Jeff and Cyanne scrambled to the fourth row—a strong phone signal was enough to make her forget she was afraid of him—and retrieved their phones from their respective seats, and Vivien and Dorcas tore into pockets for theirs. Only Rupinder didn’t make a move toward his device. Well. Rupinder and Finch.

      It would have been beautiful on a different day, in a different life, the balletic way they swiped their screens, then frowned at them, then lifted them into the air, higher, higher, until finally, with near perfect choreography, they lowered them to dangle, disappointed, by their sides.

      When the useless phones were lowered, Cyanne broke from the corps for a solo and rushed at me.

      “Did you make it up?” she yelled and then she grabbed my phone, throwing her body on mine.

      There was a picture of a man’s dick, a man with a skin tone that obviously was not that of my husband, on my phone.

      I pushed back to throw her off me, this girl, this villain, who had followed me here, who maybe hadn’t been planning to kill me but would be thrilled to see any part of my life destroyed.

      My phone was working. The right thing to do was to hand over my phone, to give it to Dorcas and let her call an ambulance or a helicopter or someone who would come save this young man. But hadn’t she already done that on the galley phone? Weren’t the roads impassable? Didn’t the severity of the storm rule out any sort of air support?

      Cyanne pushed back at me. She grabbed a fistful of my hair with one hand and my phone with the other. She pulled. My head snapped back and I lost my grip, finally, on the slippery rose-gold thing that I’d always felt too sophisticated to put any sort of nonslip case on.

      It flew through the air and landed with a resigned thwap at Dorcas’s feet. I tripped over myself trying to get there and wound up on my hands and knees, crawling to retrieve it.

      Not quickly enough.

      She picked it up and I saw, mercifully, the screen had gone dark. Either I’d locked it or the force of the fall had. She hit the button on the side to make an emergency call without the password and dialed 911.

      Rupinder kept rasping. But no one else breathed.

      Nothing happened. No ringing. No voice on the other end.

      I had plenty of time to get back to my feet to get the thing back from her. My compatriots on the train car oozed hatred in my direction. True that Dorcas had already called for help, true that a 911 call was unlikely to speed anything up, but my unwillingness to immediately hand over my phone if there was any chance it might speed up help, my unwillingness to try every last thing to help that gasping boy made me disgusting to them. It made me disgusting to myself.

      “Why don’t you use the house phone to call the conductor?” Jeff said. “He can maybe find some insulin on the train from another passenger.”

      Dorcas didn’t immediately understand that he was talking to her, but then she shook herself awake, handed my phone back to me, and disappeared to the galley.

      “You’re so full of shit,” Cyanne said, and I stared down at my phone, so confused. I held it up so no one could see the screen and unlocked it. The delivery time on the message said 9:31 a.m. Before the crash had knocked the Wi-Fi out.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. I tried to make Vivien look at me. “Vivien, I had my phone tucked away so I could concentrate, and you all said yours weren’t working so I haven’t looked at mine since this morning. I’m a writer, so—”

      “Here we fucking go,” Cyanne said.

      I pushed past her dismissiveness. I didn’t care what Cyanne thought. I only cared about Vivien and her poor, ailing son.

      “I must have received the message at some point when the Wi-Fi was working, before the train stopped. I haven’t looked at my phone in hours. I’m so sorry.”

      She nodded. What could she do? She didn’t care about my explanation; it wouldn’t help Rupinder.

      “You were so busy destroying someone else’s life that you couldn’t be bothered to try and call for help?” Cyanne said.

      Jeff gave her a grandfatherly look, like she’d taken the last slice of pie at Thanksgiving without offering it around first.

      Our shared concern for the gasping boy called an uneasy truce with regards to the spider. The trainee, we all allowed ourselves to believe—whether it was a sensible explanation or not—it was surely the trainee. I had to look Cyanne in the eye and ignore every cell in my body that was screaming to warn me that the girl was the one who’d tried to hurt me, that she hated me enough to kill me. Why not believe the trainee had done it? We were trapped here, and each wary of the other, but we had to function together too.

      “No one else’s phone is working,” I said. “It stood to reason mine wouldn’t be. My laptop Wi-Fi wasn’t working.”

      “So you were paying attention to your laptop then, just not your phone? Destroying lives instead of trying to save them? Real classy.”

      “I think you girls should sit down,” Jeff said. “The bickering isn’t doing much good.”

      How long ago had it been since Cyanne pointed a finger at him while he stood over a body? Not that long. And what had changed since that accusation? Nothing substantial. And yet we did it. We placed ourselves back in our seats, right where Jeff or Cyanne or the trainee or whoever had come here to kill, wanted us.

      “They’re looking.” Dorcas announced herself back in the aisle of the train. I’d kept my eyes forward to avoid any contact with Cyanne, but Jeff asked the question that came into my mind.

      “For the trainee?” he said. “Or for the insulin?”

      I couldn’t see what Dorcas did that made her pause before replying, but she did pause.

      “Both,” she finally said. “The conductor is looking for both.”

      And I believed her about as much as I did when she said help was coming, which is to say I didn’t believe her at all. I didn’t know what or why, but Dorcas was concealing something.

      

      ***

      My head throbbed from where Cyanne had yanked my hair, my scarred leg protested being back in the seat, and my vulva itched from that ill-advised at-home bikini wax. I couldn’t get up and I couldn’t get comfortable and I certainly wasn’t in the headspace to write anything, so I did the unwise thing and picked up my phone to look at the picture of the dick.

      Men who are smart and reasonable and sexy in every aspect of their lives lose every bit of sense when tasked with a photographic representation of something erotic. Here’s a picture of my hard dick. An erect penis reminds me of a dense turd, a veiny neck, a buffalo chicken finger, a misshapen carrot, or a Priapulida worm. None of those things are sexy. The penis picture never has accompanying text, not that it would be salvaged by a love poem, but every man seems to believe you’ll be so grateful to see a photo of his engorged organ that he doesn’t even have to explain why he’s sending it.

      Women put so much work into sexts. A full face of makeup, applied with such exactitude that it looks like no makeup at all. A blowout that looks like tousled, just-been-fucked hair. A ring light! A pose that makes our tits look large and our tummies small. Our sexts are editorial, glossy; they tell a story.

      And in return, we get dicks.

      If Dev had sent a dick pic a week ago, or even last night, I’d like to think it would have changed my behavior, and the penile display would have been enough to make me call the whole thing off. In our phone calls and messages over the last few months, he’d been charming, a character in a Noel Coward play. First he was flirty and then the subtext finally turned to text and we began to plan and it was thrilling.

      The conversation got R-rated enough that I changed his contact to say Malee in my phone and took to deleting all but the most innocuous of messages.

      It turned from a flirtation—Maybe? Could we? Where would I? How do you like?—into a reality when Teddy bought me that train ticket. I’m a grown-ass woman with a life and a child who wasn’t about to drop everything to go to Montreal to sleep with some guy I’d met in a second-year cinema studies class and scarcely seen since. It was Teddy’s gift that forced my hand.

      Dev’s messages weren’t romantic. How could they be? He barely knew me. But they were sexy; he didn’t have to know me for that. He said he saw my book in a store. I didn’t believe that. Men didn’t read my books. I’d bet his wife was reading it, but he didn’t want to say wife to someone he was trying to screw.

      He said he remembered me saying, all those years ago, that I wanted to be a writer and he was happy for me. I found his wife’s Instagram. She posted photos of him much more than he posted photos of her. She was pretty, a private wealth manager, great eyebrows.

      A few messages later he told me I looked great in the author photo. Ah. The real reason for the contact. We skirted around it until we didn’t, and it was thrilling. We’d hooked up a couple of times in college. I said I remembered how he kissed; he said he remembered how I tasted. I blushed when he said that. I thought about those messages in the middle of the day, waiting in front of Freddie’s school, stirring a pot of carrot soup, and I had to cover my mouth to keep from gasping, even days later.

      When I thought about fucking Dev, it was the only time I didn’t think about dying.

      Then Teddy made it real with that train ticket, and I didn’t know, wouldn’t ever know. Because of a train accident and a murderer and a dying boy, I wouldn’t ever know if I’d have gone through with it.

      I hated Teddy for coming downstairs in the morning and making me look him in the eye before I left to betray him. I hated him even more for tracking mud all over that hallway and giving me the frustration of domesticity as an excuse for something I already wanted to do. I hated Dev for ruining our perfect, sexy correspondence with an unsexy picture of his dick, and I hated myself because I suspected that if the train had been on time and I’d seen the picture before arriving in Montreal, I’d probably have slept with Dev anyway.

      Today was supposed to be the day I cheated on my husband and now it was something else. Letting Dev taste me again wouldn’t have solved any of my problems, but it would have reminded me there are feelings besides despair. I didn’t remember if he was an especially good lover. We’d been in college, so probably not, but it didn’t matter. Even if all I felt afterward was shame, at least it would have been different than despair. If I remembered how to have feelings, maybe I’d be a whole person again. Maybe I could parent my son. Maybe I could write a book.

      But it wasn’t going to happen. And worst of all, much as I hated to admit it, I’d accomplished what I set out to do. Today, on this train, I’d felt fear, I’d felt disgust, and it was invigorating. Though it had cost a man’s life.

      That morning when Teddy came to say goodbye to me, he’d been clean-shaven. It was a detail that lingered. I wondered if he knew what I was planning. I wondered if he’d come downstairs to stop me. I wondered if he’d decided it was better to let me go.

    
  
    
      
        3:45 P.M.

      
      Vivien wasn’t quiet for long before she started begging for help again. The light in the train was already beginning to fade. Because it was the end of December, there was already so little light every day. The dark made people crazy. In the gloomy winter months, people booked overpriced holidays to crowded resorts. They cut their bangs. They murdered strangers with Australian spiders. So the diminishing light in our railway car lent an even more frantic air to Vivien’s motions. Like her, I had the feeling that if the sun were allowed to set on Rupinder’s condition, it would be the end of him. But as long as we stayed in the light, the barely present winter sunlight, filtered through that storm, we could keep him alive.

      She’d been crouched by her son, holding his hand, and through his rasping breath, he’d been trying to reassure her that everything would be fine.

      Each time Dorcas rejoined our group after one of her phone calls, I expected her to have some news and each time I was disappointed. We all perked up our ears like dogs who had been summoned, but it was always nothing. A smiling reassurance that help was arriving but never any specifics as to the nature of that help or precisely when we should expect it would appear.

      The platitudes weren’t enough for Vivien. Now with the dark coming, the enormity of the danger was setting in. Because of Vivien’s agitated energy or because the doubt had so much time to creep through the cracks, she wasn’t the only one with questions forming.

      

      ***

      Jeff turned his body so his back was against the window and he was able to observe the passengers and Dorcas from his perch midway down the car.

      “What did they say about the trainee?” he asked.

      Dorcas was leaning against a counter in the galley. If not for her springy curls, I wouldn’t have known she flinched when Jeff asked the question, but the hair reacted to the tightening of her muscles.

      “They said”—she was struggling—“we should probably get something to eat.”

      I heard from a flight attendant friend that the flights that go completely off the rails, the ones where the local police are waiting at the airport when the plane lands, are usually the ones where the passengers have to go a long stretch of time without eating or drinking. So Dorcas’s fixation on food and drink wasn’t that strange to me; they were her only tools for order. But none of that explained why she wouldn’t answer a straightforward question.

      She rolled her cart back into the aisle. “No one ate much of a lunch and it’s getting late. We have so much food.” She held up a baguette with cheese, wrapped in cellophane. Evidence.

      “You told them that there’s a murderer hiding on one of the train cars and they said we should eat?” Jeff asked.

      “I’m the one who thinks we should eat.” She was still holding the baguette.

      “If the young man left the spider on the seat and he’s somewhere else, that’s none of my business,” Vivien said from her perch on the floor by her son. “But what did he say about insulin? Has he called all the other cars?”

      Dorcas looked scared, but the situation was scary. That was explanation enough. Wasn’t it?

      “He could hurt someone,” Jeff said. He’d moved from the window seat to the aisle, that much closer to Dorcas. “You did tell them, didn’t you?”

      “Of course!” Dorcas put the baguette back in the basket with the others. “We don’t have to have sandwiches. There are more breakfast portions I can heat up. Chips, candy.”

      “No Doritos though,” Cyanne said.

      “We don’t even know the trainee is the one who did it.” Dorcas directed her anger at Cyanne; it had to go somewhere.

      What was the chain of events that included the trainee? Had Cyanne paid him to plant the spider, then boarded the train herself anyway to watch me die? As far as explanations went, it was an unnecessarily wavy line.

      “This doesn’t have anything to do with preference,” Dorcas said. “Why is it so obvious it was him? Because he left? The doors lock automatically when the train comes to a stop. Did he predict the emergency stop? No, he caused the blizzard, right?”

      “It’s suspicious. We’re all in agreement,” Jeff said.

      “No, you’re all in agreement because he was an employee here and at the bottom of your food chain,” she said.

      Without the baguette, her sword, to punctuate her words, Dorcas looked smaller, her curls less springy. What’s more, she looked afraid. While Vivien had been fixated on her son, Cyanne and I on each other, and Jeff on Finch’s resting place, Dorcas had been surveying the group of us, keeping us in our seats, not to protect us from the eventual motion of the train, but to protect herself from us.

      “I want to go home.” It was the first coherent thing Rupinder had said in a while. Vivien had raised the armrests and jammed a blanket into the gap between the seats to create a space where he could stretch out. He probably would have been more comfortable lying on the carpet, in the foot space in front of the row of seats, like where Jeff had lain Finch. But no one was about to suggest the boy adopt the same position as the corpse.

      “Just tell me if they’re searching for insulin,” Vivien said.

      “Of course they are.”

      “What was the trainee’s name?” Jeff said.

      I dug the heels of my hands into my eyes as if, by obscuring my vision, I could carry myself out of this nightmare. I was hungry but it was too awful, the idea of going near one of those sandwiches. I still had the lunch tray that Dorcas had saddled me with earlier and as quietly as possible, I removed the wrapper from a wedge of cheddar.

      “What do you mean, his name?” Dorcas asked. From somewhere, she had pulled out the leftover croissants and bagels from breakfast and was holding them in front of Jeff. He took a bagel. The needs of that enormous human body—not a trifling thing. The body outweighed the needs of his mind to be defiant, to keep Dorcas at a distance.

      “Earlier you said you couldn’t remember the trainee’s name.” Jeff took a bite of the bagel like it was an apple. Not stopping to slice it, to spread a topping. He was hungry. There was a look in his eyes. Distaste? Danger?

      “When you called the conductor to warn him about the trainee, you must have asked his name then.”

      Dorcas’s cheek twitched, like she was chewing it from the inside.

      “I didn’t,” she said. “I didn’t ask.”

      Jeff took another bite of his bagel, tearing off a quarter of the thing at one time. He didn’t take his eyes off Dorcas, and she didn’t take her eyes off him. The air between them crackled with mutual distrust, but I couldn’t decide which of them I should be afraid of.

      At Seat 8C, Rupinder released an animalistic grunt. Vivien reared back as though it wasn’t her son, as though this was indeed the lion or the bear that it sounded like.

      “Vivien, is he all right?” I asked. I didn’t know what I’d do if she answered no, but the sound… It had been inhuman.

      I could see Vivien, but not her boy. I could see the dread on her face change to something else. Something terrible was happening.

      “What is he doing? Someone help him, someone help me, what is he doing? Rupinder, what are you doing? Baby, what are you doing?”

      He hated when she called him baby. I didn’t know much about the boy, but I knew that. I flew from my seat, but Dorcas beat me there. We pushed past Vivien together. She was too afraid to be of any use to her son. I knew the feeling. Rupinder’s back was arched, his limbs were twitching, and I could no longer hear his rasping breaths.

      It sure looks like he’s going to die, I thought, and I hated myself for daring to think that. This was someone’s boy.

      “Does he have epilepsy?” Dorcas asked, but Vivien stood numb, silent.

      “You’re supposed to turn him to his side,” I said, stepping into the space in front of his seat so he wouldn’t fall to the floor. I knew so little about the functioning of the human body, but I knew that. “Help me turn him.”

      “You’re supposed to hold his tongue,” Cyanne said, from somewhere. I didn’t look up to see if she’d joined us. “I remember that from the movies. It’s so he doesn’t swallow it.”

      His muscles jerked, and I did my best to hold his knees, his hips, to keep them on the seats. “You’re absolutely not supposed to hold his tongue. Dorcas, can you protect his head from that armrest?”

      “That whole Russell Crowe movie was about mental illness,” Cyanne said. “I don’t think they would make up a seizure treatment. A lot of people saw that movie.”

      A wave of rage made my nail beds tingle. This idiot purported to be an expert on wellness and hadn’t even bothered to take a simple first aid course. I only wished I could go back in time and add that detail to the book.

      Dorcas was gentle with Rupinder’s head as he continued to jerk. “Just back up and give him space, okay, honey?” She was kinder to Cyanne than I was, but the sentiment was the same.

      I tried to count seconds while contending with Rupinder’s unruly body. “How long before we got here did it start, Vivien? And has it happened before?”

      “I don’t know.” She shook her head, struck dumb by the terror, the unfairness of it all.

      “It’s okay. It doesn’t matter.” I didn’t want to let go of him, but I wished I could hold her hand to reassure her. “It’ll be over soon. Seizures only last a couple of minutes, usually.”

      When I was pregnant with Freddie, Teddy and I had taken a first aid course. Not satisfied with the simple infant-safety section, I insisted on taking every course on offer. Even back then, I knew a lot more could go wrong than the baby choking on a grape. For five weekends in a row I went back. I kneeled on the threadbare carpet next to teenagers hoping to be lifeguards and did chest compressions on plastic dummies.

      “The whole point of the movie is that they give him seizures so he can keep doing math,” Cyanne said.

      “They knew less about medicine back then,” Jeff said. I finally looked up and saw that he’d come to observe too. His decision to respond to Cyanne’s idiocy with kindness was admirable, but it was more than she deserved.

      “Yeah.” Cyanne twisted her hair around her finger. “The movie’s like, twenty years old.”

      “Why is he doing this?” Vivien asked. Before I could answer, a sharp, ammonia-like smell filled the air. Freddie had only been out of diapers a couple of years. I knew that smell. I tried to angle my body so the others couldn’t see the darkening patch at the front of Rupinder’s jeans.

      “Seizures can happen when the body’s in distress,” I said. “I have a friend with a toddler who gets them when he has a fever.”

      Not true. Though I’d heard in the first aid course that was a thing that was possible, and I thought she’d feel better to hear it.

      “I think it’s over,” Dorcas said, and she was right. His muscles had loosened. “We see seizures sometimes. The light coming through the trees, it…”

      “Is he awake?” Vivien tried to push past Dorcas, and even from his mother, I felt I should hide his wet pants. “Rupinder, it’s Mommy. Can you hear me?”

      “Give it a minute,” I said. “He might be confused, or angry, or embarrassed when he comes to, so you want to be as calm as possible. Can you do that?”

      Vivien took a loud, slow breath and nodded, and Dorcas got out of her way. When she stepped back into the aisle, Jeff flinched as though he were just then remembering that he was supposed to be frightened. He backed away from Dorcas and Cyanne, retreating to his seat. It was a clue that, though we’d all called a truce and accused the trainee of the crime out loud, there were still lots of private doubts. Was Jeff afraid? Or just trying to look that way?

      “I think he may have had an accident,” I whispered to Vivien.

      “Is that why he had a seizure?”

      “No, I’m sorry.” I looked around to make sure no one else was listening. “I mean he wet himself.”

      She looked down at her son and turned red with understanding. How many years since she’d stripped wet jeans from him? Fifteen?

      “Please let him know it’s normal,” I whispered. “I’m not sure if it’ll help, but it almost always happens. And no one else saw it.”

      His color was almost normal again, and he blinked slowly.

      “You shouldn’t whisper to each other at a time like this,” Cyanne said. She could only see Rupinder’s face from where she stood, and she was watching him blink awake. “We’re stuck here together, we’re in this together, we can’t have secrets from each other.”

      Vivien knelt by Rupinder’s head and took his hand, kissed it.

      “It’s about my son. She’s talking to me about my son.”

      “How do I know that?” Cyanne said. She looked angry. At being excluded, at being trapped, at being a victim, at being a killer? I couldn’t read her. I’d written her, but I’d lost my ability to read her.

      “Mommy?” Rupinder said and I scrambled around Vivien, out of the aisle so they could have some sort of privacy. He didn’t look healthy, but at least he was no longer blue.

      “Mommy’s here,” Vivien said and she stroked his hair and kissed his forehead. Those damn headphones still hung around his neck but she didn’t complain. It wasn’t the moment.

      “You should go back to your seat,” Dorcas said, and I didn’t argue with her.

      I brushed past Dorcas in the aisle and in the static electricity moment of my oversized blue shirt brushing past her pencil skirt, I remembered she’d managed to completely avoid the question about the trainee’s name.

    
  
    
      
        4:00 P.M.

      
      I was supposed to meet Dev at the Fairmont Queen Elizabeth, a grand old railway hotel a five-minute walk from the train station on René-Lévesque Boulevard, when I got to Montreal. He chose it for its history. I was walking Freddie home from the bookstore the day after Christmas when the location was set. I’d given him a gift certificate to Queen Books, our local shop, so he could choose something. It was snowing, blowing big, wet flakes but Freddie was too excited to put his brand-new book in my tote bag. He kept dropping it, and then crying because he dropped it, and then Dev sent me the name of the hotel. I read his reference to its history as having to do with a famous love affair that had been conducted there and imagined him pressing against me in the elevator and whispering to me who had come (that’s a double entendre) there before us.

      Blame it on Freddie’s neediness, but it didn’t cross my mind to ask what he meant about the history. I looked it up a day later and, unless he knew of some romantic but poorly documented tale, he was almost certainly referring to John Lennon and Yoko Ono. The Montreal Fairmont was the site of their seven-day “bed-in” for peace. The least sexy way two people can spend a week in bed at a luxury hotel.

      I cringed, a full-body recoil, when I put it together. I was sitting at our kitchen island next to Teddy, me at my laptop and he at his, and he reached over and rubbed my thigh, assuming I was cold and the cringe had been a shiver.

      I looked through Teddy’s phone and email and browser history all the time, but he never seemed concerned about mine. He chalked it up to my writing—“It’s your job to be nosy”—but I closed the tab that described the hotel’s history and cleared it from my web cache all the same.

      Planning an extramarital affair at the Montreal Fairmont because John and Yoko had been there made about as much sense as proposing marriage at the CN Tower because it’s tall. And I’d never have accepted a man who got down on one knee at the CN Tower. I stared at my blank screen for ten minutes. Teddy’s hand was on my thigh the whole time, and he didn’t notice anything was wrong. Probably because I already spent so much time staring at blank computer screens.

      I had the chance right then and there to cancel the whole thing and be Woman Dying from Cancer Instead of Working on Her Novel, but I didn’t, and here I was Woman Dying from Cancer Distracted by Her Proximity to a Corpse’s Disfigured Thumb Instead of Working on Her Novel.

      If I was right and Cyanne had followed me here, if I was right and Cyanne had brought the spider onboard or paid the trainee to do it and toppled the domino that led to Finch’s death because of her rage, then canceling the whole thing would only have contributed to that anger. I probably would have made it worse on myself, on Teddy, on Freddie in the end. But I would have spared a man’s life. I’d done my best to think about Cyanne as little as possible all these months and months and months while she’d clearly been at her own kitchen counter obsessing about me, and now instead of giving a blow job on the same bed where John and Yoko had sung about peace, I was contemplating her rage, an abstract thing turned so real it had morphed into a deadly spider.

      Or maybe none of this had anything to do with me or Yoko, and the trainee had Finch in his crosshairs all along.

      Vivien stood in the aisle on her tippy-toes, her hands not quite reaching the hard shell suitcase in the luggage rack above her head. I’d bet that three-bathroom house I’d just bought that this woman’s cells would never turn on her and allow her to become ill. She was too full of goodness for them to try. Her marriage? Had to be rock solid, and that husband was probably waiting for her at the station in Montreal holding a bouquet of tulips. She’d never in her life considered sleeping with another man. Vivien lived to take care of her family, her son.

      Jeff jumped out of his seat, faster than I’d have guessed a man with all that mass could jump, to help her with the suitcase. No one was afraid of Vivien, no one suspected Vivien of anything. She was a woman on a train with a dead man and a dying son, but no one was going to point a finger at this saint.

      She stepped back when Jeff approached. She radiated goodness, but he radiated something else that we hadn’t quite deciphered. He was no saint. She kept her distance, but she let him help. She let him pull the suitcase down, and she even thanked him when he left.

      What’s a saint if not filled with gratitude?

      I tried things before I decided to sleep with Dev. Not electroshock therapy, but there was plenty I tried. I went to a cancer-patient support group and blew up my best friend’s phone with confessions about my level of dread, and I baked cupcakes and went to children’s music classes in a bid to become an incredible parent, and I didn’t feel anything but despair.

      When I experimented with drinking too much, I felt despair with a hangover, and I might have kept that up because the drinking was making me put on weight, which was a nice contrast to the cancer treatments that suppressed my appetite and had me looking dynamite. Maybe if I’d let myself get a little fat I wouldn’t have been so sure that I had to go to bed with someone who hadn’t seen me naked since college.

      Vivien unzipped the suitcase in the middle of the aisle—why not make ourselves at home here—and it wasn’t her suitcase at all. It was his. A mess of basketball jerseys and running shoes spilled onto the carpet. Rupinder’s suitcase.

      She selected a pair of soft gray sweatpants. The very thing a mother would choose for her son. They were warm, tender. Vivien would want her son to be warm when he was so sick.

      I’d bet Finch had a tidy suitcase. My eyes drifted to the luggage rack above his seat. Briefcase, no suitcase. Was he traveling without one? Was he coming for the day to attend to some business, to impregnate a cocktail waitress, to yell at a lawyer, and then planning to go home? Maybe Cyanne was right and I was making this about myself when it had nothing to do with me. Could Finch have been the target all along? Did he have a bag stuffed with secrets somewhere in the train car? On his body, in his coat, in the briefcase, was there some explanation for why the man had been killed?

    
  
    
      
        4:15 P.M.

      
      Rupinder. Like so many boys before him, his drive toward independence was stronger than his survival instinct. Men fear nothing more than being embarrassed, and if he was only a boy in my eyes and in his mother’s, in his own, Rupinder was a man. I winced as he shakily rose, clutching his sweatpants to the front of him to conceal the stain. He refused to let Vivien carry any of his weight. I wanted to go over there and wag my finger at him, tell him to let his mother help him to the bathroom for his own safety. He had to hold the seat back for balance, clearly woozy, and I braced myself for his collapse in the aisle.

      Vivien tried to wrap her arms around his waist but he brushed her off. There were whispers between them—his angry, hers desperate. This boy who saw himself as a man. He wanted to keep attention off his predicament. She wanted him to be safe.

      We’d once taken Freddie on a train between Paris and Avignon and he’d wet himself. We changed him right there at our seats, stripping off his wet shorts, cleaning him with a wet wipe and putting it all in a resealable bag packed specifically for such an occasion. All the while I’d murmured in his ear that everyone has accidents and that it didn’t make him any less a big boy.

      It’s easier when they’re little. People will tell you it’s hardest when they’re small but there’s nothing harder than the moments when you have to cede control of them. Vivien had a son with diabetes who she’d kept alive his whole life, but then she had to give up control of his care and now here we were.

      He stumbled to the bathroom, the headphones swinging from his neck, Vivien following him all the while and then there was another session of angry whispering, a negotiation in front of the bathroom door. Dorcas had claimed an empty seat in the last row and was trying not to look at them, though it was all playing out directly in front of her. What could Vivien be whispering to try to convince her son to let her in the restroom with him? “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before?” “We have bigger problems than your pride?” “I love you and need to take care of you?” “We wouldn’t be in this mess if you’d packed insulin like an adult?”

      Rupinder seemed more cogent after the seizure. Probably not an argument that would have held a lot of sway with Vivien. That he had a seizure at all was the thing of it. I was sitting so far up the aisle that they couldn’t see me observing them. I could see Dorcas and Jeff too, both seated, still, eyes on the backs of the chairs in front of them.

      Odd that those two bodies, so different from each other in every way, should have posture so identical.

      Rupinder and his privacy prevailed over his mother.

      “If you’d let me take care of myself for one second over the last nineteen years, maybe we wouldn’t be here.”

      Your kids are always breaking your heart. You learn to let the words roll off you. They were the first words I’d heard him clearly enunciate in a while, and he said them just before he slammed the bathroom door in his mother’s face.

      Vivien was too much a saint to be embarrassed. Would I have acted so coolly? I’d have yelled back at Freddie. I’d have banged on the door and demanded an apology. I hadn’t mothered long enough to learn all the lessons Vivien had already absorbed. I might never get a chance to.

      She didn’t stay by the bathroom though I could feel that she wanted to. Rupinder’s suitcase was still in the aisle, an open wound we would have to tiptoe around if we needed to pass, and she couldn’t let that be. Vivien knelt and took a moment to tidy the rumpled mess of clothing. She couldn’t cram it all in as Rupinder had done when he’d first packed the thing. A saint can’t abide a wrinkled pair of jeans.

      Rupinder going to the bathroom reminded me that I hadn’t been in hours. Did the bathrooms even work with the limited electricity we had? Did they stink? It was after four o’clock. Teddy would be picking Freddie up from day care soon. If it was snowing this hard in Toronto he might bring Freddie’s red plastic sled and pull him all the way home by the green and yellow rope we’d attached to it. He’d make all the other kids jealous.

      I pulled my phone out and wished I could text him about the sled. Freddie deserved a surprise. Teddy wouldn’t have heard from me all day. Would he be worried? Was he sending me check-ins, wondering why I hadn’t replied?

      Unlikely.

      Vivien raised Rupinder’s black and gold Raptors jersey over her head into the fading light before lowering it to the floor and folding it into a tidy square. Did she buy that for him? A gift before he left for Toronto? On the floor where she was tidying, Vivien was at eye level with Finch’s feet. The rest of him was neatly out of sight. No murder victim to see here! But his feet made it impossible to forget. She put the jersey into the suitcase and got to work on a maroon hoodie.

      Teddy wouldn’t be worried about me because Teddy wouldn’t have let me out of his sight. He was the one who booked the trip, so he was almost certainly getting updates about the delay. For all the years we’d been married, all the years before this one, we joked about how impossible adultery would be, since we always knew so much about what the other was doing. Agatha had a turkey sandwich from the food court for lunch. Teddy’s dentist appointment runs until 3:55. Payment notifications, airline accounts, we were so linked. Which is why I was surprised by how easy it’d been to plan and conceal my meeting with Dev.

      It was pretty dark in the railcar now. Ontario in late December. The sun used to set before I left work, back when I still worked. For a few miserable weeks every year, you arrived in the dark and left in the dark. It drove people mad.

      There were lights in the train car, but they were dim, like on an airplane during a night flight. How long would we have power at all? How long before we began to get cold?

      I’d stopped thinking about time in relation to when help was coming. I didn’t think it was ever coming. Time was a thing that had to be survived.

      There was a zipping noise. Vivien was done with Rupinder’s suitcase, which might have been fine except Rupinder was still in the restroom and it didn’t take that long to change a pair of pants. She tried not to look scared, but she was scared.

      Vivien left the repacked suitcase in the aisle because she didn’t want to ask for help getting it back into the luggage rack or because she didn’t care if it was blocking our way through.

      She went to the bathroom door and knocked softly.

      Nothing.

      She knocked harder, began to call his name. Her voice wasn’t angry or panicked, but insistent. A parent asking her child to let them in, trying not to betray emotion in their tone.

      He didn’t open the door.

      Vivien grabbed the handle and yanked. It was a pocket door, made of flimsy metal. There was a simple lock on the other side that triggered the glowing OCCUPIED sign, and a light in the aisle so others could see whether the toilet was available.

      “Baby?” she asked, the panic beginning to seep in. She wasn’t supposed to call him baby. Dorcas and Jeff stood simultaneously. They didn’t move toward Vivien, not yet. They hadn’t been summoned to help. This was still between a mother and her son. Finch’s feet in the aisle reminded us all how it could end.

      She shook the door harder and I stood too, willing her to ask us for help, to let us break down the door. We were all itching to break down a door.

      “Baby!” she called again.

      And then, the OCCUPIED light went dark.

      Rupinder slid open the door and Vivien screamed.

    
  
    
      
        4:41 P.M., Sunset

      
      The scream gave us permission to run forward and help them. The scream pulled us to the restroom, even though we were all sick with fear at what we might find there.

      “There’s someone on this train trying to kill us.” That’s how I read that scream. That’s how we all did, and it was armed with that sickening knowledge that I lunged into the aisle and ran toward Vivien.

      “He’s bleeding,” she gasped when Dorcas got to her. She was the closest, the most responsible. “That’s not something that’s supposed to happen. Help my boy; my boy is bleeding.”

      At the open restroom door I was hit with the smell of fire. It wasn’t the blood that turned my stomach; it was that smell. Burnt meat.

      I’m not sure what I thought I’d find when I looked in the restroom, but the smell is what lingers as the worst part. Unidentifiable and so ominous.

      The blood smears were pretty damn ominous too, though not in the way I’d expected based on Vivien’s screaming. Rupinder wasn’t bleeding. There was blood, but it wasn’t on his body. He was sitting on the edge of the toilet, wearing those soft sweatpants and looking lightheaded. The bloody smears were on the sink, the wall and it wasn’t just blood, it was blood and something else. Something black. Dirt? Soot?

      “I can’t believe you’re making this about you.” Isn’t that what Cyanne had said?

      Someone had bled here, someone had hurt here, something deliberate had happened here. Something deliberate that didn’t look like it had anything to do with me.

      Vivien lunged for her son and grabbed him beneath the arms. He was the one in distress, but she was the one who looked like someone had tossed her a life preserver once she got her hands on him.

      “What happened to you, baby?” She dragged him out. He was so much bigger than she was but she had the strength of an Olympian, so she dragged him right out of the bathroom while she sobbed and shrieked and begged him to explain. With her hands looped under his arms she reminded me of Jeff dragging Finch’s unmoving body, but I shook my head to rid myself of that thought.

      “I got dizzy so I sat down,” he said. He was trying to shake her off but he couldn’t. His breath was coming fast again, his eyes unfocused. “You want me to be careful. I was careful. I was resting so I wouldn’t faint.”

      “There’s blood, baby.” She got him back down in his seat and the rest of us stared, horrified, into that bathroom. “Tell Mommy why there’s blood.”

      It took me longer than I’d like to admit to put it together. In all that panic I first assumed it was Rupinder, that he had some injury that was the source of the mess, the source of the smell. Didn’t diabetics have a smell when they were going into insulin shock? That was true, but it wasn’t like this. It didn’t smell of burnt flesh. I’d like to think if I hadn’t been so worried, I could have put it all together more quickly.

      “Rupinder, honey, did the bathroom look like that when you went in there?” I asked.

      I don’t know why I called him honey. I didn’t know the kid.

      “Did it look like what?” he said. The effort of standing, the stress of Vivien’s shrieking, or just the time passing made it feel like we were losing him again.

      “The blood or dirt or whatever it is on the walls and the sink.”

      It hadn’t occurred to me at first that the blood was only on one side of the sink, only on one part of the wall. As if someone had been clutching it to remain upright. Or to keep from screaming.

      “It was a mess in there,” he said, this boy who knew about messes, who’d been sharing a bathroom with other teenaged boys in a dorm. The slow bobbing of his head was discordant with his rapid breathing.

      No one had gone to the bathroom. It was strange because it had been so many hours but maybe it was a stress response to be able to hold it for so long. I was the last one to come out of a bathroom, hours ago, before my confrontation with Cyanne, and I hadn’t used the bathroom Rupinder had just come out of. I’d used the other one.

      “Why didn’t you say there was blood on the wall when you went in there?” Cyanne asked. Teddy and I had a woman who came and mopped floors and cleaned bathrooms every two weeks. I wondered how often Cyanne’s woman came. If I had to guess, I’d say every other day. That’s how I’d written it in the book, anyway.

      “It’s rude,” he said. Everyone was paying attention to Rupinder now, and not to the bathroom, but I wanted to slide the door back open. I wanted to look. “It’s rude to go to someone’s bathroom and then complain it’s dirty. That’s my mom’s rule.” His nodding got slower, his breathing faster. “I didn’t want her to get in trouble.” He nodded at Dorcas.

      “Where were you when I was in the bathroom?” I asked Cyanne. It already didn’t make sense, and now that there was blood I understood it all even less. Someone had tortured Finch in there. Could it have been the trainee? Could it have been Cyanne? And if so, why?

      “Cyanne, did you do something to that man?”

      There was a picture in my head. A picture of the bathroom door sliding closed, of someone hurting Finch, of his disfigured thumb, of flesh blistering before it went black. I was missing something, something big, something obvious, and I couldn’t find it.

      “Did I do something to a total stranger who I happened to be riding a train with?” Cyanne said. She was looking at me like I was the one who was crazy, like I was the one who had been making online threats, like I was the one who had followed her here.

      “Look, I don’t know if it’s the stress of the day or your newfound fame that’s gone to your head, but if you think I locked myself in a bathroom with some old man and then tortured him and killed him, you’re reading too many trashy novels. I think there’s something wrong with you?” Cyanne said. She said it as a question. I took it as an accusation.

    
  
    
      
        5:00 P.M.

      
      “I think there’s something wrong with me.” How many times had I said that to Teddy in the last few months?

      And there was something wrong with me. An undeniable, certifiable, diagnosed something. But that wasn’t what I meant. I thought I was doing a good job hiding it at first, and I had the surgery as a cover. No one could touch me for fear of hurting me. I was a fragile package, a delicate flower. I wore the mask of a wife, a friend, a mother for a little while after the bandages came off, but eventually I gave up pretending.

      Teddy had always liked to be touched (“It’s not even about the sex, it’s the sense of connection”), and it was absolutely about the sex. It feels dynamite being wanted in that way, and when my wound was mostly healed, he wanted to go back to normal. He wanted to slide his hand up my skirt when we were sitting in the car, he wanted to pull me close to him in bed so I could feel how hard he was, and I couldn’t, I couldn’t stand the touch, because there was something wrong with me.

      I thought I would shake it in a week or a few weeks or a month and then I knew I wouldn’t shake it, and we hadn’t fucked since the doctor first said the word cancer to me.

      “There’s something wrong with me,” I said when I cringed at his touch, again, and he pulled back hurt, again. He said he understood but it was time to get some help. He said it wasn’t about the sex, and sometimes I believed him. He begged me to go talk to someone, but I couldn’t, I wouldn’t because I felt like there was something really wrong with me and I couldn’t let anyone know.

      I didn’t go talk to anyone, and I lay in bed staring at the wall and I flinched when anyone touched me and he lived with it like I knew he would because I knew he’d never leave me. I had cancer and he was a good man, and good men don’t leave their wives who have cancer, but it was more than that. Even without the cancer he’d never leave me because Freddie and I were like oxygen to him, and even if there was something wrong with me, at least he was able to breathe.

      

      ***

      “I think there’s something wrong with you,” Cyanne said, and she was right. There was a stench of flesh and Cyanne’s accusing face and Rupinder’s raspy breath, and I needed to sit down. Cyanne’s rage was sucking all the air out of the space, and I needed to sit to escape her.

      “Someone did something to that man in the bathroom, and it has to be someone who’s on this train with us. You’re angry with me, you’ve said some crazy stuff to me over the last few months, so don’t think your own behavior is unimpeachable, Cyanne.”

      Her pretty eyes narrowed and I didn’t wait for her to reply. I didn’t want to hear what she had to say. I wanted to be away from her. I wanted to be alone.

      “She wrote a book about me, you know?” Cyanne said to Jeff as I retreated, forgetting that she’d already told him. “She pretends it isn’t about me, but it’s a book of lies and it’s all about my life.”

      I didn’t open my laptop because I felt compelled to write. I opened it to give me something to focus on that wasn’t human flesh.

      “Was the blood from that man?” Jeff asked. Who was he even asking? None of us were talking to each other; we were only worried about ourselves.

      “She didn’t ask me before; she didn’t apologize after,” Cyanne said. I was prepared to do better than an apology, but my lawyer said I wasn’t supposed to say that to her directly.

      “Someone’s going to come with insulin soon,” Vivien said.

      I thought of speaking in my own defense—lots of women make yoga YouTube videos!—but I didn’t. There was a magnetism to the keyboard now that I had it in front of me. It was like the letters lit up, telling me where to place my fingers. It started with the spider. It was a delicious place to start the story. The shining, dark carapace, those fangs, the hand of the unseen villain reaching into the container the spider had been shipped in. Here I wished I had internet so I could Google how such a spider might arrive. A brown cardboard box? It would have to have air holes. I’d write it as a brown cardboard box with air holes and fix it later if it turned out to be wrong.

      The hand reached halfway into the box and then pulled back, afraid. When it returned, it was wearing one of those thick, heatproof gloves that let you pick up cast-iron skillets right when they come off a campfire and that they sell in infomercials. You’ve seen those gloves. They look like chain mail. I’m pretty sure Teddy has one somewhere. The Australian funnel-web spider can bite through fabric, even leather, so the glove was necessary.

      I wrote the arm reaching into the cardboard box, tentative even with the glove. The wearer knew how deadly the spider was and was afraid even though they were wearing protection. When they moved, it was clear they’d summoned all their courage because they went in for it all at once and grabbed it by the carapace from above. Those thick, hairy legs snapped into action. The spider struggled, fought, and most terrifying of all, bared its horrible fangs, promising death to anyone or anything that came within its grasp.

      The hand and the spider were about the same size and as soon as the hand had the spider, it lost all its courage. The spider didn’t have the advantage of strength, but it appeared it didn’t need strength. It bared those ugly teeth and was poised to clamp down on an offending finger when the white mesh bag appeared and the spider found itself tangled into it, and then the spider disappeared into a thick leather pouch. Was it thick enough to protect the bearer from the spider’s fangs? That was part of the mystery.

      

      ***

      “Was there anything else in there?” Jeff’s question interrupted my streak. I’d written one thousand words. How?

      “I left my pants in there,” Rupinder said. “They’re on the floor.”

      “No, I mean when you first went in,” Jeff said.

      Shut up, I thought. I was finally writing. Shut up, shut up, shut up!

      “I know you were out of it, but was there anything else you saw?”

      “Please stop,” Vivien interjected. “My son is ill. Do you understand? He’s ill. Too ill for these questions. This doesn’t matter. If you can help us, please help us. But no. No questions. If you can’t help us, you leave my son alone.”

      He was mostly out of his seat, that lumbering old man with his questions. He was making his way down the aisle, and his mass made it easy to forget our unspoken agreement that the trainee had done it and that we were safe in here with each other. Vivien was afraid.

      “Leave him alone,” Vivien wrapped her arms around her son’s body, tangling herself in the headphones around his neck. “Leave us alone!”

      She needn’t have worried. Jeff wasn’t heading for the last row of seats. He was heading for what was behind them. Jeff wanted to take a closer look at the restrooms.

      I threw my laptop onto my seat and followed him. Just like that, he wasn’t an interruption; he was an inspiration.

      “We didn’t even think to look,” Jeff said.

      “You think his killer may have left something?” I asked, and he didn’t answer. He slid the metal door open instead.

      We didn’t see it immediately. Rupinder’s soiled pants were bunched in the corner, as was some toilet tissue or paper towels.

      And the blood. It was hard not to be distracted by all that blood.

      I don’t know if Jeff saw it first, but he moved toward it first. I was scared to get all the way into the restroom, to let the door slide shut behind me. But I saw it. In the far corner behind the toilet. It glimmered.

      Jeff reached for it with his foot and slid it against the textured gray floor with his toe.

      Once we had it, it raised more questions than it answered.

      An old-fashioned gold lighter. The kind you refill with fluid. The kind you flip open, the kind that stays lit, stays burning, until you shut the lid or run out of butane.

      Finch’s thumb. It hadn’t been pulped. It wasn’t infected. It wasn’t crushed in some awful torture device. My immediate instinct had been correct. He’d been burned.

      I knelt to get a closer look at it. I wasn’t brave enough to touch it, but I needed to see.

      The lighter was engraved with the initials of its owner.

      F.W.

      Finch Weatherby.

    
  
    
      
        5:15 P.M.

      
      Question. If a boy having a seizure is the worst kind of emergency, then what’s a boy having two seizures? Ensconced in his gray sweats in Seat 8C, with his mother hovering protectively, Rupinder filled the empty air of that moment after we discovered the lighter with another pained grunt.

      Now, I’m no doctor, but I’ve got to figure that a second seizure in the space of ninety minutes from a kid who’d never had seizures before was probably bad news. I didn’t run to help this time. I kept my eyes on the lighter, kept my eyes off the kid to lend him some privacy. Dorcas was right there with Vivien, so I knew he’d be okay. They held him down and kept him from hitting his head.

      I could picture the kid’s dad, running out of sections of the Montreal Gazette to reread at the train station, holding that insulin in his backpack the way he had since his boy was small. I’d bet he’d never once used that emergency insulin. I’d bet he switched it out regularly so that it never expired and always rolled his eyes when he did because he couldn’t imagine an emergency after all those years of working with his wife to keep the boy safe. I’d bet he’d never even had a nightmare as bad as what was happening to his boy on this train.

      Rupinder thrashed against the arms that held him, though not for as long and not as violently as the first time. He didn’t even give Cyanne time to say anything about the plot of a Russell Crowe movie.

      Jeff knelt next to me and wrapped the lighter in a piece of toilet tissue, careful not to touch it with his bare fingers in case some police officer, in some future we couldn’t imagine, wanted it as evidence. I wanted to tell the others what we’d found. I was sure Jeff wanted that too, but what was there to do but stay quiet against the sound of that distressed boy.

      Vivien stroked her son’s hair as he came out of it, her touch being the only care tool she had at her disposal. Her face was wet with silent tears beneath the reading glasses she hadn’t thought to take off in hours. She’d never be so selfish as to audibly cry when it was her son who was the one in danger, but her emotion had to go somewhere. I would have liked to embrace her, to comfort her, while she comforted her son but there was nothing to say. It looked more and more like Rupinder might die.

      He came to more slowly after that second seizure. If the episode itself had seemed less violent, the recovery from it was less complete. Jeff and I were still by the restroom, just behind the row of seats where Dorcas and Vivien were huddled over the boy, and Cyanne had come over too. To watch, to comment, to not feel excluded.

      Writer. Yoga instructor. Train agent. Park ranger. Mother. Son. You’d think between the six of us we’d have come up with some way out.

      Maybe it was Finch. Maybe he’d have known what to do.

      

      ***

      I knew from the flush of Vivien’s face that she was beginning to lose her grip. Her lower lip trembled the way lower lips do when you might cry, but she was already crying, so this trembling lower lip threatened violence, not tears. When she stood, her fists were clenched by her sides. She’d held on to her good manners for all those hours while begging for help, while waiting for that promised help to come. Enough. Dorcas was right there beside her, holding her son while he thrashed and moaned, and I decided that’s what had settled it for Vivien. That Dorcas had seen Rupinder’s suffering up close and that suffering wasn’t enough to move Dorcas to act like this was an emergency.

      She would pay for that lack of urgency.

      The change in Vivien’s demeanor felt important because it marked the crossing of a line for the group of us. I wondered if it hadn’t so recently become dark, if we weren’t all regretting those trays of food we’d pushed away, noticing how hungry and thirsty we were, if we weren’t all standing so close together, clustered by Rupinder’s seat, if it would have gone so wrong.

      But I’m superstitious like that. I’m always certain that if I hadn’t broken a shoelace I’d be on that bus that was hit by a semi or that it was fate that had me skip breakfast on a day when lingering over a bagel would have got me caught in a thunderstorm on the way to work. I hadn’t thought about fate as a bad luck thing though. Before that night, I’d never have called it fate that got me stranded on a train in a snowstorm.

      I’d learned to take careful care of myself since getting sick. Eight hours of sleep a night. Leafy greens three times a day. A run or yoga every morning. Floss. Moisturizer. I even slathered on sunscreen like an idiot, though that ship had sailed. I wasn’t trying to prevent the Next Bad Thing but I’d found that straying from that level of care to my personal health would allow the cancer drugs to knock me on my ass. That week and a half I flirted with alcoholism to cope with the despair? I hadn’t been able to focus my eyes that week, and it wasn’t on account of the bourbon.

      I’m aware of my body’s needs is what I’m saying. So I knew that even though it had been too insane a day to contemplate a meal, it was long past time for a sandwich and a glass of water. I supposed that the lack of attention to her own body’s needs was the beginning of Vivien’s unraveling.

      When she clutched Dorcas’s lapels and demanded to know why insulin hadn’t come to the door yet, at least part of that had to be her own hunger talking. When she pushed Dorcas out of the way with more force than I’d have expected from someone so small, some of that had to be her dehydration. When she yanked at the train car door that a couple of us had already yanked at to no effect, I had to figure part of that was her need of an afternoon nap.

      I would have liked to have offered her an arm, an ear, a shoulder, any kind of support during her unraveling, but given the situation in my own household, I couldn’t bear to look directly at a woman undone by the realization that she may not see her boy become a man. The sight of it hurt my retinas.

      

      ***

      I liked to imagine the Freddie I was going to leave behind at the age Rupinder was then. Past the stinking, sniveling, greasy-haired horror of early adolescence but not yet figured out enough to know he was smarter than his parents. Or his parent. A month ago I’d created a new email address in his name and populated a calendar with reminders right through high school graduation. I planned college tours (McGill was my preference but I held dates for a New England road trip, should he decide to bankrupt his father), I wrote registration reminders for SAT test prep, I guessed at the local pool’s schedule for swimming lesson sign-up for the next five years, I planned his transition to sleepaway camp for when he turned ten, but just for a two-week stint that first summer so he wouldn’t get homesick.

      A motherless fool. He’d be well rounded: track and field, violin lessons, and a museum membership set to autorenew for the next ten years, but he wouldn’t have a mom to call for help when he got things wrong despite all that privilege. Totaling the family car, not because he’d been drinking but maybe because he’d been showing off for a friend. Getting his nose broken by a jock at a party. Even at this age, Teddy had been trying to teach him to defend himself, trying to set rules for when to push a kid back, for when to call an adult and when to handle things himself, but the kid was soft and he’d stay soft if he had to grow up without a complete set of parents. I needed to know he’d be okay after I was gone. I needed to know Teddy would pull it together and start to read emails from the school and put laundry in the dryer after it was done in the washer so Freddie didn’t wind up the outcast kid with no pocket money on pizza day, wearing Cheetos-stained shorts to school.

      

      ***

      I needed Rupinder to live. I needed to be the only mother on this train who had failed to take care of her boy. It was unbearable, the idea of leaving Freddie behind, but helping another mother when she was at the end of her ability to cope, that small bit of penance, made it a tiny bit less unbearable.

      Vivien needed to take control of her disaster in a way I couldn’t take control of mine.

      She needed to save her son.

      She needed to act.

      She needed a push.

      Grabbing ahold of the same locked door handle was a waste of everyone’s time and energy. It was at the other end of the train car that I spotted something that I thought, I hoped, might finally spell some relief for Vivien’s boy. Even in her state of panic, I doubted she’d go for it herself. She was polite. She was careful. The tremble in her voice and the frantic pitch of a mother losing her cub were exactly what we needed to get us out. She only needed to be reminded to make use of them.

      Dorcas had been calling the conductor using the house phone all day. I could picture the man (definitely a man) on the other side of the phone, licking Doritos dust off his fingers and failing to understand the crisis level in our car because Dorcas had trained herself to never sound hysterical when she was at work.

      I was flooded with irrational anger at Dorcas. She didn’t communicate how bad things were. She was trained to maintain a sense of calm and she couldn’t, wouldn’t let her voice take on that pitch that said a man had been murdered and the killer may still be on the train, but that’s not even our biggest problem because a young man with limitless potential is dying before our very eyes.

      “Pick up the phone,” I whispered to Vivien. “You have to pick up the phone and ask them for help yourself.”

      And she knew I was right because she was a mother losing her son, and no one could deny her help if they heard the desperation in her voice.

      The black phone on the wall of the galley was the one working form of communication. It didn’t look like it had any buttons. You picked it up, it rang through to its twin somewhere else on the train. The conductor, the engineer, someone with authority, someone with a walkie-talkie and the ability to communicate with emergency services and disable the locks on the doors.

      A lifeline. That’s what they used to call it on that old game show when you were stumped and got to ask for help from the outside world. The black phone was our lifeline, and Dorcas had been using it all wrong.

      The relief was visible in Vivien’s whole body, and she looked at Dorcas with the same disappointment I felt. Of course this was the solution. Vivien would call, Vivien would beg, and help would arrive.

      I moved my body between Vivien and Dorcas, barring Dorcas from stopping the older woman from making the call.

      “Go now,” I mouthed and she did. With all the youthful energy that had drained from her son, Vivien leaped into the galley and grabbed the black phone off the wall. She beamed, expectant, holding the handset in her sweaty grasp and waiting for a reply from the other end. Dorcas took a sharp, pained breath when she saw what was happening.

      “I don’t understand,” Vivien said. She reached her free hand halfway to touch the phone’s body on the wall. Something was wrong.

      “You stay away from that phone. That is the crew phone!” Dorcas lunged after Vivien, but I held her back, held her back while I tried to understand the new look, the new horror that had overtaken Vivien. She looked at the handset, tested the cord, looked for some button she’d failed to press. Nothing.

      “There’s no one there,” Vivien said, and she dropped the handset, letting it clatter to the floor. Dorcas went limp against me.

      All day. All day we’d been stuck on this train with a body, in the snow, and Dorcas had been using the phone for updates, for help. Playing pretend. But help wasn’t coming because the phone was as dead as our dearly departed Finch Weatherby.

    
  
    
      
        5:30 P.M.

      
      As Vivien was letting the handset fall to the floor, Jeff was already moving. In the space of a breath, in the moment when Dorcas went slack, Jeff was there, grabbing Dorcas out of my arms, moving with all the forward momentum that Dorcas had abandoned.

      There was no help coming. There had never been help coming.

      “What does it mean?” Vivien looked to me for help and, not finding any, looked back to the phone, giving a halfhearted tug at its spiral cord. “Why isn’t anyone there?”

      There was a moment when I wanted to lie to her. When I thought it would be best to let her believe, as Dorcas had allowed us to believe, that an ambulance, a police officer, a Saint Bernard with a pack full of insulin hanging from its neck were plowing through the snow toward us. But I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t perpetuate the lie.

      Dorcas thrashed against Jeff, but he was stronger than she was. He was so much bigger than any of us were. He hadn’t grabbed her to keep her from fainting. He thought he needed to restrain her.

      Now that Jeff had Dorcas, now that she was his responsibility, my hands were free and I didn’t know what to do with them, so I crouched by Rupinder and stroked his hair, the way Vivien had been doing. The way I liked to do with Freddie.

      “The internal phone line must have shut down when the train stopped and the power died,” I said. “She didn’t call anyone. She hasn’t all day.”

      “She called the conductor,” Vivien said, repeating what Dorcas had told us for so many hours. The full weight of it hadn’t yet settled on her.

      “This whole time she’s been pretending,” I said. I didn’t want to be cruel, but I needed Vivien to understand. “I know we thought someone was coming to help us, but no one out there even knows we need help. They’re digging out the train. They’re worried about the storm.” I motioned to her to sit with me, with her son. “She didn’t tell anyone about Finch. She didn’t ask anyone for insulin. She couldn’t.”

      The outside world had no idea of our troubles. We were only a handful of passengers. We had water and more food than we could eat in a week. The generator was keeping the car warm enough; we had bathrooms. The outside world thought we were safer in here than we were out there because all day, no one had told them otherwise.

      “I don’t understand,” Vivien wailed.

      “I can tie her up,” Jeff said. “To one of the seats at the front so we don’t have to look at her. Does anyone have any rope or anything in their bag?”

      It should have been an unthinkable question. Should we tie up the train’s customer-service agent? But at the end of the day we’d had, the only problem I saw with this suggestion was that we didn’t have anything that could be used as a restraint.

      “You don’t have to tie her up,” Vivien said. “There isn’t anywhere for her to go.”

      “Thank you,” Dorcas said. Her eyes were bright with tears, and Jeff was holding her too hard to even let her thrash.

      “Don’t thank me,” Vivien said. “Check to see that she doesn’t have a weapon, and if you could keep her at the front so I don’t have to see her, I’d appreciate it.”

      Even then she was polite. Even when confronted with the impossibility of her situation. She was polite to Jeff, anyway. She finally took off those reading glasses and turned her back to Dorcas.

      “Can you let me explain?” Dorcas said, all the authority out of her voice. She had lied. All day, she’d been lying. There was only one good reason I could think a person might do that and Jeff, checking her for weapons, clearly thought the same. We’d found our villain. There’d been a fox in the henhouse with us all day long.

      Jeff began to drag her, a deadweight but no match for his strength. He took her down the aisle to the seat I’d abandoned.

      “I don’t want to have to look at you, and I definitely don’t want to listen to any explanation,” Vivien said, but she said it quietly, muttering to herself.

      Jeff was taking Dorcas to be with the body, carrying her away as Vivien had insisted. In it all he’d somehow become our protector.

      “Understand me,” Vivien said, looking briefly up from her son, having summoned the courage or the stomach she needed to toss some words over at Dorcas. “We don’t have any rope or tape so we’re not going to restrain you—”

      “Thank you,” Dorcas said, the tears streaking down her face now.

      “Stop thanking me and listen,” Vivien said. She spat as she spoke, but she didn’t raise her voice. “We won’t restrain you but if you move from there, I’ll kill you myself.”

      Saint Vivien.

      Dorcas froze and so did Jeff. Not because it was an unexpected thing to hear but because of the way Vivien made the threat. We all believed she’d carry it out if she were tested.

      

      ***

      When Dorcas had been pulled away and it was just Saint Vivien again in her sensible cotton turtleneck sweater, a garment she’d chosen because it was neutral enough that she wouldn’t embarrass her boy if a college friend of his saw them together, I knew it was up to me to give her some sense of direction. She was wild-eyed, gripping her son’s hand, and the sickly sweet scent of his rapid breath threatened to cripple both of us.

      “He should drink,” I said, recalling my long ago first aid training. “He probably doesn’t want to, but have you had any luck getting him to hold down fluids?”

      The task lent an immense sense of purpose. Vivien and I mixed still-hot water from the tea thermos with some cool Evian to get it just right, so the temperature wouldn’t come as a shock and we could trick Rupinder into swallowing.

      Vivien stroked his cheek as she stood over him. “Okay, baby, now take a little sip of this goodness.” He lifted his head to take it. It reminded me of trying to get a newborn to latch. The desperation of knowing they may die if you don’t get it right.

      He swallowed a little of the water, and I could already tell that Vivien felt better, having accomplished that.

      “Jeff will hold her,” I said. “But we have to remember a phone is just a phone. We don’t know what it means yet. There could be an explanation. We can’t leap to thinking she hurt someone.” Though I preached restraint, my imagination had already made the leap.

      “That’s a good boy,” Vivien said as Rupinder strained to raise his head to sip again. “She lied about getting him help. She let us sit here for hours believing help was coming. Maybe she didn’t kill that man. I don’t know. I don’t care. Because she did plenty of hurt.”

      It was head-spinning. Dorcas torturing Finch while I was in the loo across the aisle? Dorcas concealing the spider under his scarf? Or in the crevice of the seat while it was still mine? There were too many pieces, and none of the edges aligned.

      Cyanne was sitting awkwardly in the row ahead of us. Not helping, not interjecting. It was uncharitable of me to think she was plotting a next move, but it was how I felt.

      “I know you’re resistant to the idea, but hear me out about something.” Cyanne was walking away from us as she spoke, swishing that hair, and she came back with her small lavender backpack. “Something like fifteen years ago, there was a study, a real medical study with doctors in a hospital and it was written up in a medical journal and stuff we agree is real, right?” She wouldn’t have been compelling in any case, but the lavender backpack really made it worse. It was the backpack the most popular girl in the sixth grade might pick out for herself.

      “When I was training as a yogi, we learned a lot about nutrition because the goal is to care for the whole body, and this was one of the things I had to read about, and I even gave a presentation about it in one of my videos once. So in this study they take a bunch of people, and they test their insulin levels after a meal where they make them drink a bunch of different stuff and ten of the people had diabetes and do you know what significantly improved the fluctuations in insulin in diabetics?”

      “Oh my god, Cyanne.” I was embarrassed for her.

      “What are you talking about?” Vivien said. She put her reading glasses back on.

      “I’m talking about cider vinegar.” And then she did it, she pulled a small glass bottle of apple cider vinegar out of that lavender backpack with a flourish.

      “What exactly do you want me to do with this bottle?”

      Cyanne had shoved it into Vivien’s hands.

      “Put it in his water. It’s basically a miracle for regulating blood sugar. I have some in a glass of water every morning before I eat anything. I’m healthier than I’ve been my whole life.”

      She looked as she had in the video, describing apple cider vinegar’s health benefits. Of course I’d watched it. I’d watched all of them. I remembered her attempt to mask her grimace when she took down a gulp of the vinegar-poisoned water, the pot of white lilies she’d placed in the background of the shot to fill out the space. The death flower.

      “Type 1 or type 2 diabetes?” Vivien said, squinting at the label.

      The desperate mother still had the bottle, and there was a flicker in Cyanne’s eyes like she understood the error of dangling hope and she wished she could take it back.

      “I don’t remember,” Cyanne said, and I thought she would stop this foolishness and let us go back to our hunt for a real solution. I was wrong. “But it’s all about regulating insulin, right? It’s a total miracle for that. So you pour a tablespoon, you can eyeball it, into a glass of water and that’ll help, until help comes.”

      I should have interrupted right then, but I never for a second thought Vivien would try it. I should have known better than to underestimate the things a desperate mother might try. Before I could brush Cyanne away, Vivien eyeballed a tablespoon’s worth into the tepid water we had so lovingly prepared together and brought the cup to her son’s lips.

      “Drink for Mommy.”

      Cyanne and I didn’t move.

      In the silence, we watched Rupinder scrunch up his face at the smell and pull away from his mother as best his weakened state would allow.

      “Drink for Mommy,” she said again. Firmer. Angrier.

      Rupinder turned his head to the side.

      Vivien crawled over her son until she was sat atop him and held the vessel over his writhing face. She squeezed his jaw with one hand to try to wrench his mouth open. The rest of the bottle of vinegar sat on his armrest, threatening to topple in the struggle.

      “It’s super impressive he’s no longer fat,” Cyanne said to me. She mouthed the last word.

      “Baby, drink it,” Vivien said through gritted teeth.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked Cyanne.

      “A lot of people don’t even try and get their weight under control after they’re diagnosed. I’m surprised he needs insulin at all. He’s like, skinny.”

      “He has juvenile diabetes, Cyanne.”

      The sound of the smash came before I understood what was happening.

      Vivien heard our exchange and shook off her temporary insanity, climbing off her son. Apple cider vinegar in an emergency. She grabbed the bottle from the armrest by its neck and sent it sailing at Cyanne’s head. Or maybe she meant to miss. Maybe she was always aiming for the window where the bottle smashed, releasing its acidic stink throughout the train car.

      “I think you should get away from me,” Vivien wagged her finger at a cringing Cyanne, and then she pushed her glasses up like a headband and turned back to her son.

      “And there’s panic now!” Dorcas half rose from her confinement at the head of the train car. “Didn’t I tell you there’d be panic if you didn’t listen to me!”

      Can you be concerned about order if you’ve killed a man?

      “You stay in that seat,” Jeff said. “I don’t know what those ladies are doing but if there’s panic on this train, you’re the one who’s the cause of it.”

      “You have to keep the passengers calm,” Dorcas said. She didn’t sit, but she didn’t move forward either. Jeff hadn’t threatened her, but the size of him was threat enough.

      “I was trying to help,” Cyanne stammered. Her pretty hair glimmered with bits of broken glass. I thought that if she had glass on her it meant she had vinegar on her too, that she’d stink of it for the rest of the day, and I took the tiniest sliver of satisfaction from the idea that she’d carry the smell around to remind her of the foolishness.

      “If I’d told you the phone wasn’t working, you’d all have panicked. You’re panicking now. Keeping the passengers calm is the first step to safety.”

      “Agatha, tell her I was trying to help,” Cyanne said. The neck of the bottle was at Cyanne’s feet. It had remained intact, just the neck, and it looked like a tiny glass dagger.

      “It’s exactly what I knew would happen,” Dorcas said.

      “What are you on about?” Jeff roared. The gentle giant was gone, something ferocious come to take his place. He ripped away the blanket we’d used to hide the spider and, disregarding all sense or safety, he picked up the twitching white mesh bag. Except for Rupinder, we all reared back, even those of us at the other end of the car, too far to see the spider’s terrifying features.

      “A man is dead. That happened while you were maintaining calm. He was murdered by an arachnid. That happened while you were maintaining calm. A boy is grasping for life. That happened while you were maintaining calm. What type of safety did your scheme achieve?” Jeff dangled the white mesh bag, that awful twitching spider, in her face. She gripped the arms of her seat and pressed her body back as far as it would go. Jeff had been a calming presence all day, all warm energy and helpfulness, but he was as angry as the rest of us that we were trapped, that we were in danger. He’d only wanted to go see his daughter for the holidays.

      “I didn’t know what else to do,” she said, her eyes squeezed closed as the spider’s movements sent the mesh bag swinging closer to her face.

      “You knew exactly what you were doing!” he roared, and what a roar it was, from that great big lion of a man.

      I wanted to intervene; the scene was one of torture. But she’d trapped us here. She’d lied. In this altercation, who was the villain?

      “You killed that man, then you trapped the rest of us here. Why? To cover it up? To kill us too?” Jeff had the spider an inch from her nose.

      “I thought the train would start moving any second. I’ve never been stopped this long. Once I started to lie, I couldn’t stop.”

      I braced myself for it. For the swing of the mesh bag that would allow the spider to bare its fangs and grab her nose.

      “So it was the storm that ruined your plan?” Jeff said. “You thought you could kill him and dump the spider at the next stop and then we hit the storm and you were trapped with what you did?”

      “You don’t know me. What you’re saying is impossible.”

      “Really?” Jeff leaned closer to Dorcas’s face and to the spider that hung between them. “You’re too kind to be a killer? Too big-hearted? Too responsible?”

      “It’s not that,” Dorcas was shaking, every tremor bringing her face that much closer to the spider. The stench of vinegar made me want to vomit.

      “I’m afraid of spiders. I have been my whole life. I’m terrified of them. I didn’t hurt that man. I couldn’t hurt that man. It would mean touching a spider.”

      Jeff pulled the bag back a little, took a closer look at the creature.

      He shook his head. “We already know you’re a liar. You lied about the phone. You lied about help. Anyone can lie and say they’re afraid of spiders.”

      The way he moved then, I had a perfect picture of what would come next. I was sure he was about to cram that hairy, deadly spider into her open mouth, and I could picture what came after too. Her bulging eyes, her mouth too full to allow a sound, her slow stiffening as the spider’s poison filled her veins.

      I screamed.

      But it was my imagination. Jeff let the bag drop to the floor, to the carpet between Dorcas’s scrambling feet and Finch’s lifeless ones. Then he raised one of his heavy black boots and brought his full weight down on that spider with a horrendous crunch. Jeff tossed the motionless bag back on the seat by Finch’s body. The spider was dead. There was still plenty of danger aboard this train, but not from the contents of that white mesh bag.

    
  
    
      
        6:00 P.M.

      
      She finally did something useful. Cyanne Candel, Instagram villain, literary inspiration, would-be YouTube sensation, bent down to pick the flecks of vinegar bottle from the carpet with her fingers.

      I knew she must be feeling desperate if Cyanne was resorting to cleaning. Baby Cyanne had been an eager, enthusiastic worker. Cleaning fingerprints from windowpanes without being asked. Standing on tiptoe to eradicate cobwebs from light fixtures. Postwedding to a moneyed charmer, Cyanne lost that loving feeling for hard work.

      She put Teddy in a terrible position.

      She kept working for Teddy—or she came back and started working for Teddy again, I can’t remember which—after her wedding, and it was a disaster. She wouldn’t take out the garbage. She wouldn’t clear her tables. She wouldn’t stay late on deep-cleaning nights. She said she wanted to work for a sense of purpose, but the truth is the only effective motivation for work is money.

      He would have fired her if she was anyone else.

      She quit, finally. The husband pushed her into it or she asked for vacation that was refused or she came to understand the idea of a job as silly and decided pursuing online fame was better suited to her new station in life.

      So the pantomime playing out in front of me, Cyanne stooped and sweeping up that glass, she must be feeling like that little girl again with something to prove to the adults in her orbit. She had a handful of it now; the little bottle had made such a big mess, and she was looking around like she couldn’t remember what came next when you were cleaning.

      She’s such a pretty girl, Cyanne, that it’s hard not to rush over and help her, the way people always do, like the pain or trauma of a pretty girl is something unique.

      Don’t help her. She isn’t the victim here, I had to remind myself.

      It was unfair. We’d all been victimized. Or all of us except for whoever had come here to kill. Her fear wasn’t worth less than mine. It wasn’t worth as much as Vivien’s, but it was at least as real as mine.

      She stumbled a bit, reaching for the neck of the bottle that wouldn’t have fit atop the pile in her hand anyway. She rocked and then did what anyone would do to find their balance. She flexed her muscles. She began to close her hand.

      When I saw her do it, I could feel the shards of glass digging into my own palm, tearing into my own flesh and I nearly fainted from the pain of it, though my pain was imaginary. Cyanne’s was real.

      She had one of those little-girl screams. All from the throat, none from the gut, all pitch, no tremolo. Pretty girls sound pretty even when they’re in pain. She dropped the glass, the neck of the bottle, all of it that she’d collected and held her glass-flecked palm in front of her, watching the blood come and not having a lick of an idea what to do about it.

      

      ***

      Vivien had watched this all happen; she’d even pulled her glasses down for it. She’d watched Cyanne try and fail to be of use, she watched Cyanne make a spectacle of herself and then, satisfied that the girl’s performance was over, Vivien pushed her glasses back out of the way and went back to stroking her son’s hair. He blinked, slow and uncomfortable. Watching Cyanne pay penance for the apple cider vinegar was satisfying, but not ultimately helpful. No paramedics had arrived, none of the doors of the train car had burst open. There was no more insulin aboard the train now than there had been an hour ago.

      On the train, the limited light made it claustrophobic. The stink of the vinegar mingled with the stink of our bodies, and while the storm outside still looked violent, I wanted nothing more than a gulp of that icy air.

      I thought maybe Vivien was thinking the exact same thought at the exact same moment. She was stroking and reassuring, but I saw her have a dawning. Her hand slowed, her words mushed together. Rupinder didn’t notice anything had changed—I doubt he knew where he was—but I saw it. Her attention shifted from her son to something else. She was looking down to the end of the train car, and when I saw where her eyes had landed, I saw that I was wrong. She didn’t need air. She wasn’t gazing toward the ice outdoors. She was looking at Finch’s body.

      Her eyes got wide and they met mine, the look two strangers give each other when they see a pedestrian narrowly escape being struck by a car.

      “We forgot something,” she whispered, everything in her demeanor suggesting that I should be seeing the same thing she was seeing.

      “Is there something else wrong?” The scar at the back of my leg twinged when I shifted to look at her. It liked to remind me it was there.

      “The insulin,” she said. “There’s something we didn’t think of.”

      She pulled her hands from her son’s hair and clasped them together. A clap? A prayer?

      She stepped around Cyanne and her bleeding like the pretty girl and her pain didn’t exist, an “I know how to fix this” confidence in her gait that was usually reserved for suburban men approaching stalled lawn mowers.

      “Vivien?” When I’m trying to calm people down or get them on my side, I try to use their names as much as possible. I’m not sure it works. The advice doesn’t come from a shrink or anything; it’s from knowing how much I like when someone calls me by my name. Agatha. I wished someone would do it then on that train. I suspected Vivien needed comfort or calming because she looked hopeful, and if there’s anything I’ve learned on this disastrous trip, it’s that hope is a misplaced emotion.

      “The dead man,” Vivien said, and she put her glasses back on.

      It sounded like she was losing it.

      “You shouldn’t worry about him now.”

      I massaged the back of my leg, kneaded the scar with the hard stone of my wedding ring through my jeans, and I stared at her and I worried. She kept moving, and I stayed back with Rupinder. I didn’t have any desire to join her at Finch’s body.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered to Rupinder. “Your mom will be back in a second.” I had the wavering voice of a liar.

      “He’s slender for an old man.” Vivien wasn’t speaking to any of us directly. She was sorting through her thoughts. “Most people gain weight as they age,” she continued.

      Then she was kneeling over the body. Jeff, giant Jeff, was peering over her shoulder from across the aisle, and Dorcas was craning her neck to try to see around her jailer.

      “It could be he has type 1 diabetes,” Vivien said.

      She knelt by Finch’s shoes. Her sensible white turtleneck sweater glowed from down the aisle in those meager emergency lights.

      “It would be a real coincidence,” I called down the aisle to her. That poor woman and her false hope.

      “It would,” Vivien admitted, but she didn’t move from the corpse.

      What to say next? Was it better to convince her it was fruitless or to let her believe there was a solution lying at her feet? Any hope she had was bound to be short-lived. None of the rest of us believed there was any chance she’d find anything of use if she searched Finch and his possessions.

      “Can you check his pockets for me?”

      Jeff’s jaw tightened at the inevitable question. She didn’t want to rob a grave. She wanted Jeff to do it for her.

      “It’s so unlikely,” Jeff said gently. He put his thumb in his mouth to chew on the nail. The last time he’d touched Finch’s body, he’d found a murder weapon. He didn’t want to do it again.

      “Everything about today is unlikely,” Vivien said.

      The big man shook his big head. “I can’t. I couldn’t dig through a dead man’s pockets in any case, on any day, but given what’s already happened to him? I’m sorry, but I can’t.”

      “You won’t,” Vivien spat back. Saint Vivien.

      “What if I did it?” Dorcas raised her hand like it was a classroom. “Let me help. You say I haven’t helped so let me do this now. I won’t go anywhere, I won’t do anything you don’t want, just let me search his pockets for insulin.”

      I laughed at the idea. The screeching laugh of an unwell mind that made them all turn their gazes toward me.

      “There was a deadly spider that someone, probably you, had hidden in his seat,” I said. Or in my seat? Why wouldn’t these pieces fit together? “You’re suggesting we loosen the leash so you can dig out some other poisonous wildlife you’ve concealed? No. We’re good. You stay put.”

      “If she’s willing to do it, we should let her do it.” Vivien knelt by those shoes, afraid to touch Finch, afraid not to, and overruled me.

      I stroked Rupinder’s hair, one last bit of reassurance. Another Agatha wouldn’t intervene but I was tied to Vivien after all those hours together. And also, if I’m being honest, I was curious.

      “Let me help you,” I said. “I can be the one to do it.”

      I walked down the aisle of that train, and it felt like it stretched a mile. Vivien backed away from Finch’s feet and rested her tired body against the locked door of the train car. She couldn’t bring her own hands to touch Finch, but she wasn’t opposed to watching me do it.

      When I got to the corpse, the cadaver, the carcass, I reached up, not down. I pulled his briefcase from the luggage rack over his head. I was willing to touch his keys, his wallet, his phone, his medications, in pursuit of help for Rupinder. But I wasn’t prepared to touch his body.

      Thwap. The bag was heavier than I expected, and the leather slapped the back of Seat 1C when I brought it down. “I mean, if he has insulin, it’s far more likely to be in a briefcase than in his pockets. It wouldn’t be a comfortable way to sit.”

      I waited for Vivien to tell me she was disappointed that I wouldn’t touch the body for her. I waited for someone to say it. But no one did. They were all as curious as I was about the contents of the dead man’s bag. Vivien pushed those glasses further up her nose, waiting for me to do it.

      “I’m going to open it now,” I said, but my hand trembled just a little. “And we all agree that I should.”

      This was some police officer’s evidence that I was preparing to tamper with. I would say that it was for Rupinder, but it was really for the sake of my own curiosity.

      A slim, tall leather wallet. Driver’s license. Finch Weatherby of Montreal. One hundred and fifty dollars in cash. No coins. Three credit cards. Nothing else.

      The wallet confirmed my long-held suspicion that the more money you have, the less of everything you have to carry. I’d bet Jeff’s wallet had four different grocery-store loyalty cards.

      A handsome pair of black leather gloves, lined with something so soft it had to be cashmere, with a brass buckle that was stamped with the word “Dents.” Gloves so fine I’d never even heard of the company that produced them. The brand wasn’t for people like me; my money was newly acquired. The gloves looked predictably unworn. Truly rich people don’t often go places where the cold creeps in.

      A manila envelope stamped with the name of a law firm. The quality of the paper suggested that the law firm wasn’t the type that bought billboards by the side of the highway near the airport. I didn’t bother to open the envelope. Most divorces aren’t that interesting and besides, I had Vivien and Jeff, and even Dorcas, looking over my shoulder. Dorcas already looked less apologetic, and I wished Jeff would turn his attention back to minding her.

      A zippered leather case, about six inches by four. There was something sliding loose in it, something on the heavy side. The case looked too fine to be made for transporting medicine, but what did I know? Maybe a wealthy diabetic insists on the best. Maybe a wealthy diabetic uses gold-tipped syringes.

      (Would gold-tipped syringes be sterile? I should look that up if I was going to write it into the book.)

      Vivien moved like she was going to snatch the zippered case from me so she could open it herself, but then she stopped. Down there, on the floor, her face looked drawn and exhausted in the unflattering glow of the weak emergency lights. The stakes of this, of us learning the contents of the zippered pouch, were too high. She couldn’t bring herself to do it. It had to be me.

      I opened the zipper. No one breathed.

      It wasn’t insulin.

      “I’m so sorry, Vivien,” I said. “He had a coat. I’ll check the pockets of that coat. There’s still lots of possibilities.”

      Though of course there weren’t and we all knew it. If I’d been in her place I might have screamed then, let all the fear and anger escape my guts through my throat, but Vivien looked too tired for all that. She didn’t scream; she slumped.

      The zippered pouch contained a fine fountain pen, a set of at least twenty keys, and a folded letter.

      I’d gone looking for insulin and hadn’t found it. The rest of the contents of the bag were none of my business, but that didn’t stop me. The note was sloppily folded. A letter-sized sheet of paper, thick and fine like the law firm’s envelope, almost card stock, it had been folded into quarters, but imperfectly so. I lifted one corner with the tip of one finger and swear I felt the surge of endorphins, the activation of my opiate receptors, when I did it. There’s nothing sexier than someone else’s secrets. I could see a bit of the handwritten note. He had nice penmanship, aided by that fine pen.

      I spread my index and middle fingers against the paper to open the letter further.

      I retched at what I found inside.

      In my horror, the bile in my throat, I scrambled to my feet like I was leaping out of bed at a bad dream, and the bag and its contents spilled to the floor, except for the letter that floated more slowly and then landed, open, by Finch’s knees.

      Regaining my breath, I leaned over his body to read the letter. I had to know what it all meant.

      Finch had written:

      
        You blood-sucking parasite.

        The lawyers say you’re entitled to the Forest Hill house. Well, you’re welcome to it. I’ve enclosed the keys to the gate, the front door, the garage, and the guesthouse where you fellated Paul while I worked to provide for our family. I’m happy to have that house and your repellent wallpaper choices out of my life forever.

        As for the Westmount house, and more concretely, the contents of the safe in my office there. No judge’s opinion changes the reality that it’s mine, but if it comes to it, I’d rather neither of us had it. Enclosed you’ll find my thumbprint, the access point to the safe. Good luck using it.

        I hope you choke on your lies, you miserable woman.

        Finch Weatherby

      

      And below the note, a charred, bloody smear that was all that remained of the man’s thumbprint that he’d burned off with that pretty gold lighter in the bathroom shortly before he died. A man so petty he’d melted the thumbprint right off his own hand to keep his ex-wife from accessing whatever old jewelry or dusty coins she might be entitled to in a safe in his home office. No one had tortured Finch Weatherby. The bastard had done it to himself.

    
  
    
      
        6:30 P.M.

      
      We turned that briefcase inside out and searched every bit that had fallen to the floor for an explanation about the safe, the wife, and how they connected to his death, but there was nothing besides that note. The gloves, the wallet, the manila envelope: there were no answers there.

      “I can’t believe you’re making this about you.” Cyanne’s voice in my head again. It didn’t have anything to do with me. Had Dorcas hurt Finch? At the request of his ex-wife? Could the line to the truth be that squiggly?

      “I don’t care about any of this,” Vivien said.

      “You’d care if you were the one accused of hurting him,” Dorcas said.

      Vivien returned to her son, not acknowledging that Dorcas had spoken. She stepped around the bleeding girl and the broken glass, blind to both. Jeff and I were on our hands and knees, not speaking to each other. He had the divorce documents arranged in front of him. I was focused on the note. Shouldn’t this have been our explanation? Our absolution? It still felt like there was so much missing.

      “Why am I still sitting here?” Dorcas asked. “I lied about the phones. I’ve explained that. But you all were acting like you needed to tie me up because I killed that man. Now we know I didn’t.”

      I looked up from the note. “Do we?”

      “The man used a cigarette lighter to melt his thumbprint all to spite his wife. Doesn’t that sound like someone unhinged enough to kill himself with the same intent?”

      Hers was a more elegant solution than mine. Suicide. I was disappointed I hadn’t started there.

      “The letter doesn’t say anything about suicide,” I said.

      “Then it’s supposed to look like she did it to him,” Dorcas said. “A spider bite is a dramatic way to go. He was trying to make her look like a black widow. He doesn’t get whatever is in that safe, but neither does she. Because she’s in prison for his murder.”

      “Then why not use a black widow spider?” Jeff asked. “Doesn’t seem like a guy who does things in half measures.”

      “Because a black widow spider won’t kill a grown man,” I said.

      It’s not like I’ve looked that fact up for my own purposes. Freddie and those animal books of his. Strange how much detail about death a children’s nature encyclopedia will go into.

      “You see!” Dorcas was pleased. Those ridiculous curls of hers spoke volumes, even when her facial expression didn’t.

      “It doesn’t work though, even as a metaphor. The black widow represents feminine power,” I said.

      “That’s not right.” Jeff looked up from the divorce papers. He was sitting crisscross applesauce, which, for a man his size, was a scene about as strange as an Australian funnel-web spider in a white mesh bag. “It represents feminine betrayal. They eat their mates.”

      “So he’s framing his wife for murder with a metaphor about her power or betrayal?” I asked.

      That black and bloody thumbprint on the letter, so close to the black and bloody thumb on the man, stared back at me. It didn’t fit.

      

      ***

      “So no one even cares that I’ve hurt myself?” Cyanne called down that endless aisle. “You two are, what, detectives now? Like in one of your terrible books?”

      “My book didn’t have a detective, which is another tell that you haven’t even bothered to read the thing,” I said.

      Jeff’s attention drifted from the divorce papers to Cyanne. She was a compelling narrator. The pretty face, the shiny hair, and now the blood making her forearms slick. I didn’t begrudge him his interest.

      “I rather like detective stories,” Jeff said.

      “The sister, my sister, solves the murder. That’s a detective,” Cyanne said.

      “You don’t have a sister, Cyanne.”

      “Romance novels outsell everything else, but detective novels aren’t too far behind,” Jeff said.

      Cyanne wiped the sweat off her upper lip, smearing blood on her face in the process.

      “I’m bleeding, Agatha!”

      “I can see you’re bleeding, Cyanne. The sister character is much more an amateur sleuth if she’s anything. It’s a whole subgenre.”

      “Fine,” Cyanne said. With her hands incapacitated, she couldn’t twirl her hair and it took away just a little bit of her power. “You and I used to be close. Now you’re sitting here, letting me bleed.”

      “We were close before you went online and threatened my life,” I said. “You sorta lost me after that.”

      She tried to wipe the blood off her face, but she only made it worse.

      “You stopped giving a shit about me long before that.”

      “There’s a first aid kit,” I said. I hated that she was making me feel sorry for her. “In the galley. It’ll have bandages, alcohol, whatever you need. Unless you’re too woo-woo for antibiotic cream?”

      “Okay?” she said.

      “Okay, what?”

      “You’re not going to get it for me?” she wailed, and the sympathy I’d accumulated for her slipped away.

      Jeff cleared his throat and looked back at the divorce papers, and I could see that whatever spell Cyanne had cast on him with her beauty had been broken. The first aid kit was maybe twelve steps away from where she was sitting and dripping blood on the carpet. She addressed us the way a queen would her court, shocked that her discomfort wasn’t the most important thing on that train.

      Having tried and failed with the two of us, Cyanne set her queenly stare at someone who was actually there to serve her. Dorcas. She was in the first row, not tied up, but confined nevertheless, and Cyanne couldn’t see any reason for it. She couldn’t see our rage at having been lied to by the woman who was supposed to help us; she couldn’t see Dorcas’s terror at having been caught. Cyanne couldn’t see past her own suffering. “You’re supposed to help me!” The thought radiated from her like sound waves off a vibrating guitar string. “You’re being paid to help me.”

      I was pulling at the lining of the zippered container when I heard Cyanne start whispering to Vivien. I did my best to ignore her, but it was a small space and I’m certain she wanted me to hear.

      “You think she cares about helping your son, but she doesn’t,” Cyanne said. “She won’t say it, but I can see what she thinks about your son because I already know who she really is. Our suffering isn’t interesting to her. She’s only interested in herself.”

      There was nothing to be won by responding, so I didn’t, but I burned. That she would compare herself to that boy, that she would look at her own injuries—self-inflicted!—and think her state at all resembled his.

      With a clogged-sink gurgle from the back of his throat, Rupinder put Cyanne in her place himself. It wasn’t a vindication. It broke my heart. The kid threw up on himself, and then called for his mom.

      We need something to start going our way, I thought.

      The desperation of it all made me think of Genevieve, the girl in that horrible Montreal story that I was supposed to be writing. Had I really been planning a book about her? It felt like a lifetime ago that she’d occupied so much of my mental energy. Genevieve failing to fight her assailant in her Point-Saint-Charles home. Was I planning to write about that indignity? Genevieve and the horror of the lawsuit that followed her assailant’s acquittal. Had I thought there was a book there? Horror on top of horror on top of horror. I’d told Teddy I was planning to write that story and he’d been skeptical. We’d been on the train for just shy of twelve hours. Horror on top of horror. There’s only so much a person can take.

      I unzipped Rupinder’s suitcase to look for a clean shirt without being asked.

      “Baby?” Vivien put her glasses back on and tried to wipe her son’s mouth clean with a dry corner of his soiled shirt. His headphones, those beloved headphones, had been spared but I knew that was just dumb luck, so I slipped them over his head, finally freeing him of the weight he’d carried for all those hours.

      “I feel better after throwing up,” he mumbled, his face slack. “Mom, don’t look so worried. I feel better.”

      But then he gurgled again, and more vomit came.

      The watery vomit stunk like spoiled fruit but still wasn’t as bad as the stink of Cyanne’s vinegar.

      “You need to let me come help you!”

      Dorcas. Up in the first row, she was closer to the corpse but further from all those fluids. If I were her, I’d be happy with that distance, but I didn’t have whatever helping impulse, or nefarious impulse, compelled Dorcas to be close to us.

      It wasn’t a helping instinct that had me offering whatever aid I could to Vivien. I wouldn’t have been digging out a clean shirt, accepting a vomit-soaked one, for just any kid. My own, of course. But Rupinder felt as much like my responsibility as Freddie.

      Once Vivien had something warm and dry for her son, I wanted to reassemble Rupinder’s suitcase, to leave it tidier than I’d found it. When you don’t know how to help, it doesn’t hurt to clean up. A well-folded shirt when you don’t have anything else to offer.

      “Can you just let her come up and help with my hand?” Cyanne asked. She tried to make eye contact with me in the aisle as I folded, but I refused.

      “She’s at best a liar and at worst a murderer,” Vivien said, answering so I didn’t have to. “She’s staying where she is.”

      “Cyanne, just wait,” I said. “There isn’t any reason to move people around and make things worse than they already are.”

      “The reason is that I’m bleeding,” she cried.

      “I know you’re upset with me,” Dorcas called from the front of the car, unable to leave it alone. “You have every right to be, but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t help if help is needed.”

      She was twisting her body like she wanted to get out of that seat again, and big lumbering Jeff, who had everything he needed to stop her, took a step back like he wasn’t sure if he should let her go.

      “What do you think?” I whispered to Vivien. A small and selfish part of me wanted Cyanne to receive some help so I wouldn’t have to listen to her moan.

      Vivien pulled back from her sick son and his fresh T-shirt. “Which of you wants to be responsible for what she does?”

      No one answered.

      “It doesn’t sound like any of you trust her any more than I do.” She shook her head, disappointed in all of us, and took her glasses off. “He may not be your son, but she did this to all of us.”

      “I caused the storm?” Dorcas said.

      “You caused everything else,” Vivien said. “Shit!” She had shifted her weight and sunk her knee right into a small shard of glass bottle that Cyanne had failed to clear. It was so strange, so private, hearing her curse, like we’d all just glimpsed her in the nude. “I do not know what would have happened to my son, to all of us, if you hadn’t been a liar. But you are a liar. And look where that’s brought us!”

      Having failed to move Vivien, Dorcas turned her efforts, her hopeful face, to Jeff. Most men either hate women or revere them. Since they don’t think we’re people, there’s not a lot of middle ground. Jeff and that daughter of his. I’d bet he fell on the side of reverence. I’d bet he’d never conceive of raising a hand to a woman, even when it might be the right thing to do.

      He took a half step back from Dorcas. “She only wants to help,” he said.

      “Don’t you let that woman near me or my son,” Vivien said. Vivien, whose sanity had been falling off in clumps as the minutes ticked by. Her voice was shrill.

      “Just Cyanne,” Jeff said. “She’s just going to help with bandages.”

      By now the blood had soaked through the knee of Vivien’s jeans. Jeans, not khakis, not a skirt; she’d wanted to look acceptable for her son even if everyone knew that jeans were a terrible match for a cruel Montreal winter. They were crisp and blue. New and hemmed to fit her properly, but not by some stranger at the mall. These were mom jeans that she’d hemmed in her own living room, holding the pins in her mouth.

      Dorcas stood all the way up. “I’m going to bandage that girl.”

      “No, you are not,” Vivien said.

      “I’m moving slowly down the aisle, not a threat to anyone, and I have my hands in the air so you can see I’m not going to reach for anything. I know you’re afraid, I know we’re all tired and scared, but this girl is bleeding quite badly and it won’t make your son better for her to stay hurt.”

      “Sit back down,” Vivien said. She’d gone quieter. No longer shrill.

      Dorcas didn’t sit.

      “I’m trained in first aid, and all I want is to keep a bad situation from getting worse.”

      “I think I’m okay, actually,” Cyanne said as Dorcas drew closer. She wanted to untangle those knots she’d tied. She didn’t want help if this was the way it was coming.

      “You’re not okay, honey. You’re bleeding and you’ll keep bleeding, and we already have plenty of medical emergencies aboard without you going into shock.”

      Vivien looked hot with anger, but Dorcas was blind to it.

      “Let me hand you the first aid kit so you don’t have to pass us,” I said. Diffuse it. I didn’t know how, but one of us needed to diffuse it.

      The rest happened fast. Dorcas reached to pick something up off the floor near where Cyanne was crouched and bleeding, and the thing she was reaching for was the neck of that vinegar bottle. She muttered something about someone hurting themselves with it as she knelt for it, and Vivien screamed and leaped forward to get to that dagger-shaped piece of glass first.

      “I’ll get you the first aid kit!” I yelled but that was such a stupid thing to say; we were so far past first aid. The threat wasn’t even that…threatening. Dorcas leaned down to get that sharp piece of bottle to move it somewhere safe, or maybe she saw it as a dagger too and maybe she had planned to attack someone. But we outnumbered her, and I’m sure I could have pulled it from her if she’d managed to get a hand on it.

      But she didn’t manage to get a hand on it.

      Vivien got there first.

      Vivien got there first but Dorcas was leaning forward, off-balance now or maybe planning to lunge at Vivien, who knows, but Vivien was holding the neck of that bottle, holding it like a dagger, and whether it was true or not, she felt like this woman coming toward her was a danger to her son.

      So she plunged the jagged edge of that apple cider vinegar bottle right into Dorcas’s throat.

      And, as what remained of Dorcas lay at my feet, bleeding, gurgling, dying, I had one thought, one thing I was certain of.

      It’s my fault. It’s all my fault.

    
  
    
      
        6:40 P.M.

      
      I had Dorcas’s blood on my right shin. Cyanne got the worst of it. Bad luck. Her body was angled in such a way as to make her a windscreen for the blood, though she already had so much blood down the front of her that I don’t think she noticed that a lot of what was red and metallic-smelling on her clothes was no longer hers.

      Rupinder, Vivien, Cyanne, Jeff, and I were an unlikely troupe in an unexpected place. A snowy hillside in Cobourg isn’t supposed to see this much blood. We were all wearing some of the gore. It was Jeff who was brave enough to kneel by Dorcas’s body and measure her pulse. I think he felt that he had to be the one because he was the one who’d let her up, he was the one who’d put her in Vivien’s path. That he felt responsible didn’t make me feel less so. There was plenty of guilt to be passed around.

      So we were all splashed with it, or soaked in it, or smeared with it, all but for Rupinder, whose crisp, new T-shirt was somehow unspoiled. His mother couldn’t protect him from everything, but she’d managed to protect him from the blood.

      In death, Dorcas didn’t look as frightening as I might have expected, except for her eyes. Her eyes were still open, to remind us of what we’d done. Finch had closed eyes in death, as had all the parents and grandparents of friends that I’d gone to lay flowers on over the years.

      I did my best to recall the scene in my book where Cyanne murders her husband. Did he die with open eyes? Or did I allow him a peaceful rest? For the life of me, I couldn’t remember.

      I tried not to look at anyone but found myself looking at Vivien, who was flexing her right hand, the hand that had struck the deadly blow, open and closed like she was trying to ascertain whether or not the appendage remained under her own control.

      “You should sit,” Jeff said to me. He put a kind hand, not the hand covered in Dorcas’s blood, on my shoulder.

      I was closer to Dorcas’s body than I’d be to Finch’s if I went back to my own seat at the front of the train. Given the obvious advantage of Finch’s closed eyes, it was an easy decision. Acid burned from my sternum up my throat at the idea that I’d have to step over Dorcas’s body in order to get away from her, but I didn’t see any other way.

      No one raised their hand and offered to move Dorcas to a more respectful resting place. I had a picture of Jeff looping his arms under her armpits, the way he’d done with Finch, dragging her out of the aisle and leaving a snail’s trail of her blood. With her open eyes it would look like he was pressed up against her, dancing.

      No, it was never a question. Dorcas was going to have to stay in the aisle.

      I kept the vomit at bay as I tiptoed around her. She had perpetually open eyes, but I had the option to squeeze mine closed so I didn’t have to see her.

      There was still the problem of Cyanne’s bleeding. Silly, when compared with the much more active medical emergencies at hand, but Jeff, being a solutions-focused kind of giant, and a giant with a reverence for women, took it upon himself to tend to Cyanne’s wounds. It was insane to think that we would do anything but gape at the body, shrink from the body, be consumed by the body of the woman who had served us croissants, but having decided he wasn’t about to lift Dorcas’s body, Jeff wasn’t going to be accused of sitting idle.

      Cyanne flinched when he approached her with the first aid kit. He’d had to step over the body to retrieve it and then to step over Dorcas again to get the kit back to Cyanne’s wounds. If he’d been willing to do so in the first place, Dorcas might still be alive. He had to be thinking it.

      I was surprised by his grace given his size. Cyanne shook a little when he came back over to her. She hadn’t understood that his intention was to help her until he reached for her hand. Once it dawned on her though, her features were flooded with relief. Relief at getting help and at having something besides the body to think about.

      “It’ll help once we have you bandaged,” he said and he didn’t blanch when she opened her trembling hand that had to have dozens of shards of glass still in there with all that blood.

      “You know how to do this?” Cyanne asked. She wasn’t little, but her palm looked like a child’s in his grasp. “You have training of some sort?”

      “Band-Aids on skinned knees mostly.”

      Shame. I hoped her questioning would draw out some clues. Park ranger? Line cook? I wasn’t any closer to figuring it out. Jeff only wanted to talk about being a father. If I were a woman presenting myself that way, I’d find myself insufferable.

      Even after bandaging my share of skinned knees, even after the messy indignity of childbirth, I’d never been good with blood. I donated blood exactly once, a week after 9/11 when everyone else did. I skipped third-period calculus with a couple of friends, one of whom was told she couldn’t donate because her body mass index was too low, the other of whom was ruled out because of a childhood brain injury. I alone stretched my arm out, and I alone fainted in the lobby on the way home.

      So, if I was ever to kill someone myself, I’d have to go for something clean, maybe in the poison family, to avoid getting lightheaded in the midst of things.

      

      ***

      When Jeff got the first aid kit open in front of Cyanne, he found he had to do a whole lot of cleaning before he could think to get to the promised bandaging. I wished he’d take her into one of the bathrooms. Not the one where Finch had tortured himself, obviously, but the other one, so I wouldn’t have to hear Cyanne’s repeated gasps. I figured that even with the evidence pointing toward Dorcas’s guilt, Cyanne wouldn’t be in a rush to lock herself into a room with a man who was a murder suspect earlier that afternoon.

      Come to think of it, Jeff probably felt the exact same way about Cyanne. After all, all we had in the way of evidence was a lie about a phone.

      “Take a deep breath and pretend it’s a paper cut,” Jeff said.

      Without looking, I figured he must be pulling out the flecks of glass with tweezers. I couldn’t see, but the sound was nearly as bad. I had flashbacks of the afternoon not too long ago when I lay on my stomach on an examining table and a nurse yanked dozens of staples out of my thigh, one by one. I guessed Cyanne was beginning to sweat from the pain, as I had, or from the idea that the pain was coming. The clink of staple after staple hitting the metal pan. The sound lingers.

      I opened my laptop for something to distract me, but there was nothing there, no internet. All I had to hold my attention was my manuscript.

      “Guess what my daughter got me for Christmas?” Jeff said, just before another gasp of pain from Cyanne. She needed distracting too—from her pain, from the bodies.

      “A golf club,” Cyanne said. Like she couldn’t even imagine a gift that an auto mechanic might like.

      “A book. She got me Strangers on a Train.” He laughed. He had a nice, deep laugh. “Trying to be cute and pairing it with the train ticket, I guess.”

      I began to type the scene where Dorcas was stabbed. It wasn’t so much that I was sure it would go in the story; I just didn’t want to forget the exquisite detail of it. The way it sounded when the glass pierced her flesh, the surprise in Vivien’s eyes at the moment the skin gave way. The way the hair on the back of my neck stood up in the moment before the blood came.

      “Is it a love story?” Cyanne asked. I’d never thought Cyanne was stupid, much as she tried her darndest to convince the world she was. She’d just always occupied such a small space in the world, never interacting with things like famous works of noir fiction.

      “It’s not,” Jeff said.

      Cyanne gave another little gasp of pain.

      “I wish I read more,” she said.

      In the version of Dorcas on my computer screen, there was a lot more evidence that she was Finch’s killer. It was a trick Agatha Christie used to pull. You set someone up as the prime suspect for the first crime, then they’re the second to die. She always managed a way to kill them off that made it clear they couldn’t have committed that first crime. I’d never mastered that trick. It was complicated in this case because I wanted very much to believe that Dorcas had committed the first crime. The alternative, that she’d been innocent and now she was dead… It was best not to let that thought in.

      “I suppose it’s up to you how much you read, or don’t,” Jeff said. Cyanne let out a little yelp. He must have pinched her skin along with a shard of glass that time.

      I described Dorcas’s lifeless body. Pale for lack of blood, pale when contrasted against all that crimson, pale under the beam of the weak overhead light. I described her open eyes in death. I wouldn’t forget this time whether my corpse’s eyes were open or closed.

      “It’s harder for me than most people,” Cyanne said. “I haven’t ever liked stories.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Made-up stories,” she said. “Don’t you think made-up stories are really for people who don’t have anything interesting in their lives?”

      There was a metallic ting when he put the tweezers back in the first aid kit and then she screamed—didn’t gasp, fully screamed.

      He must have poured alcohol on her wounds. I’ll bet her pain was awful.

      I turned back to my screen, to Dorcas. Did I want to write it so she died right away? Or did I want to let her gasp for her last breath for a bit before she faded away, so she had time for her life to flash before her eyes?

    
  
    
      
        7:00 P.M.

      
      I’d have thought Cyanne would have a better handle on pain after all that yoga, but she was whining about the sting of the rubbing alcohol, whining like the thing she really wanted was a hug and to be told it was all right. She wanted comfort, not antibacterial cream.

      I moved my cursor back up and gave Dorcas some last words. I didn’t think I’d keep them in the end. Hard to spit out something meaningful when you’ve been stabbed in the throat, but I wanted the option of leaving it in if I came up with something profound.

      The snow wasn’t falling as hard anymore, but the wind was still blowing, fierce, bending the leafless trees in the distance to nearly right angles.

      I sat cross-legged in my seat and leaned over the computer in my lap, focused the way I get when the writing is coming easy. The sound of the wind battering the train was better than any playlist. I didn’t exactly forget about Dorcas’s bloodied body in the aisle, but her share of my attention shrank and shrank as I kept typing. The only Dorcas who mattered was the one on the page. I went into an almost trance while the words came, so much so that I didn’t hear someone coming up behind me.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me, Agatha,” Cyanne said.

      She and her freshly disinfected hand were right over my shoulder.

      I closed the lid of my laptop, but it was too late. The girl who hated stories had been standing behind me, reading my version of Dorcas’s bloody death before the woman’s blood had even dried on my pant leg.

      It wasn’t a good look.

      I had no interest in defending myself to Cyanne Candel of all people, but her rage had attracted Jeff’s and Vivien’s attention. The way I chose to cope with stressful situations, by writing my way out of them, was my business, but Jeff and Vivien might demand a bit of an explanation.

      She tried to grab for the laptop, but I pulled it back, hugging it to my chest. What was she going to do? Read aloud? Belittle all the pages I’d written?

      Cyanne held out her good hand. “I deserve to see it. I deserve to see if it’s about me.”

      “It’s not about you. Any more than the last one was about you. You’d know that if you ever read books. They’re about imaginary characters.”

      “Bullshit.”

      The truth was, when I wrote the yoga teacher book, I assumed Cyanne would never read it, that she’d never hear of it. I didn’t think anyone would ever read it. No one had been especially interested in anything I’d written since Mrs. Hubert, my second grade teacher. How was I supposed to know there’d be all those eyes on my little story?

      Jeff closed the first aid kit and laid it on his seat. He must have given Cyanne a break from all that stinging. How long ago had that been? I’d zoned out into my writing and lost track of everyone else.

      “She’s enjoying this!” Cyanne wanted them on her side; she wanted a majority. A woman was dead in the aisle, but Cyanne wanted to rehash old arguments. “She’s already written one screwed-up story about me and now she’s here, writing another. She’s going to use me, to get rich from me, to tell lies about me, just like she did the first time.”

      When Jeff came down the aisle, I held the laptop tighter. If he wanted it, he would have to pluck it from me. That was impossible, wasn’t it? Was it possible he’d believe Cyanne’s accusation? Was it possible he’d pull the computer from me?

      “It can be upsetting to see yourself as a character in someone’s work, I’m sure, but she’s already said it wasn’t about you. Shouldn’t you believe her?” I was right about him. He didn’t reach for my computer; he did the opposite. He defended me.

      Cyanne didn’t like that. She wanted his fealty to be automatic. Couldn’t he see how pretty she was? She wasn’t prepared to take a loss though. She played her trump card.

      “Her character wasn’t only inspired by me. She was me,” Cyanne began.

      “I’m sure that—” Jeff tried to interject.

      “You’re sure of nothing. Her character was a brunette yoga influencer with an interior designer husband, living in East Toronto. That all would be bad enough. But she gave her my name.”

      “I doubt that…” Jeff tried again to interject, but this time he stopped himself. There really wasn’t any defense for it, was there?

      “Cyanne Candel. C-Y-A-N-N-E. She didn’t even change the spelling. Do you know what that does for my SEO?”

      “The spelling’s the funniest part!”

      The words were out of my mouth before any remnant of my good sense could stop them. I’d tried it the other way, restoring the proper spellings of those nouns, Cyan Candle, and it hadn’t been as good. Cyanne Candel. It saved me pages of exposition about the character’s backstory, spelling it that way, and when I signed my publishing agreement, I warranted that the characters were all works of fiction and that I’d be liable for any IP claims arising from the book. I still didn’t think it mattered then. Who, besides a couple of my closest friends, would ever buy the thing, read the thing? Whoops.

      Still. Telling her the spelling of the name was funny—probably not the right thing to say in the moment.

      All these months I’d been wishing she’d just go ahead and sue me. I’d asked a lawyer friend, arguing that Truman Capote used real names for some of the characters in “La Côte Basque 1965,” and no one sued him. My friend laughed, reminded me I wasn’t Truman Capote, and explained that I was definitely in the wrong. Still, he promised that when the time came, it would be no more than a conversation between lawyers and a modest settlement. And then the matter could be closed forever.

      “Why do you think she ran back to her computer as soon as Dorcas died?” Cyanne asked. She didn’t want the matter closed. She wanted to go on hating me.

      “I couldn’t stand to keep looking at corpses,” I said. “I needed something else to hold my attention.”

      “Writing about corpses?” she said.

      “It’s a funny spot for a crime novelist to find themselves in,” Jeff said. “On a train with all that death.”

      I watched it dawn on both of them at the same time. Maybe Cyanne was more inclined to think poorly of me and Jeff was less inclined to believe in coincidences, but whatever the path, they got there together.

      Cyanne went pale. Still pretty with all the color drained from her face, just a different, more delicate sort of pretty.

      “You’re a psychopath,” she said. She didn’t put it in words, neither of them did, but I watched the idea brewing, hot and dangerous. That I killed Finch. The writer on a train in search of a plot.

      I had to move my laptop back into my briefcase slowly, without drawing attention to it. If they started to believe I killed Finch, then I had to do everything in my power to keep the laptop, to keep my story, away from them. It already looked bad. Finch was sitting in my seat, I moved and offered it to him, but it would look even worse if they read the start-to-finish outline for a new novel I’d managed to type out, not to mention the scattering of scenes I’d had time to construct. In my pages, just as in Cyanne’s accusation, the writer on the train in search of a story gets so desperate she kills a man so she’ll have something to write about.

    
  
    
      
        7:15 P.M.

      
      As soon as I put away my computer, I stood and pushed past Jeff and Cyanne. If they were going to choose a side, then I needed to keep Vivien on mine. That sounds cynical. Vivien needed me more than I needed her. I went there because her son was dying. I went there because we were two mothers aboard the train and that meant something to me.

      When I got up and walked past Cyanne, she looked shaken. “Tell me the truth, Agatha. Did you really do this?”

      “Stop it.”

      “Is it because you want to be famous? The first book already—”

      “Stop it. There’s a kid dying on the other end of the car.” I needed her to focus on the things that were real, not on whatever scenarios she was imagining. If I was no longer certain I’d been the intended target, that was one thing, but being accused of committing the heinous act was quite another.

      Besides, Dorcas was dead! Because she was the guilty party. Why muddy things?

      Vivien was breathing almost as quickly as Rupinder when I got to her. Whether it was the adrenaline of taking a woman’s life or of trying to save her son’s that had her hyperventilating, I can’t tell you. “He’s trying to go to sleep, but I’m not letting him go to sleep,” she said. “It’s like when he was a newborn and I had to pinch his belly or tickle his little feet so he’d stay awake long enough to eat. That felt so hard, having a newborn baby. I didn’t think anything would ever be that hard again.” She laughed. Hysterical. There were spots of blood on the lenses of her glasses.

      “Let me help you,” I said.

      “Fine. Give me your pancreas. I’ve cut open one woman; I may as well open another. So pancreas, please!” In her eyes I could see unreserved panic. The woman she’d killed was lying on the floor next to her.

      “Agatha, we need to talk about this.” Cyanne and I were separated by Dorcas’s body. She couldn’t bring herself to step over it again. “If you’ve hurt someone, it’s clearly because you’re going through something, and if you need to talk to someone about what’s going on, you can talk to me.”

      “That’s enough, Cyanne.”

      “Right. The truth is that I don’t give a hoot about what you are or are not going through. I’ve been telling people since that awful book came out that you’re a sick person. You’re sick, and I was right.”

      She wasn’t wrong about the fact I was sick, just not in the way she was freaking out about. Didn’t seem the moment for the cancer card though.

      “Are you letting her touch your son?” Cyanne turned her attention to Vivien, trying to form alliances. “You might not want her to touch your son. Not considering what she’s done.”

      “Listen.” Vivien was in the midst of her own mental break. She didn’t have space in her overflowing cup for what Cyanne was trying to give her. “You girls have some sort of history. Listen, are you listening?” If Cyanne had been closer, I’m sure Vivien would have grabbed her by the head so she couldn’t look away. “If you have a suggestion about how to help my son, one less inane than apple cider vinegar, then you can speak to me, but otherwise I’m begging you to shut your mouths, please.”

      “Mommy?”

      Rupinder looked like he was struggling to focus his eyes, though his mother was right in front of him. It’s how babies develop the muscles in their eyes, by focusing on their mother’s faces as they nurse.

      “It’s not enough to sit here and watch this,” Vivien said. With the hand that wasn’t stroking her son’s hair, she reached for me. “You need to talk to him. Smack his cheek a little if he’s trying to doze, but mostly talk to him. He likes basketball. Do you know anything about basketball? Talk to him about the Toronto Raptors, and he’ll stay awake for you… Won’t you, baby?”

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      “I can’t go to the next train car? Fine. I won’t go to the next train car. But I can go outside. I’m going to open the door to get outside.”

      “To do what?”

      “She said we’re near Cobourg.” She was Dorcas and she was dead. “When we stopped. She said the train was somewhere outside Cobourg. It’s not a big city, but it’s not nothing. There are things here. People build towns around train tracks, around train stations. That’s the whole point of trains. Rupinder, baby, Mommy is going to borrow your coat.”

      She pulled a heavy black parka with a fur-trimmed collar from the overhead rack. Of course the coat she’d bought for him was warmer than the coat she’d bought for herself. That’s what mothers do.

      “I don’t understand. Why are you doing that?” I asked. I glanced at Dorcas, there on the floor, as though she would sit up and help me reason with Vivien.

      “His coat is warmer. He has to walk between class buildings. I mostly take the car.”

      “No, I don’t understand why you’re going out there.”

      “Because there is nothing in here that will help my son. We’ve looked everywhere and we’ve waited for help but it’s time to stop waiting. There will be a house, or there will be a car—there will be someone to help. I’ll walk until I find help.”

      “Vivien.” I wished I could get up and hug her, but she’d asked me to stay with her son, so I did. “We’ve been waiting here all day for help to get to us. The storm must have blocked the roads.”

      “Rupinder was ten when he first got this disease. He was sick for many days and we didn’t know why. Finally we took him to the hospital and he had to stay there for three days. For three days, I stayed awake, sitting beside his bed so his mommy would be there for him every time he woke up and needed something. I’m a tough woman. It’s only a little snow.”

      She zipped up her parka, her son’s giant parka, then went behind the row of seats and threw her body against the emergency exit with all her might.

      “Please, Vivien, you’re going to hurt yourself.” Jeff was finally moved to tiptoe around Dorcas’s still body, shuddering as his foot brushed her shoulder. Vivien needed our immediate attention, and yet here was the corpse of the woman who’d handed him that delicious Heineken. Once he passed the body, Jeff ran to Vivien and wrapped his arms around her waist to restrain her before she could launch herself at the door again.

      Cutting Dorcas’s throat. It had broken something in Saint Vivien.

      “That woman said the doors between the cars were locked for safety if the train stops,” Vivien said. “She didn’t say anything about the exterior doors.”

      “I’m sure they’re locked, too,” Jeff said.

      “Then we’ll unlock them!”

      I squeezed Rupinder’s hand, and he looked up at me, confused. I doubted it made any difference to him whether I stayed or went. With a silent apology, I dropped his hand. I knew what I had to do. Cyanne reared back from me when I came near her, but she wasn’t the thing I wanted. I ran down the aisle and grabbed my coat. If Vivien was leaving the train, then so was I. I was going with her.

      “You’re not going to go alone,” I called to her. I hadn’t brought my warmest coat because I hadn’t wanted to look like a marshmallow. I wanted to look as sexy as a person can look in heavy outerwear in case Dev saw me before I took my coat off. Who was that idiot?

      “We’ll go together.” I arrived back at Vivien, out of breath. “There may be things to climb, or we may have to call out to someone. Whatever happens, it’s safer with two of us.”

      Jeff and Vivien were banging at the exterior door, and it was proving as immovable as the ones between the train cars. I thought about Freddie, long home from day care, probably eating a chicken nugget as his dad tidied the kitchen. I would kill to keep him safe, just as Vivien had done. I needed her to know I understood her, that I didn’t blame her for any of that blood.

      Who to blame then? Me, in some ways. But I couldn’t think about that now.

      

      ***

      I was never going to win Mother of the Year, but I was prepared to give Freddie a good life. I’d always pictured that when it was time for him to go to prom—I hadn’t gone to my own—that ours would be the house where all his friends gathered to take pictures and put on corsages and boutonnieres. I’d meet his date, but I’d be cool about it, save my squealing for after the door closed behind them. Teddy and I had always tried not to spoil Freddie, but we’d splurge that night and cover the cost of the limo for the whole group.

      I couldn’t picture an eighteen-year-old Freddie. He was still too little; he still had the silken round cheeks of a baby. I knew that by next year that fullness would go, like his rolls had, but for now he still seemed so small, so it was Rupinder who I pictured waving back at me, standing up with the top half of him out of the limo’s moonroof.

      They didn’t look anything alike, Rupinder and Freddie, but it didn’t matter. You have to save him, I thought. If it takes going out in the storm, then you have to do that. You have to save him.

      I told Teddy that I thought I was losing my mind. The first time was after I threw a water glass at the wall because he’d failed to register Freddie for swimming lessons. Lessons were usually my responsibility, but it had been a test. I reminded him three times when the registration window began, and he promised me, he promised, he would do it.

      “You’re going to ruin his whole life after I’m gone!” I shrieked. “He’ll hate you for always forgetting swimming lessons, and he’ll hate me for leaving him!”

      Teddy should have been so mad. There was glass everywhere, and though I hadn’t thrown the glass at him, it was a small kitchen and a miracle he hadn’t been struck. But he wasn’t mad. He held me and let me sob into his shoulder.

      “I think I’m losing it,” I said. “The idea that I’m doing this to him, that I’m leaving him and he’ll hate me for it, is making me lose it.”

      He held me tight. Teddy was a good hugger.

      “None of this is your fault,” he’d said. “And if the worst happens, he’ll know it wasn’t your fault. I don’t mind being the bad guy forever. I’ll never let him hate you.”

      

      ***

      Cyanne stood and watched me like a viper about to strike, while I pulled on my not-warm-enough-but-not-exactly-sexy coat. She didn’t matter. Her sanitized hand had mostly stopped bleeding on its own, without bandages or stitches, confirming my suspicion that she’d been playing the whole thing up for attention.

      Fifteen seconds ticked by while I buttoned my coat, and I thought she was going to let me help Vivien without making a thing of it.

      It was, what, after seven? I was peckish, tempted to grab a roll or a candy bar off the catering cart, but there wasn’t any way to do that under Cyanne’s cold stare. She’d say it made me look heartless, made me selfish, that I could eat with all that death around me. Little difference it would make to her that my drug cocktail made me loopy if I didn’t have regular meals.

      I fastened the last button on my coat as she watched me. My toque and gloves were back at my seat, but I’d do without them. Jeff was looking at me too, with the same intensity as Cyanne, but with some curiosity mixed in.

      Vivien had grabbed a pair of metal tongs from the catering cart and was using them to try and pry the door open. That wasn’t having an impact. It was the wrong way. I knew exactly how we were going to get off the train.

      Jeff, it turned out, was less content to stay quiet than Cyanne. He had the idea that I could have done it, that I could have hurt that man, lodged in his imagination and he couldn’t shake it free.

      He put up a hand. “No disrespect, but there’s a lot of unanswered questions. Too many, I think, for you to be leaving the train.”

      Not you too, Jeff! Haven’t we all agreed it was Dorcas?

      Cyanne would have screamed at me, or swore at me, if she could have made her tongue work, but Jeff spoke slowly and deeply and not too loudly. It lent him more authority than I’d like.

      “Vivien’s son is in crisis.” I smiled at Jeff, which was the wrong facial expression for the moment, but I couldn’t decide on the right one. “Her son is in crisis and she needs my help more than your accusations need my attention.” I couldn’t figure out what to do with my face so that it didn’t look guilty.

      “No one has accused anyone of anything,” Jeff said. I’d bet a man his size had to practice presenting himself as calm.

      The neck of the apple cider vinegar bottle was still in Dorcas’s throat. Looking at it while I was being confronted like this made my fingers itchy.

      “But you don’t think I should go out and help Vivien.”

      “Here’s what I think,” Jeff said. “There are a lot of unanswered questions, not to mention a handful of locked doors.”

      “None of that has anything to do with me.”

      “You can appreciate that emotions are hot and might run hotter if you were to disappear out into the snow.”

      He draped his arm over the seat in a way that was meant to look casual while actually preventing me from passing him. He could crush me if he wanted.

      “I’m going outside with Vivien.”

      “Help me keep the peace here,” he said. He was good. It was a negotiation tactic, putting us on the same side of the problem. Maybe he was a guard at a prison.

      “You let her out there, she’ll disappear without ever having to answer for what she did,” Cyanne said, and she broke the truce that Jeff and I had been building.

      “I’m going to go instead,” Jeff said. “No meaning to be drawn from it except that Agatha here is best equipped to take care of the boy in Vivien’s absence.”

      Get him out of your way and get to the door, Agatha. If I capitulated, I’d look just as guilty as if I left the train, except I’d be stuck in the train car with the stink of death all around me. Get to the door, you get your body to that damn door, and I was ready to barrel past him but for the fact he’d found the magic key to make me stay.

      Rupinder. Jeff could help Vivien and I could stay with Rupinder. Like it or not, it was what was best for the boy. The last thing I wanted was for him to be in Cyanne’s care if he had another seizure.

      “I’ll stay,” I relented. “But Vivien, put down those tongs. I know how you both can get out of here, and it isn’t through that door.”

      I began to unbutton my coat while every cell in my body screamed. You idiot, you absolute idiot. That was your one chance to get out of here.

    
  
    
      
        7:30 P.M.

      
      We dealt with Rupinder before we dealt with the exit. The solution came to me like it was written in block letters on a billboard and the feeling wasn’t relief; it was frustration that one of us hadn’t seen what was right in front of us hours ago. Or that Dorcas hadn’t suggested it. Wasn’t that proof, too, of her guilt? The only sense of relief was the knowledge that we’d soon clear out the stink of blood.

      There was a false chipperness to Jeff’s tone when he agreed with my plan. The kind of smile that’s all in the lips and not in the eyes you get from someone who doesn’t quite trust you. I didn’t know if that meant he trusted Cyanne, but I knew for certain he was wary of me.

      I had to step over Dorcas’s body over and over again. First, when I moved Rupinder’s water and the balled-up sweater he was using as a pillow and again when he looped one arm over my shoulder and the other over Jeff’s and let us haul him down the aisle, all the way to the tidy vacancy in the second row. Tiptoe around a corpse enough, you become inured to it.

      It was okay that Rupinder was near Finch’s body because by this point, it didn’t seem like he knew very much about what was going on around him. He didn’t say a thing when we carried him over Dorcas and all her blood, when we raised him up to try to keep that blood off his boots (those damn Blundstones). The kid was far gone.

      Since Dorcas’s untimely departure, her words had been playing on a loop in my head. I’d wanted to believe she was the sort of good and capable woman I’d learned to pull myself toward in an emergency, the type of woman I wanted to be, and I wanted to believe that Vivien couldn’t have killed an innocent person.

      Couldn’t believe both those things at once.

      My heart was pounding so hard I could feel it in my jaw. It had felt that way since the solution, the solution Dorcas gave us all those hours ago, came to me.

      

      ***

      It replayed in my head like a video. Dorcas in that polyester skirt, making a show of getting Vivien and Rupinder out of their seats to look at the exits before taking them back to their row—the emergency exit row.

      “If the door is unsafe or blocked, that’s when you’re looking to pop out a window.”

      She launched into the explanation and that’s the part that played on the loop. How competent she sounded, the way I could tell she’d given the speech one thousand times but that she was careful to not sound bored for the one thousand and first time, because the passenger needed to know the information for their own well-being. The speech was important to Dorcas. Our safety was important to Dorcas.

      

      ***

      “We have to go out the window,” I had explained to the others when I had the revelation. It was a thrill, having an answer, like I’d solved a puzzle. My hunger, my thirst, my fatigue, the pain from my scar all evaporated. We had to go out the window. I’d solved it. I would be the one who saved Rupinder’s life.

      “We’ll be charged with destruction of property,” Cyanne said when I announced the plan.

      Vivien looked from her son to the woman her own hands had slain.

      “You sit quietly if you’re not interested in helping.” Vivien almost spat at Cyanne. “But I won’t have you treating this as anything less than an emergency.” She pulled the blood-speckled glasses back down over her eyes. It was how I knew she was treating my idea with seriousness. Vivien would have smashed the window right then with her bare hands, but I made us go slowly.

      “Let’s move Rupinder as far as possible from the cold,” I said and then Jeff and I did just that, despite Jeff’s distrust of me, the euphoria of forward momentum coursing through me all the while.

      “Now what?”

      With Rupinder as comfortable as we were going to get him, Jeff was ready for what came next. He was so different from me. He hadn’t been listening, memorizing details, when Dorcas had given Vivien and Rupinder their emergency exit instructions, but I’d sucked it all in. I figured I might use it in a book one day.

      “The hammer first,” I said and then I pulled my hand into my coat and stepped on the seat Rupinder had vacated. I smashed the glass that protected the little red emergency hammer with my covered fist.

      Smashing glass feels so damn good. That’s what Teddy didn’t understand about those fights we had, those times the wineglass in my hand went flying against a wall. When you can’t feel anything, when you can’t get your body to summon joy at the sound of your child laughing, sorrow at the idea of your marriage disintegrating, then the sudden crash of broken glass delivers the same euphoria as your first ever hit of cocaine, even if it’s only for a second.

      “Do you want me to take over for you?” Jeff’s voice wobbled. His discomfort with my elevated perch, at my greedy grasp on that hammer was evident in that wobble. I was scaring him.

      “I don’t need help. I can do it,” I said and then I took every unresolved thing in my body and channeled it into the energy I needed to swing that hammer at the window.

      The glass shattered into a million pebbles, and it was so sudden, so intense, that it nearly knocked me off-balance. Clearly the hammer and the window had been designed so they didn’t require a feat of strength or unresolved emotions to give way in an emergency.

      I could tell Jeff was suppressing the urge to jump on the seat and grab the hammer from me. He was trying to retain a sense of calm, trying to avoid a scenario where I turned my rage and that ferocious red hammer toward his head.

      “Why isn’t it open?” Vivien, in contrast to Jeff, could barely contain her need to get outside. She may as well have been hopping from foot to foot.

      I smashed it with the hammer again and I could feel every nerve ending in my whole body respond. Is this what taking Molly feels like? Maybe I should take Molly?

      I smashed again. There were two panes of glass with a narrow air gap between them. I had to shatter both.

      I could go on smashing forever, I wanted to go on smashing forever, but I restrained myself because I knew the next part would feel as good, maybe even better. I pulled off my coat and bunched it up, then put it between myself and the spider-webbed glass. Then I pushed. With all my might, I pushed like I’d been imbued with superhuman strength, and the entire window, both panes of glass, fell away with a whoosh into the waiting snow below.

    
  
    
      
        7:45 P.M.

      
      An Ice Age–intensity snowstorm stood between me and the solution I’d imagined. The wind that had been blowing those distant trees sideways now came directly, painfully, at the tender flesh of my cheeks, and it howled, howled, with a ferocity I thought only possible over a turbulent sea.

      I should have been afraid, but I wasn’t. The intensity of the storm only made me feel more alive, more engaged in the work of finding insulin for Rupinder. We had to find insulin for Rupinder. Cyanne crouched on the floor in a row of seats to protect herself from the snow that was blowing in. Vivien wrapped her son’s heavy coat more tightly around her body and looked down the aisle toward her boy, worried he was cold. Jeff crammed his weathered hands into his pockets, and even poor Dorcas wasn’t free from the violence of the cold, her spiral curls whipped up by the hands of that incessant wind.

      I barely felt the cold. It wasn’t normal; I knew it wasn’t. I wanted to settle my heart rate, wanted to slow my thoughts, but I couldn’t. I wanted so badly to go outside.

      I stepped off the seats and back into the aisle. Cyanne and Jeff already suspected me, questioned my motivations, and I was careful, or I tried to be, to keep them from seeing my euphoria at the smell of that air and the pull of the far-off horizon. This was a somber moment. A person in control of themselves would look somber.

      I found I was still hugging the balled-up coat that I’d used against my chest to push out the window. There was sweat at my temples and at the back of my neck, and I wanted to fling the coat down onto the snow, atop the glass it had helped me to set free. But that would look crazy.

      “Put your coat on,” Jeff said. “You’ll catch your death.”

      A father through and through. But my skin was on fire. He couldn’t make me put it on.

      “I’ll be fine without it,” I said. “I’m not the one who’s going out there.”

      I wanted to be corrected. I wanted to be begged to go, but Jeff only nodded. I stepped over Dorcas, poor Dorcas, and headed for the front of the train car.

      “Do we have to jump down from the window?” Vivien asked.

      She held her head high when she asked. Made it clear she was prepared to jump, made it clear she didn’t care how long the drop.

      I shook out my coat and laid it over Rupinder like a blanket. He wasn’t complaining of the cold, and I didn’t know if that was good or bad.

      Finch’s stiffening body was in the row ahead. Would he mind if I borrowed his coat to keep the boy warm? I figured we weren’t there yet, at the point of robbing the dead for their outerwear, but it would be nice to know I had the option.

      Jeff called to Vivien that there was a ladder, and by the time I looked up from the boy and the body, Jeff was gone. The endless white and white and white on the other side of the window frame had taken him.

      Could’ve been him all along, I thought.

      “I’ll check to see that it’s safe to walk, then I’ll help you down.” He poked his head back up through the window and had to yell it over the sound of the wind.

      A guilty man wouldn’t have looked back.

      “You’ll hold his hand and tell him I’ll be back soon?” Vivien said. A wave of guilt unsettled my stomach. I wanted to care for her boy as much as I wanted to rush out after Jeff. My desire for one undercut my commitment to the other.

      “Of course, I—”

      “Ladies?” Jeff’s head was back in the window. “I need you to come down and see this.”

      I rushed back to him, to that gaping hole we’d made in the side of the train. Vivien gave me a little nod to say it was all right with her, that I could leave Rupinder for a minute. We were both so foolish and hopeful, both imagining that whatever it was Jeff wanted to show us would be something good.

      Cyanne scrambled up from her seat on the floor so she could be on the ladder before me.

      “Do you feel safer going ahead of me so I can give you a hand on this side?” I asked Vivien. Now that the exit was a reality, she looked less sure, held her head less high. The fear she’d been holding at bay, the fear she’d been reserving just for her son, was beginning to seep through the cracks. “Jeff can help you once you climb over.”

      She hugged her arms around herself in that big coat and looked over the ledge into the storm. “I don’t mind being last,” she said. “You just go on first.”

      I climbed over the side and into the snow. No coat, no idea what was ahead of me.

      Jeff and Cyanne both stepped back as I came down the ladder. No offer of a hand or advice on where to step. Any bond we’d formed had disintegrated. It was every man for himself.

      The snow reached to my upper thighs.

      “I don’t think I can do it,” Vivien said. She stood at the window. Shaking. The height or the snow cementing her to her place in the train car above us.

      “It’s here.” Jeff was only a few feet away but impatient to show us why he’d called us down. He didn’t have time for Vivien to find her courage.

      “We can wait for you?” I asked Vivien.

      “I don’t think you should.”

      Could have been her tether to her son. Could have been a phobia she hadn’t told us about. Either way, she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t climb down that ladder.

      I pushed through the snow to follow Jeff. There was no question of taking steps. The snow was so deep that I had to move in a side shuffle, trying to get the snow to yield for me.

      “Don’t touch any of it,” Jeff said.

      He stood where our train car met the caboose, where the angle of the train and the angle of the snow falling had worked together to make a shelter. You could have had a cold-weather picnic under there. There was snow, of course. It had already been falling before our train paused there for its long winter’s nap, but for all the hours we’d been parked, the snow had accumulated in piles everywhere but in that shaded little gap. Jeff held up the flashlight on his cell phone to illuminate it. I nearly fell trying to side shuffle over to his discovery. I nearly fell when I saw what glowed in the light from his phone.

      He had the navy trousers in his free hand, held up so we could see. The yellow train line logo was embroidered on the back pocket. I wanted to snatch the trousers from him, to hold them in my arms so I knew they were real. There was more discarded clothing crumpled beneath that little landing that connected the two train cars. A logoed shirt. An icy sweater. The abandoned garments of someone who had jumped from the train and fled.

      “A uniform,” I said. “That’s the uniform for the… Holy shit. Was it the trainee?”

      “It may have been.” Cyanne was shivering. “But it doesn’t mean you’re innocent all of a sudden.”

      On a different sort of day, that might have put me over the edge. Of course the uniform meant I was innocent! I might have grabbed the back of Cyanne’s head and smashed her face into the steel siding of the train. I might have delighted in her blood sprinkling all over that crisp snow. Not that kind of day though.

      “Is everything all right?” Vivien yelled down from the window, barely audible over the howl of that wind. “What’s down there?”

      “We can’t tell her,” I whispered.

      “What’s the difference? He’s clearly been gone for hours,” Cyanne said.

      Jeff put the trousers back in the snow carefully. He understood.

      “She thinks it was self-defense,” Jeff said. “If we’re going to get through the rest of the night, she needs to keep believing that she only hurt Dorcas in self-defense.”

      It was an enormous lie to carry. A woman was dead by Vivien’s hand. A woman who had committed no crime greater than telling white lies.

      We turned to climb back up to the train and I took my time, deciding on a neutral facial expression. Cyanne was impatient. If the snow had allowed it, she’d have pushed my shoulder with hers as she returned to the ladder, but as it was, the weather made her usual pettiness impossible.

      I let her climb up ahead of me while Jeff and I surveyed the evidence and tried to decide what to make of it. Visible near the clothes, in the narrow space before the snowdrift rose back up, there were even a couple of footprints. I crouched and illuminated them with my own phone’s flashlight to take a closer look. They were made by Blundstones. The same shoe half the men in the country were wearing.

    
  
    
      
        8:15 P.M.

      
      Alone underneath the caboose, Jeff and I exchanged theories about the trainee. He was a vagrant who snuck onto the train. He was a hit man, hired by Finch’s ex-wife. He was a real train employee, gone rogue. We should have felt better after the discovery. A man had been killed and the discarded uniform provided strong evidence as to the culprit. But we didn’t feel better. Because it wasn’t only Finch who had lost his life on the train, and even if we knew who killed him, we didn’t know why or where the killer was right then. Any relief we may have felt about learning the identity of that killer was extinguished by the sound of that sharp glass entering Dorcas’s flesh. It rang in my ears like tinnitus.

      My legs were jelly when I climbed back up the ladder. I had to lie to Vivien, had to tell her that Jeff was mistaken and there was nothing out there for us to see. Her son needed her. She couldn’t know the extent of her crime.

      I shivered in my snow-soaked jeans, finally able to feel the cold. It was a small mercy. My nerve endings were alive again. I told Vivien my lie and waited for her to ask a follow-up question, waited for the natural next question about what Jeff thought he had seen when he called us out there.

      “That’s too bad,” Vivien said, distracted. “Does that mean it’s time for us to leave?”

      She came to the window, where I stood, dripping, but I knew she wouldn’t go over. Wrapped in her son’s giant coat, shaking at the very idea, she gripped the edge of the nearby seat, refusing to admit she couldn’t do it.

      Jeff climbed halfway back up, sticking his head through the window like a groundhog checking the weather. The giant of a man who hadn’t told us anything about himself except that he was a father, this man who revered women and treated their fear with respect.

      He took one look at Vivien and said she didn’t have to come with him.

      “Obviously you can’t come out here,” he said, so she wouldn’t have to say she was afraid.

      “Of course I’m coming.” She tightened her grip on the seat and didn’t move any closer to the window, to the ladder.

      “Vivien.” I started to try to convince her it was all right, but there were no words for it. I was overwhelmed by what I’d seen in the snow. The uniform, those footprints. I was too preoccupied to come up with a way to comfort her. The trainee-as-killer lent weight to the claim that Finch had been the target of the attack all along, or that the whole thing was random, the victim incidental. I could imagine Cyanne trying to hurt me, but there wasn’t any sense in her hiring a stranger to do so, only for her to show up and watch him work. The trainee-as-killer also meant Dorcas didn’t have to die.

      And something else. There was a piece of it, I didn’t know which piece, that didn’t connect. Maybe Dorcas could have supplied the missing piece, maybe she would have looked down at the uniform and made it all fit. But I couldn’t ask Dorcas. Vivien had killed her.

      The pressure of uncertainty was building in my chest. I could feel it rising in my throat.

      “There’s no way you can come, Vivien,” Jeff said from the window. “Even if we’re only going to walk as far as the locomotive, you’re a foot shorter than me. It isn’t safe, it isn’t practical. I can barely get through the snow; how will you?”

      “I have to come.” Her voice was weaker now.

      She pulled her small, shivering hand back from the seat she’d been hanging onto for dear life. She could argue for another ten minutes and not change the outcome. Jeff was leaving alone. The shame radiated from her like a bad smell. Her son needed her to save the day and she couldn’t. Her fear was getting in the way.

      “Why don’t you go back and sit with him?” I said.

      She was slowing things down for everyone now. Jeff was leaving to find insulin, to find help for Rupinder, but his going was a lifeline for us all.

      Vivien gave a slight nod, then left to be with her boy.

      “Come back if you get up to the locomotive and they’re not able to help,” I said to the old man. I had a naive optimism that as soon as the people in charge of the train knew we were in trouble, as we’d thought they had so many hours ago, they could find a way to fix things. “I’m sure they’ll find a way to help up at the front of the train, but in case they can’t, don’t make yourself a martyr.”

      “No.”

      His plan was to stay out there until he had insulin. He had good boots and a sense of adventure. A man that big? I’ll bet he thought he was invincible.

      “I prefer my stories with a happy ending,” Jeff said, no doubt imagining himself flagging down a passing ambulance and then rushing through the snow, insulin in hand, as the train’s passengers all cheered.

      I could picture him laid out in the middle of the snowy field, ice crystals crusting the lashes of his dead eyes.

      “Use common sense,” I said. “It’s not a happy ending if you die trying to keep the kid alive.”

      I went to the front of the car to see if I could help Vivien with Rupinder. I tried to be positive. Jeff would be back any minute with help.

      I thought Vivien would be deflated by the shame but like so much else, her preoccupation with her son kept her from dwelling on it. She crouched by Rupinder, nose to nose, with her feet only inches from Finch’s.

      “You can borrow pants from Rupinder,” she said. “The other one, the one who hates you so much, has already changed from her wet things and you should too. You’ll catch your death otherwise.”

      There was that warning again. “You’ll catch your death.” Just one of those things parents say, but I could only hear it as a threat.

      “I wasn’t going to stay overnight,” I said, the wet skin of my legs prickling. “I don’t have anything.”

      But she already knew, she’d already offered to share, she was Saint Vivien again. She’d already turned her attention back to Rupinder when she made her offer. She didn’t want to hear any more, unless we were talking about how to help her boy.

      I hadn’t understood how warm it had been on the train all day until just then, when the warmth was snatched away and, though it felt strange to take anything from Rupinder, I had to get out of my wet clothes. On a whim, I grabbed Finch’s coat from the overhead rack and wrapped it around my shoulders. Anything to get warm. Borrowing clothing from Rupinder meant tiptoeing around Dorcas again to get to his bag. I had to swing it open carefully to avoid grazing her face with it.

      “Did you see how Mommy protected you from the bad lady?” Vivien was stroking her son’s hair again. “She hurt that man and she was going to hurt you, but Mommy wouldn’t let that happen.”

      The trainee uniform out in the snow. The sound of glass piercing flesh. If I could, I’d prevent Vivien from ever learning the truth. That could be my gift to her, from one mother to another.

      “I don’t feel well.” Rupinder sighed into the cold air.

      “I protected you from her. I can protect you from anything. Mommy will make sure you feel better soon.”

      It was eerie how quickly the shame slid off her: a discarded shirt. I pulled Rupinder’s warm, soft sweats on right in the aisle. I didn’t care who saw my body, I didn’t care who saw my scar, I needed to be warm, and when I was, I was a different person too. Once I was warm, I believed everything would be all right.

      Hoisting Rupinder’s bag back onto the rack, I could see Jeff’s figure receding into the snow. He’d had to climb down the small slope that elevated the tracks and was soldiering through a white field, following the curve of the train to reach the out-of-view locomotive as quickly as possible, though he’d only pushed through a few meters of snow so far, the large man made small in the vast landscape.

      The energy of optimism coursing through me, I considered Dorcas next, considered what she might be owed. A more peaceful rest than she had with us clambering over her and around her. I stood at her head with my hands in the pockets of Finch’s coat, gathering my strength to hoist her by the arms and slide her out of the aisle. I hit on a hard edge in the pocket, something I hadn’t noticed when I was looking for insulin. It gave me a paper cut. My hands were numb from the cold but I could tell by the familiar edges what it was. A book of matches. I slid it out. Strange, for a man who carried a monogrammed lighter and no cigarettes, but I supposed he preferred to be prepared, in case he should find himself out of lighter fluid and in need of a campfire. Most of my attention was on Dorcas, was still on the prospect of lifting her, but at a glance I knew I’d seen the matchbook before. It was purple and stamped with the logo from The Riv.

      I had a million questions and no time to consider them because something else, not Dorcas, not the matches, called for my attention. A noise.

      Almost imperceptible at first, there was a low hum. I stood on my toes, thinking I’d hear it better from higher up, and I saw that Cyanne was doing the same. We looked at each other, confused, then understanding, in the moment before it happened.

      The lights in the train car flicked on. We had power.

      I lunged at the space where the window had been and began to scream Jeff’s name, to call him back. Cyanne joined me but it was no use. With a sharp jolt, the train began its roll forward.

      “No, no, no,” I said.

      “Jeff!” We screamed in unison. The collective mass of our voices was no match against that howling wind and the thundering train.

    
  
    
      
        8:45 P.M.

      
      To help Rupinder meant turning our backs on Jeff. It was an impossible situation, one we had no time to think through.

      “He might have hopped back on the train,” I said, yelling against the wind that whooshed through the window and against our faces. I couldn’t find Jeff’s big body against that white landscape. There was the smallest chance he’d run back up the slope and caught hold of the train before it picked up speed, like a tramp onto a boxcar. The curve of the tracks, the bulk of the caboose, I couldn’t see the place where Jeff should be standing, but my cells knew that even that lion of a man couldn’t have made it up the slope in time. He was out there somewhere, abandoned.

      Cyanne held her hair back from whipping into her eyes.

      “He’s right by the tracks,” she yelled back, and the implication was that he’d be easy to find when we sent help, but it was hard to believe that as snow streamed into our train car, reminding us of the deadly cold outside.

      Jeff needed us. But under the newly bright lights, with full view of Rupinder’s gray skin, it was impossible not to see that the boy needed us more.

      Cyanne and I took action together, moved from screaming for Jeff to caring for Rupinder together, were invested in the survival of the boy together.

      “The phone,” Cyanne said. The house phone where Dorcas had done all her pretending. If the power was back up, it stood to reason the phone was back up too.

      I was so accustomed to the phone in my pocket, the ever-present tether, that I wouldn’t have thought of the house phone.

      “You hear that, baby?” Vivien yelled over the wind to her son. “She’s going to call the conductor for you.”

      Cyanne and I went to the galley, which was protected slightly from the snow and wind. The train was almost at its full gallop.

      “So make the call,” Cyanne said.

      “It should be me?” I asked.

      “I’m thinking that…” She took a breath and looked from Vivien’s worried face to Dorcas’s bloody throat. “This isn’t, like, a compliment, but don’t you think we need someone who’s good at crafting a story if we’re going to explain all this?”

      I fiddled with the matchbook in the pocket of Finch’s coat, sliding my fingers over the familiar raised logo for The Riv.

      “What are you going to be doing while I’m crafting this narrative?” I asked.

      “There are two bodies, including one of their own staff. Things are going to start moving fast as soon as anyone, even if it’s only another customer-service agent, comes through that door.”

      The heat was humming but the breath still hung in front of our faces when we spoke. She was right that the mess needed to be cleaned up, but I knew she wasn’t going to like my next suggestion.

      I had my hand on the house phone now. “I think you need to hide Dorcas’s body.”

      “Move her body?” Cyanne instinctively crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not touching anyone’s body.”

      “It’s a human body. You work with human bodies. This is old hat. I need you to get her out of the aisle, not to dig a hole and bury her.”

      There were only two paths I could see. We did nothing and Rupinder, and likely Jeff, perished, or we made the call and Vivien was arrested for attacking Dorcas. I needed Cyanne, Cyanne with all her resentment about growing up short a father, to help me find a third path. I needed Cyanne to understand.

      Vivien stood, her sudden movement a reminder of how little time we had to find that path. She was barely five feet, but right then she looked like a giant.

      “What is the matter with you two girls?” she shouted from across the train. “Make the call!”

      “We’re not the ones who should be concerned about a body,” Cyanne said.

      Vivien gnawed on her lower lip. I jammed the sharp paper edge of the matchbook under my thumbnail until it ached. Vivien refused to let the pointed finger deflate her. “I did what I had to do to protect my son.”

      It wasn’t true, but she couldn’t know that. No one could ever know that.

      “You certainly thought that was the case, but I’m not sure everyone will see things the same way,” Cyanne said.

      “We’re getting away from the point of the thing!” I shouted. If Cyanne chose this moment to tell Vivien what we’d seen outside in the snow? What we knew about what Dorcas had, or hadn’t, done? It might end the poor woman.

      “Mommy,” Rupinder gasped and, though I couldn’t see his face, I could see his arm shoot up above the backs of the seats. There was something wrong with the tone of his voice.

      “Mommy’s here, baby. The girls are calling for help for you right now, aren’t you, girls?”

      “Mommy, I can’t”—he gasped for air and sat up in his seat, his head suddenly visible where his hand had been—“I can’t breathe.” He wheezed. The train rumbled, the wind roared, we barreled farther and farther from Jeff.

      “Baby,” Vivien said. “Lie back down and save your strength.”

      “I can’t.” He wheezed again. The words came out like a whistle. “Help me. Help me, I can’t…”

      He thrashed against his tiny mother and got himself to his feet. He had his fists pressed to his breastbone. He looked so afraid.

      “You have to help me,” Vivien wailed. “We’ve been trapped here for eleven hours. Why isn’t there help?”

      “I’m about to call. We just need to decide what we’re doing about Dorcas’s body,” I said. “It’s not much help if someone comes and wants to deal with her right away.”

      I needed Cyanne to meet my eyes. I needed Cyanne to understand, to agree, that the only solution was to lie.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Vivien said. “It’s self-defense and they’ll see that. Make the call. He can’t breathe. I’m begging you.”

      She was wrong. Women—mothers, college students, daughters—they always think they’re going to get the benefit of the doubt. Of course the family court will recognize that there was physical abuse, of course campus police will believe that it was rape, of course the labor relations board will see it was sexual harassment. But no one believes us, even when the claims are true. If Vivien cried self-defense, with that uniform lying in the snow proving it wasn’t? She didn’t stand a chance.

      “How do I help him breathe? What do I do?” Vivien said. “You took first aid; can you do first aid? Help him. Somebody help him!”

      Rupinder was hyperventilating as he tried and failed to gulp the freezing air. I knew from the contents of the suitcase that this was a kid who loved the Raptors. He was only nineteen and on a student budget. Had he even been to a single game? I bet he had a group of friends he watched the games with in the dorms. I bet on the night of really big games, they went down to the public square in front of the arena and watched on the big screen that hung out front, probably sneaking store-bought Pabst Blue Ribbon in their pockets. I adored what I knew about this kid. This would-be engineer who’d chosen Toronto over Montreal to get some distance from the parents who had worried over his health since he was ten and would do so until he was fifty unless he got out of their grasp.

      I wanted Rupinder to get to a Raptors game. I wanted that so much.

      “Mommy, I can’t,” he gasped but he batted her away. He kept batting her away as he said it. He needed her but couldn’t stand for her to see him this way.

      Vivien tried to get one of his arms over her shoulder. “If you calm down, my baby, you’ll be better. Calm down for Mommy and I promise it’ll help. Mommy promises.”

      He pushed back with more force than I thought he had left in his body.

      “I can’t,” he said again, barely audible through the hideous wheezing, over that roaring wind.

      Then, before Vivien could regain her footing, he collapsed in the aisle.

    
  
    
      
        9:00 P.M.

      
      I couldn’t look. I couldn’t watch a mother say goodbye to her son. They hadn’t had enough years together. Vivien collapsed onto Rupinder’s body and watered him with her tears, and all Cyanne and I could do was avert our eyes and keep our promise to these people. We kept going.

      I took Dorcas by the arms and Cyanne took her by the legs. I never should have asked or expected Cyanne to move the body herself; it wouldn’t have been possible. A dead body is so much heavier than you expect it to be. I filed that information away as useful for my next book.

      I used the noise of the wind to hide from Vivien. I needed Cyanne to hear something Vivien didn’t.

      “They’ll arrest her if they know the truth,” I murmured into Cyanne’s hair as I brushed past her. I prayed she’d understand, that the rest of the boy’s life, absent a mother, was playing out in her mind. I prayed it was enough.

      I was prepared for us to have to scrub blood off the floor once we slipped the body out of view, but as we lifted her, I saw she left almost no sign that she’d been murdered in the aisle. Sure, there was a little of the broken glass, but that could be explained away. What had looked like gallons of blood was invisible against the patterned carpet in the aisle. Briefly, I thought that maybe I’d install the stuff at home so the spilled jam and orange juice, the dirt that traveled in on little feet, could disappear against it. I almost couldn’t see how ugly the pattern was. Hoisting Dorcas by the arms, I was comforted by the idea that the carpet could have been covering all manner of secrets before we arrived. Maybe we weren’t the worst people the carpet had seen.

      We got Dorcas out of the aisle on that swaying train and tucked into the seventh row, her curls bouncing with every step we took, and then found she was still visible from the doors so we spent a minute, Cyanne and I, trying to fold her limbs or tuck her under a blanket, and the whole thing was too close to slapstick. A joke formed in my throat and made its way as far as the tip of my tongue when the cells in my body remembered that these were the remains of a human woman and the thing in my throat turned into a gag; I turned my head to the side and retched on that patterned carpet.

      She’s dead because of you, she’s dead because of you. It rang over and over in my ears, it beat upon my eardrums, and I didn’t know why I thought it but the crumpled uniform, the boot prints, the matchbook from The Riv, it all formed a picture that hung over Dorcas’s body and screamed at me that this was all wrong.

      I, Agatha St. John, who had been called a master of plotting, had been made physically ill by the way this story was failing to hang together.

      There was no time to be afraid but so much to be afraid of. That Vivien was a woman who had killed an innocent person and we were helping to conceal her crime. That I could be wrong about Finch, and that I’d been the target all along. The only way forward was to believe we were doing the right thing and that getting help for Rupinder and Jeff would absolve us of anything that had come before.

      We got Dorcas’s body to a good-enough state. Anyone who took more than a cursory look around the train car would see it, but we were fine so long as Rupinder’s medicine was delivered before the person who held it started asking too many questions. Cyanne held her tangled hair back from her face and nodded, an indication that I could leave her to contort the body alone, and so I did it. I went to make the call, pretending that I already knew what I was going to say. As an afterthought, I pulled off Finch’s coat. It was smeared with blood but had left the shirt beneath it clean. I gave it to Cyanne as another tool to cover the body. I had already moved the matchbook into the pocket of my jeans. There was nothing strange about me having a matchbook from The Riv.

      Vivien wept over Rupinder’s lifeless form, and it might have been pointless calling in help for him at all. He might already have been dead, and our focus should have been fully on Jeff, but I couldn’t ask her that so I picked up the black plastic handset. There were no numbers to dial but there was no doubt I had triggered the next phase of this terrible night. The phone began to ring.

      I was afraid of what would happen when someone answered. I was afraid of what would happen if no one did. Then a man’s voice crackled onto the line. “This is control.”

      And I didn’t have time to be afraid anymore.

    
  
    
      
        9:15 P.M.

      
      Once I’d made the call for help, there was nothing to do but wait and feel the full intensity of the cold. The seats nearest the window, Rupinder’s and Vivien’s assigned seats, were sheathed in a layer of fresh powder. It was almost pretty.

      Why would the trainee kill the old man?

      The doubts were creeping in. And with the doubts, the fear. Had we done enough to protect Vivien from the truth of what she’d done? Had we acted quickly enough to pull Rupinder back from the brink of death? Could we get help to Jeff before the cold overtook him? Could we ever be safe if the trainee was out there somewhere? Would we be called to account for the death of poor Dorcas? The car was overwhelmed by the sound of Vivien’s desperate sobbing. She was louder than the wind.

      The spider was personal. It was a message. What’s the personal line connecting Finch and the trainee?

      Cyanne had accused me of making things about myself, and even with no proof that pointed in that direction, I couldn’t shake the fear that the spider was a message meant just for me. The cold crawled under my skin and made it burn, and I thought of Jeff, out there surrounded by it.

      That a man who appeared to be such a giant could just disappear. Now it wasn’t the cold that made me shiver. It wasn’t that he was lost or hurt, I lied to myself. He’d be rescued quickly.

      Who do I make them to each other so that it makes any sense?

      I was worried about justice for Dorcas and Finch, of course I was worried about all that, but I also had a story to write. And it could be a great one if I could fill this hole. I yearned to get back to my pages, the idea of words on a screen exhilarating and terrifying. If only I could find the lost puzzle piece, the thing that made the trainee snap.

      Vivien’s wailing paused, and the end of the sound, being left with only the wind to hear, was so much worse than listening to her cry. I wanted to grab her, shake her, tell her to keep weeping for her son, tell her that it was the sound of her weeping that was his tether to the mortal world, but it wasn’t my place to do that. All I could do was wait.

      I was cold but stayed at the window, letting the snow scream in and cover the front of me. Cyanne, moved by some force to make herself useful, was the one who was keeping busy. She stood over Vivien with a bottle of water, insisting she drink. I could imagine her in the dark, at a table in the closed bar as a teenager again. Helpful and happy to be included. This pampered, unkind woman looked so much like that happy girl. Then she brought me a bottle of water too, and it took all my strength to keep from grabbing her into a hug. I couldn’t touch her. We weren’t those people anymore.

      We stood next to each other by the window, drinking, shivering.

      We would need each other if we were to get through this.

      “She was sure it was self-defense,” I said. “It won’t change things for Dorcas at all if we tell the police it wasn’t.”

      Cyanne, that fatherless kid, always searching for approval, didn’t look at me.

      “All it’ll do is ruin Rupinder’s life, if he lives,” I said.

      Cyanne didn’t tell me what she would do or say. I’m not sure she knew the answer herself.

      The storm wasn’t much of a storm anymore. The movement of the train blew the snow in, but outside it fell gentle and pretty. Was Jeff just gone? Did he think we’d left him behind and weren’t coming back? Maybe he’d walk and walk until he reached his daughter.

      Probably not. He was probably dead too.

      

      ***

      It happened fast once the door slammed open. Had the automatic locks clicked off when the train’s power came back on? Maybe it happened when we were dragging Dorcas’s body across the carpet, naive to the fact that someone could have walked through the door at any moment. None of us had given any thought to checking the doors. There was a man in a navy-blue train uniform. Same as the trainee’s but for the shoes—black, leather, sensible—rather than those telltale Blundstone boots. He looked bewildered by the window, the noise, the cold. Cyanne and I fell upon him, talking all at once, taking his arms and dragging him to where Rupinder lay, his mother sitting catatonic over him.

      We gave him no time to ask questions.

      We gave him no opportunity to look around.

      Finch’s feet poked out of the aisle, so close to where we had to bring this stranger to deliver the insulin. Vivien took the small nylon zippered pouch, a donation from some other passenger, and prepared the syringe with expert hands. The shaking, the panic, the fear, you couldn’t see any of it as she held the vial in the air to prepare the dose. I wasn’t even sure if Rupinder was still breathing.

      Shawn—the customer-service agent’s name tag said his name was Shawn—was fixated on Vivien until the moment she raised her son’s shirt to plunge the needle into the soft skin of Rupinder’s belly.

      Shawn averted his eyes—maybe he had a fear of needles—and when he did it, his gaze fell upon Finch’s protruding feet.

      The hair on the back of my neck stood.

      Now we would have to explain ourselves.

    
  
    
      
        9:45 P.M.

      
      Shawn looked around, and when he didn’t see Dorcas, he began to ask questions that we hadn’t prepared ourselves to answer. All we had were my pleading with Cyanne and our instincts. Dorcas was dead beneath a railway-branded blanket in the seventh row. I thought Shawn might be afraid when he saw Finch’s lifeless body. I thought he might panic when I told him that Dorcas, his coworker and maybe even his friend, was dead. But he seemed perplexed instead, and I wanted to be rid of him before perplexed turned into curious.

      None of us wanted to have to hurt another person, but I realized then that I was prepared to do more than lie to protect Vivien. If Shawn started asking questions we couldn’t answer and his curiosity turned into suspicion and his eyes fell on Vivien? The protective swell bubbled up in me. We were trying to get this woman her son back. We’d been through hell with the woman. She was taking a blood sugar reading for her comatose child. Were we supposed to stand for someone who would dare call that woman a murderer?

      So when I explained to Shawn about Finch and Dorcas’s altercation, I was only thinking of Rupinder and how badly he needed his mother to take care of him. There’s a time and a place for a little white lie.

      “He rushed her with the broken bottle,” I said.

      I tried to catch Cyanne’s eye, but she didn’t look at me. She looked at Finch. We’d have to get some blood on him.

      “Did they know one another?” Shawn asked.

      “Impossible to say.” I wrapped my arms around myself like I was cold, but I wasn’t, not anymore. The lie had activated my nervous system, triggered thermogenesis. The body will do what it needs to do to survive. “We thought at first that he lost his mind, the confinement, the storm, but then he went quiet and we found the spider… He must have been planning something all along, you know?”

      “She could have saved her own life if she’d been willing to open the damn door.” Shawn said. He looked to the seventh row and shook his head.

      “His pulse feels a bit stronger,” Vivien said. If she’d been listening to me lie, she didn’t react. “He needs a hospital. This isn’t his brand of insulin. I only guessed at the dose.”

      “The locks are automatic, though,” I said to Shawn. “We tried all the doors.”

      “There’s a manual override,” he said, “so that passengers can get out in an emergency.” He waved his hand like the information was nothing, when to us it was everything.

      “What?” Cyanne and I found ourselves in sync. How funny.

      “A tree fell, knocked right over by the storm as we were passing, and it smashed a window in the locomotive. It took ages, just ages, to get someone out here in the storm.” He braced himself against the sway of the train as he rose to his feet. “We opened the locks between the other cars hours ago.”

      “There’s no work crew,” I said, shaking off the awful truth about the locks, thinking about Jeff out in the snow. “We smashed the window. We went outside to look for help, and we didn’t see anyone.”

      “Just bad luck,” Shawn said. “You broke a south-facing window. The crew is on the north side of the train. With the sound of the storm and them working all the way up at the locomotive, I bet they could have erected a crane up there without you seeing or hearing a thing. You poor women. I’ll bet you were all so scared.”

      “Will the work crew pick up the other passenger?” I asked. Maybe he was already safe, with a hell of a story. “He went to get help, but I’m worried he’s lost.”

      “The crews left the tracks before we got moving, so it’s unlikely they saw him,” Shawn said. Shawn, who’d never seen a giant. “But I’ll call in and check.”

      “When they attacked one another,” Vivien said, looking up from her son and bringing the attention back to Dorcas and Finch. “It was one of the most terrifying moments of my whole life.”

      Vivien had been listening. Cyanne still didn’t look at me but she didn’t speak up to contradict Vivien. We were all in agreement. I wondered, ungenerously, if Vivien would prefer that Jeff stay lost so he couldn’t contradict this new narrative.

      “They should make a movie about you three,” Shawn said. “Three badass survivors who kept a kid and themselves alive through impossible circumstances. Like the one where James Franco cuts off his own arm. I’d watch the hell out of that.”

      I wanted this guy off our damn train car and he wanted to talk about Academy Award–nominated James Franco performances. I took him by the arm to try to get him to the door.

      “The four of us,” I said. Jeff deserved an advocate.

      “We need to get to a hospital. Can you communicate that to whoever needs to hear it?” I said.

      Shawn pulled his arm loose from my grasp, but not so he could take a closer look at either of the bodies. He went to the galley and pulled two cases of water out of one of the lower drawers.

      “I’ve been banging on that door, hoping someone might hear me and get her to flip the lock override since noon,” he said. “We don’t keep reserves of food or water on the economy cars. I’ll bet she kept the locks closed so she wouldn’t have to share supplies.”

      He had the cases of water wedged under his chin, and he walked through the aisle without even a glance at Dorcas.

      “The police will want to talk, but I’ll make sure they know you ladies have been through the ringer,” he said.

      I thought we were rid of him, but he stopped again by the door.

      “She took the job too seriously, you know?” He had to yell to be heard over the wind. “If anyone was ever going to get themselves killed on a route, it was Dorcas. I’d have cowered in a seat with everyone as soon as the guy started waving a weapon around.”

      “We were lucky to have her on our side,” I said, and I held the unlocked door open to get him the hell out of there.

      

      ***

      Cyanne and I gave him a minute to cross through to the next train car, and then we both went to look. The doors between the cars were unlocked, and there was just about enough space for us to stand together between the two cars.

      “This is dangerous,” she said, gripping the rail of the little platform between cars as the train rumbled and swayed. “If the train jerks or turns, I’m hitting the ground.”

      “Use all that upper-body strength you brag about in those videos and hang on to something.”

      “Don’t be an asshole,” she said. “You and I are not friends. You and I cannot make little jokes about each other. You have made it so it’s impossible for me to ever succeed at the thing I want to do with my life, and I don’t forgive you. I’ll never forgive you. It’s nice of you to lie for that lady. I couldn’t have come up with that story that fast, and I don’t want her to get in trouble any more than you do, but you and I are not okay. I’m not even sure if you did it to be kind or if it serves your own interests in some sick way.”

      “You’re not being fair, Cyanne.” On the horizon line left by the snow, in the direction we’d just come from, I could just barely make out a truck’s blue flashing lights.

      She put her face to mine, our noses almost touching. “Then swear to me you’re not going to write about this.”

      I thought of Freddie, safe and warm in bed. I thought of Jeff, trekking toward near-certain death in the snow. I thought of Dorcas and her open eyes. I thought of Finch’s wife, learning a deadly spider had killed her awful ex-husband.

      I couldn’t promise. There were too many good endings.

      “No one will ever find that trainee’s uniform,” I said, instead of answering her question. “The snow will get there and it’ll be covered in a matter of minutes, and it’ll probably stay covered until the spring. By then, no one will think to look for it anymore. It’ll just be more trash by the train tracks. Whatever that guy was, whatever his reason was for killing Finch, he’s just out there. Can you live with that?”

      “You mean unless Jeff tells someone,” Cyanne said.

      The truck with its flashing blue lights disappeared from my view altogether.

      “If Jeff comes back right now,” Cyanne continued. “Or if he’s found and questioned before he sees us, he’ll tell them about the trainee, won’t he? He’ll tell them we lied about how Dorcas died. He has no idea what we told that Shawn guy.”

      Our heads both swiveled to the south side of the train, the vast expanse of white. At any moment, Shawn would set down the cases of water and call that truck I’d just seen, and we might learn that Jeff was safe.

      “There are no perfect crimes,” I said, but I wasn’t afraid. Out there in the snow, I had a moment of certainty that everything would be okay.

      The train lurched, and Cyanne grabbed my arm.

      “Traveling in the cold is stupid,” she said, when she regained her balance and pulled her hand back from me. “If Teddy wanted to give you a present, he should have sent you to Tulum.”

      I nodded. She wasn’t wrong. She stood on that line, having admitted she’d followed me on the train to confront me, but there was nothing more to say, nothing more we could do to each other that was worse than what we’d been through. So we were quiet, and the train pulled slightly faster into the frigid night.

      If Jeff was somewhere out there screaming for the train to stop, we weren’t able to hear him.

    
  
    
      
        10:00 P.M.

      
      The cell phones began to wake almost as soon as the train moved. We forgot all about our phones. Isn’t that silly? Turns out it takes less than a day to break a habit you’ve held almost all your life.

      I started with the thread from Dev. I was deserving of punishment, and Dev’s messages were the most likely to make me feel as awful as I needed to feel.

      Dev—he of the dick pic—kept his messages sexy well through the lunch hour. He allowed me a thirty-minute buffer past our meeting time, during which he kept sending detailed descriptions of the things he would do to me once we got to the John and Yoko hotel. It was all a bit repetitive when you read the messages stacked up together like that; he didn’t even succeed in making me blush. Or maybe the day had changed me too much to make the contents of the messages shocking.

      The tone shifted when he realized I wasn’t going to show up for our rendezvous.

      I have a husband. I don’t need the man I’m planning to break my wedding vows with to be especially kind to me, but even still, I was surprised by the severity of the change in tone.

      After that thirty-minute allowance, he started to ask where I was. Like he’d set himself a timer for that exact half hour. Maybe I was slow getting off the train, maybe I was trudging through knee-deep snow. Dev didn’t ask about any of that in his messages. He just told me that he was waiting and that waiting made him lose his hard-on.

      I imagined that the really angry messages were from after he went all the way limp. Or that he finally gave up, jerked off in the same bed where Yoko had slept, and then decided to unleash on me. He called me a coward. He called me a cunt.

      The voicemail notification arrived a couple of minutes after the text messages. I knew it wouldn’t be Dev. Even a dick pic gave him some deniability. A man like him wouldn’t have risked putting his voice on tape. He was married too.

      We’d been through so much on that train that I was done imagining how things could get worse, which is why the call details associated with the voicemail were such a shock. I almost retched on that carpet again when I tapped the voicemail icon and saw the familiar number that had left the message. What every parent dreads: at five thirty, I had missed a call from Freddie’s day care.

      What is parenting if not swinging from one terror to another like monkey bars? A call from Freddie’s day care meant something had happened to my boy and I was trapped hours from him, too preoccupied to have even thought to worry about him during that endless day.

      Candice, the caregiver with sunny blond hair, was the one who had been tasked with making the call.

      “Hi Agatha, it’s Candice from Downtown Child Services,” she began as I clutched my phone with white knuckles. Had he choked on a grape? Broken a bone on a play structure? Split his head open on an ice patch? “First of all, everything is fine. Sorry to have to call you.”

      And just like that, my heart began to beat again. “Your mom is on her way to pick up Freddie right now. When I chatted with her when she was dropping off Freddie today, she said that Teddy was on pickup duty, but he’s late and I can’t get him on the phone. I’m sure it’s just the storm and I’ve left him messages too. Just wanted to make sure you both knew I called your backup on file and Freddie will be with your mom. Stay safe out there!”

      It was remarkable, the clarity that came after the fear. I took the matchbook that I’d found in Finch’s coat out of my pocket and again I ran my fingers over that familiar logo, the one I’d seen so many times on so many matchbooks just like this one. The Riv. Teddy’s restaurant.

      Clarity. The quality of being coherent and intelligible.

      The matchbooks were Teddy’s idea, years ago. Bars don’t often offer them anymore, now that you’re not allowed to smoke indoors, but Teddy insists upon them when he’s running a joint.

      “People always pick them up,” he says. “And then hang on to that little bit of proof about a place where they had a smashing night.”

      When I clicked the red icon on the phone to delete Candice’s voicemail, I understood everything perfectly.

    
  
    
      
        10:15 P.M.

      
      After deleting Dev’s string of messages and Candice’s voicemail, I needed a breather before reading the texts that had come from Teddy. He would see they were marked as “read” as soon as I clicked on his name and would know my phone service had been restored. I needed time, I needed to decide what the hell to do next.

      Rupinder and Vivien were a welcome diversion. With my new perspective, the scale of their troubles felt manageable.

      The train would only take the pair of them as far as Kingston. Rupinder’s poor father, after a day spent at the Montreal train station clutching that insulin, would need to make his way down three hundred kilometers of snowy road to get to them. Rupinder’s state was still one of emergency, so he needed to get to the closest hospital, not the one most convenient for his family.

      “You’re going to have to remember the order we told it to Shawn,” I told Vivien when the train was once again moving at full speed, or something close to it. The freezing air tore through the gash we’d left in the side of the train. Vivien was chewing on a stale croissant, having remembered that she too had a body with mortal needs.

      I talked them both into forgetting the trainee, and I made his erasure seem like it was Cyanne’s idea. In whispers to Cyanne, I reminded her that he complicated Vivien’s self-defense narrative. She agreed. We framed the lie as necessary for Vivien’s preservation, to keep her family together. I didn’t tell them I needed the lie to keep the laces on my own household fastened.

      “It was simple self-defense,” Vivien said before we’d turned her. “My son was dying and I thought she was a murderer. Can’t I just say that?”

      “You can’t,” I told her, and I believed that part. I believed she’d be held responsible if anyone ever found out she was the one who’d cut Dorcas’s throat.

      It took some convincing to get her to see the danger: that Dorcas had held no weapon, that we had no proof it was Dorcas who had hurt Finch, that the most straightforward explanation was that the two people who were dead had been interested only in each other, that Finch was in the middle of an ugly divorce, that he’d written that angry letter and had mutilated himself, worked in our favor. It was unlikely his wife would expend a lot of energy finding justice for his killer. She’d been done a favor. It was Dorcas’s family we had to appease. Dorcas’s family we had to provide with a villain, and it was tidiest if that villain had already perished. We all tiptoed around the fact that Vivien had killed an innocent woman. The fact of Dorcas’s blamelessness in the whole mess wasn’t pertinent to the argument I was making.

      We’d cleaned the blood off our hands and faces with wet wipes that Vivien kept in her purse. The wind howled through the open window as the train pulled along, but we didn’t move to another car. We said it was for Rupinder’s good to stay in one place. I took Vivien’s glasses from her and washed them in the sink with soap and warm water until there was no trace left of the splatters from Dorcas’s throat. We agreed. If we all told the same story to the police, we’d only have to tell it once, and then we’d be done with the whole nightmare forever.

      I’m a good liar. I left them both certain of my selflessness. I didn’t leave a single clue about my own interest in hiding the truth from the police. They would both swear that I only had eyes for Vivien’s well-being.

      The paramedics took Rupinder off the train on a stretcher when we reached Kingston. They were waiting in the snow on the platform when we pulled in. They probably took Finch and Dorcas’s bodies too. I can’t be sure because Cyanne and I were made to move to a different train car as soon as the uniforms boarded. It was jarring to see the faces of strangers in the economy car. The people who’d been there the entire time, who’d been hungry and thirsty while we’d been killing each other.

      When Shawn shuffled Cyanne and me into steerage, he called to the rest of the passengers to remain in their seats. The train was motionless again and he found a couple of empty seats for us to sit and wait in. I looked out the window and watched the paramedics wheel away Rupinder. They struggled to get the wheels of that stretcher to move through the snow. Vivien was following close behind. Once they disappeared from view, I didn’t look outside anymore.

      I’d prepared for every question I thought a police officer might ask me. I’d already told Shawn a version of the story, so it was only a matter of aligning that version with what I was asked later and making sure I stuck to it, every single time.

      Cyanne was seated in a different row in the economy car. Three rows back from me? Four? The economy car was fuller than the business-class car had been. It smelled like flatulence and body odor.

      If someone asked Cyanne a question about her bleeding hand, she was supposed to say she’d cut it when she was trying to save Dorcas’s life. I knew Cyanne was much more likely to stick to our plan if she emerged a hero, so that detail was an important one to weave into the story. I suggested it might even be good for her YouTube channel. She was probably telling someone right now what a chevalier she was, three or four rows back, or wherever she was sitting. She was probably making her seatmate count the open wounds on her palm.

      

      ***

      Shawn crouched beside me to whisper, not long after Rupinder disappeared from view. We hadn’t resumed our motion toward Montreal, so the scene out the window was still. It was good news, though I’m sure Shawn assumed I received his whispers as foreboding. He came to tell me the police had questions for me and Cyanne and that the two of us were required to stay back in Kingston. Shawn couldn’t feel the sweat on my lower back, the hairs standing on my forearms, or the cool sense of calm that trickled in when I learned the Kingston Police were waiting. I acquiesced, murmuring something about how I hoped they’d help me find a hotel room. Shawn, ever the customer-service pro, reassured me that he’d already asked and it was all arranged.

      

      ***

      A kind-looking old man with a gray overcoat and an untrimmed mustache was waiting on the platform when Cyanne and I climbed down from the train. He was the oldest-looking police officer I’d ever seen. It wasn’t that he looked so ancient, probably sixty, but I’d never encountered a police officer who was any older than middle-aged. At any other moment in my life, I’d have had a million questions for him. A million personal details I’d try to shove in my pockets so I might repurpose them for a character somewhere down the line.

      He introduced himself as Detective Brian Pete and said he would only trouble us for a little while and then we’d be driven to a hotel for some well-deserved rest. Detective Brian Pete. Another great name, another great detail.

      The Kingston Police were handling the matter. Kingston’s one of those small cities populated mostly by undergraduates. Its most important feature is its proximity to more significant places. If we’d been passed on to the forces in Toronto or Montreal or, worst of all, the Ontario Provincial Police, which provided investigative support for major crimes, I might have worried. But this nice man with the bushy mustache and silly name looked after a city of just over 100,000 people. “Just answer my questions right, honey,” his tired brown eyes said. “Just keep your facts straight and we all get to go home.”

      I knew all the words I was going to say to Detective Pete and none of the words I would say to Teddy, but my curiosity about his messages got the better of me. Cyanne and I stood on the frigid platform, waiting for Detective Pete to find a room where we could all talk, and finally I did it. I opened Teddy’s texts. I needed to know if I’d guessed right.

      I’d always known that Teddy would never leave me, though this past year I’d given him every reason to go. A sexless marriage with a depressed cancer patient? No one wants that life. But there was no visible frustration on his part, no resentment. He’d been patient and loving with me for the last year, and he was patient and loving in the messages he’d sent that day. The proof of how he’d spent his time while I was stuck on the train was laid out in those messages. A note at lunch reminding me to look up from my work and eat something. An emoji-laden text with a picture of his afternoon coffee, saying he hoped I was finding lots to inspire me. A message a couple of hours later with a picture of the snowy sky saying he’d seen the news about the train being stuck and hoped I was using the delay to write another bestseller. The timing and the tone of the messages were perfect, and I bet if I checked the geotag, it would say they were sent from Toronto. Clever boy.

      I wondered how he sorted that out while he was trudging through the snow, away from the train and back to a road in Cobourg.

      

      ***

      The detective was on the other end of the platform, talking to a station employee.

      “Just a minute,” he signaled with his hands and Cyanne and I both nodded.

      With a minute, I knew what I had to do. Whatever game Teddy had constructed, it was time for me to play along. I walked down the platform to the end to get some distance from Cyanne and pulled out my phone. Probably an unnecessary precaution, but I didn’t want to text. I didn’t want to lie in writing.

      I called my mom.

      “Mama!” I said, cheery when she answered. “I heard you picked up a special package this afternoon. I’ve been trying to call you for hours. Did your cell phone die again?”

      “The special package ate every crumb of cookie I have in the house before he went to sleep,” she said. “I don’t know where that phone is. I called you from the house phone. Why don’t you ever call back to the house phone? Are you okay?”

      “A habit. I have you saved with your cell phone number. I’m totally okay, and thank you for helping out. I figured you’d be excited to have a sleepover. The storm…” I left the rest for her to fill in. The fewer the details, the better. It was easiest if she believed I was stuck in the car somewhere in Toronto after an evening lost in my writing.

      “I love a pajama party with my favorite boy. You’re safe though?”

      “Totally safe. Just stuck in the snow with awful cell service so we couldn’t call Freddie’s day care.”

      “Teddy’s with you then?” she asked.

      I looked down at the platform, at Cyanne, at the detective.

      “He’s right here,” I lied.

    
  
    
      
        11:00 P.M.

      
      When Teddy and I used to run together—we did that often before Freddie but now we only manage it if we’re on some short holiday weekend without him—I used to be driven mad by the sound of Teddy’s left heel skidding against the ground every few steps. He wouldn’t believe me that the noise meant his left leg was longer than his right. He didn’t think it meant anything at all, except that the ground was uneven.

      But I knew.

      I heard the rhythm of it, and I knew, and I paid attention to the noise in a way that he didn’t because it drove me crazy and I knew it was only ever his left foot that made the irritating scraping noise. I’d tell him he needed to go to physiotherapy and, failing that, to pick up his feet but Teddy is a man, and a man won’t fix a thing until it’s all the way broken so he did nothing, and the scraping noise followed us around on those infrequent runs together.

      I flipped over an old pair of his running shoes once, because I wanted to prove to myself that I wasn’t imagining things. It’s bad for a marriage to show up with receipts when you’re having a disagreement, so I didn’t wave the shoes in his face, but it made me feel better to know I was right. The left heel was worn all the way down. It had half the tread the right shoe did.

      I noticed it when I cleaned Teddy’s boot prints off our hallway floor this morning too. The lack of symmetry. The left heel always worn down more than the right.

      

      ***

      The itch started when I saw those boot prints outside the train. They should have been covered up by the falling snow—bad luck that the angle of the train preserved them—but it didn’t matter anyway, or it shouldn’t. Jeff had seen the boot prints, Cyanne had seen them, but all they saw were boot prints made by a pair of Blundstones. Those boots are the opposite of a clue, those boots that half the men you encounter in a given day are wearing. I’d noticed the trainee’s boots, but I hadn’t seen his face, heard his voice. How had he managed that? I wondered. If I was being honest with myself, it was probably easy. How closely do you ever look at the people who serve you things? I couldn’t remember a thing about any of the flight attendants the last time I’d been on a plane. Fat? Thin? Male? Female? I have nothing, and they’re responsible for keeping me alive.

      It’s an effective mask, a customer-service profession, and Teddy was a man who’d spent his life in restaurants, so he knew that. Jeff wouldn’t remember anything about him and Cyanne clearly hadn’t noticed him and I’d have missed it too. If not for that worn-down boot. Every adult man I know wears Blundstone boots. Even Rupinder was wearing them! A print from a Blundstone boot is about as useful as describing a suspect as having a “medium build.”

      But for that worn-down left heel, I’d never have known Teddy was on the train with us.

      

      ***

      The detective had taken Cyanne for questioning first and he finally finished with her after forty-five minutes. Long enough for her to have told the detective everything. Short enough for him to have believed the story we’d prepared together.

      “A couple of questions and I’ll have you on your way,” Detective Pete said with a practiced false cheeriness.

      “A couple is only two,” I said, reflecting the false cheer right back at the good detective and his spectacular mustache.

      I thought it was good news that he didn’t take us to the police station to ask the questions. I thought Detective Pete taking Cyanne first meant he trusted me more and wanted to check her story against mine. I thought all that until I watched Cyanne getting to walk away, free. That’s when I began to imagine the worst.

      Teddy killed a man, I thought. Teddy killed a man in a way that made it look an awful lot like I’d done the killing myself. My seat as the scene of the crime, the limited number of suspects, the dramatic flair of the spider. The spider especially was a nice touch, but I bet it irked him that he couldn’t make the poeticism of a black widow work.

      Were you trying to frame me or to kill me, Teddy?

      Detective Pete asked if I would wait while he ran to the bathroom and I panicked about that too, about whether it was a stall tactic, whether he had backup coming to take me away.

      In my sixty free seconds, maybe my last sixty seconds of freedom, I caved.

      I called Teddy.

      You have my full attention. Now tell me what the hell you’re up to.

      “I’m about to head to a hotel in Kingston for the night,” I said when he picked up. The way he’d planned it, before the snowstorm and the stalled train, he’d have had plenty of time to get off the train and get back to the city to pick up Freddie from day care. Plant the spider, get off the train in Cobourg, and it’s just a short cab ride or bus ride back to Oshawa, the last stop the commuter train from Toronto makes before it heads back to the city. If all went well, he’d have been home by lunch. I wondered how he got back to Toronto in the end. A long trudge through the snow until he got to the highway and flagged down a car? In the light of day, with a few hours less for the snow to accumulate before Jeff had tried the same route? It would have been hard, but not impossible.

      “I’m glad you’re safe,” he replied. We always started phone calls like we’re already in the middle of a conversation. It’s one of those things about a long marriage.

      The detective was already walking back toward me. I didn’t have a lot of time.

      “I told my mom you were with me,” I said to Teddy.

      Here was his opening to explain, to tell me what the hell was going on.

      “It’s a shame your plans in Montreal didn’t work out,” he said. He’d have been soaked and shivering when a good Samaritan picked him up on the side of the highway, when he rode the commuter train back to Toronto, but on a day like this, in weather like this, that wouldn’t have raised any eyebrows.

      I thought of the hotel booking, of Dev, of all those messages back and forth that I’d felt so clever in concealing.

      I knew he’d understand that it was never really about the sex, that I’d only have contemplated an affair because I felt desperate, because I felt crazy. Even still, I knew it must have hollowed him out when he caught me.

      “I have to go,” I said and I hung up the phone before he could say more. It was time to speak with the detective.

    
  
    
      
        11:15 P.M.

      
      Detective Pete, the old cop from Kingston with the funny mustache, didn’t want to be talking to me any more than I wanted to be talking to him. His tiny police force was processing an endless string of traffic fatalities that night. Drunk drivers, tired drivers, drivers with no snow tires, drivers with no four-wheel drive, drivers who’d never steered a car over icy roads. I could see it in his eyes when I sat across from him, and there was a tingling at the base of my spine. His questions were only a formality. No reason not to have a bit of fun.

      The words poured out of me like a faucet set to run too hard, just as Cyanne and I had planned the story on the train. At first, I tried to focus on Vivien—we were lying to protect Vivien—but then I just started to tell him a story, just the way I would have written it. He was recording me as I spoke but he wasn’t taking any notes, so I could see his eyes, I could watch my fiction work its magic on him.

      And you know what? I’m a great storyteller.

      He had learned all he needed to know to file his report from Cyanne, and we’d planned it all so it was nice and straightforward. No charges to file, no judge to argue in front of. Everyone who had done anything wrong was dead. That was the story we had all agreed to tell.

      I yawned big and loud as I got close to the end and that broke the storytelling spell. He yawned right back at me, the mustache framing his nicotine-stained mouth. And then that was it. He said he thought he had enough.

      We’d been talking for thirty minutes.

      I remembered to ask as we were walking to the cruiser that would take me to the hotel.

      “What about Jeff?” I said. “Have they found him?” Jeff was the only piece of the puzzle I couldn’t make fit. I wanted him to be safe in Montreal with his daughter, but it was hard to see that happening without Jeff outing us as liars. Sure, it was possible Detective Pete wouldn’t even bother questioning him, but I doubted that Brian Pete would be that sloppy and I’d be that lucky.

      The snow had finally stopped and we stood out there by the waiting car, finally able to see the snow as something pretty. Detective Pete shook his head, tapped a cigarette out of his pack, and offered one to me.

      I took it between my index and middle fingers and lit it with a match from the pack in my pocket. I hadn’t had a cigarette since long before Freddie was born. I held the matchbook so he could see the logo from The Riv.

      The first drag was as delicious as sin.

      “No sign of him,” Detective Pete finally said. “And if I’m being honest, I’m not confident we will find him. Doesn’t take long to freeze in a storm like that, and in the dark when you can’t see the tree line, it’s about impossible to maintain any sense of the direction you’re walking in.”

      I nodded, looked sad. Sad as I could with the delectable nicotine flooding me with endorphins. The calm that came over me was all nicotine, I told myself. It didn’t have anything to do with relief that my Jeff problem had been solved.

      “Out of curiosity,” I asked. “What was Jeff’s story? He seemed like a real Paul Bunyan type. You’ll know what I mean when you’ve seen a picture, and all that insisting he go out into the storm to save the day.”

      “You don’t know?” Detective Pete said. He smiled, a real one this time, none of this fake good humor. He liked knowing something I didn’t. “He was a writer, like you.” He searched my face for recognition, but there wasn’t any. In all my guesses, writer would never have occurred to me. “Jeffrey Valentine? Pretty popular, as far as I can tell. Lived, or I should say lives, out in the country, but I’ve seen his books in every airport I’ve ever flown from.”

      Jeffrey Valentine. Jeffrey Valentine? Of course I’d heard of him. His paperback with his name stamped on it in gold foil letters and the silhouette of a gun-toting man running toward some danger on the cover had been right there at the newsstand that morning, next to mine. I stamped out my cigarette in the snow. A couple of drags was enough. I’m not one to overindulge.

      

      ***

      I thought about Jeff the whole ride back to the hotel. About him as the one who could have exposed Vivien’s crime, not to mention how Cyanne and I helped to cover it up. About the story he’d have written about it all, the one he still might write, if he beat the odds and lived. His publisher’s marketing department would have had a field day, spinning the tale of the heroic writer aboard the train. A guaranteed bestseller.

      A tiny bit of a smile started to form when I thought about it. If Detective Pete was right and Jeff wasn’t likely to be found alive, I’d get to keep the story all for myself. I bit my lip to chase the smile away.

      It’s bad manners to gloat over good luck.

    
  
    
      
        Two Days Later

      
      I didn’t go home the next morning. I couldn’t until I got my head straight. There was the storm, that terrible storm, that needed cleaning up. The storm provided good cover. When I woke up in the Kingston hotel, I felt the nauseated anxiety of having to come up with an explanation for why I wasn’t coming home, but in the end, the railway did the explaining for me. The trains weren’t running. They had stranded hundreds of passengers for thirteen hours and there was cleanup, repair to be done to make sure it didn’t happen again. I sent Teddy a text with a link to a news story about the rail closure. Just the link. No accompanying message. With that logistical excuse for my absence, I didn’t have to provide an emotional one.

      I ordered dinner from the nearest restaurant I could find that first night after the police cruiser dropped me off at the Kingston DoubleTree. I had to walk over to Nawabz Indian Sports Bar & Grill well after midnight to pick it up. It wasn’t safe for cars to be on the road, the teenager who took my phone call said.

      At the hotel gift shop, I bought a Kingston, Ontario T-shirt in a men’s extra-large and then spent two nights wearing it, eating old garlic naan and writing.

      “It’s perfect,” Teddy said when I gathered the courage to hear his voice and called the second morning to talk to him and Freddie. I told them both that the trains were running again. “You’ll be home for our anniversary.”

      It was New Year’s Eve.

      I was by the check-in desk of the hotel. I thought if I called and heard Teddy’s voice, I’d know. I’d be able to hear if his plan was to kill Finch or to kill me. I’d be able to hear why he’d needed to kill anyone at all. But I was listening to him and I couldn’t hear it.

      I smiled at the desk clerk—six feet tall, red hair, the acne scars of late adolescence coloring his cheeks—and paid for my room with the voucher I’d received from the railway for my trouble.

      I didn’t rush to make it back to the station. I wasn’t sure I wanted to catch that train, but in the end, I boarded. I needed to see Freddie. And Teddy and me? We needed to work out what came next.

      

      ***

      I asked to be seated in economy for the trip home.

      “I can get you a meal from the business-class car,” the customer-service agent said when I was seated. “I understand you’ve…”

      I didn’t let her finish.

      “I’ll just have some Doritos, please.” I held up my credit card to make it clear there was no question of not paying for my snack.

      The Doritos were the most delicious thing I could remember eating in a long, long time. Doritos are always good, but these were sensational. The cheese dust that stuck to my fingertips, the satisfying crunch of every single bite.

      The seats in economy were smaller than those in business, made of some sort of easy-to-clean fabric instead of leather, but the seat felt incredible against my skin. It wasn’t that every sensation was suddenly great; there was just more of it all. The bathroom in the economy car looked clean, but it smelled like feces covered up by cleaning chemicals, and it was overwhelming how awful it smelled. It was like I had taken ecstasy. It was like my senses were catching up after all those months of feeling nothing.

      I didn’t look out the window when we were passing Cobourg. I tried not to look around at all. The less I thought about my surroundings, the better.

      “They found that man’s body, you know,” the train agent said about Jeff when she cleared my third empty Doritos bag.

      I wish I could say all I felt was grief. I wish I could say I wasn’t relieved that there was no one left who could contradict our lies. I wish I didn’t like the feeling of tying up the last loose end in the story.

      “Awful for his family,” I said, and I meant it. When I thought about Jeff’s daughter, that’s when the real grief came. She’d torture herself forever about not letting the old man play the pauper and ride in economy the way he was used to. I liked the old guy the more I learned about him. Living out in the country, buying cheap train tickets and cheap doughnuts despite his success. I didn’t think he’d mind the ending he got. Freezing to death in a dark field on his way to try and be a hero? I think Jeff would have quite liked that.

      I had twenty-five thousand words written by the time I got home. A third of a novel. It poured out of me like sweat during a fever. I’d have to go back and change the names and all that, but I could feel when I was writing it—this book was going to be a big one. Cyanne would finally get her wish, get an actress who doesn’t do made-for-TV holiday movies to portray her on-screen.

      It’s a good way to sort out your feelings about something, writing it all down. A good way to understand your own motives, not to mention everyone else’s.

      

      ***

      Teddy was waiting with a Laphroaig when I got home. He must have gone out special to get the bottle. I’d always liked the smoky peatiness, but he was a bourbon guy who said the Islay scotches tickled his nose in a way he didn’t like, so we rarely had one of them in the house.

      “He insisted he was going to stay up and wait for you and the New Year’s fireworks, but he was snoring by eight thirty,” Teddy said. He handed me the glass and took my briefcase. I was wearing the spare pair of panties I’d packed for after Dev. I smelled like the stick of deodorant I’d brought with me.

      “I’m going to go up and kiss him good night,” I said.

      

      ***

      The tears started streaming down my cheeks the moment I opened the door to Freddie’s room, the first time I’d cried about anything except cancer in a long time. He was lying there on his bedsheets that were printed with hot-air balloons, smelling like his watermelon shampoo, his little hands curled into fists and stretched over his head like he was celebrating a touchdown.

      “Remember when he was a baby and he used to sleep with his arms like that every night?” I flinched. Teddy was in the doorway behind me, watching me watch Freddie sleep.

      I wiped at the tears before turning around. “I wonder how long they keep sleeping that way,” I said, smoothing Freddie’s hair back off his forehead. “One night it’ll be the last night we ever catch him doing it.”

      There’s nothing more beautiful than a sleeping baby, a sleeping kid. If you get to see that even once in your life—the fluttering eyelashes, the bow-shaped lips, the greedy grasp on a stuffed animal—you see that even once and you’ve really lived. It can be a real trap: once you’ve seen something beautiful, you can get yourself in a spot of always waiting for the next time it’s in your grasp.

      Pretty easy to miss out on the life in front of you with all that waiting.

    
  
    
      
        Midnight

      
      I’d made Teddy listen to the awful story of Genevieve, that poor girl from Montreal, over and over when I was thinking I’d write a book about her. Talking about her was one of the things I did to distract myself from actually having to write about her. I read aloud from news stories and talked about how I might adapt the plot points. I couldn’t quite figure out how I’d work up to and surprise the reader with the final plot twist, that in the end it was Genevieve’s sister who killed the rapist, but I knew I had to put that part in there. After all the buildup, everything I was going to put that poor girl through, she deserved that vindication. She deserved to not have to save herself, to have someone she loved do the saving for her.

      Besides, it was a cute callback to Strangers on a Train, wasn’t it? Having the sister be the killer of a man who’d never wronged her personally?

      You know, I always assumed Teddy was tuning me out when I went on and on about Genevieve and that sister of hers, and I wouldn’t even have been mad if that had been the case. I needed to say it all out loud to make sense of it. It was well beyond what I expected of him, actually listening.

      It wasn’t a perfect crime. If anyone looked too closely there would be cell tower records and questions about Freddie’s pickup and drop-off that day. It had been cleaned up, but only by one of those cheap mops with the spray bottle attached.

      I didn’t mind that Teddy had left holes. That he could get caught made it all the more thrilling.

      

      ***

      I closed Freddie’s bedroom door and then I was alone with my husband.

      “Are you back?” he asked.

      “I’m standing right here,” I said, like I didn’t understand what he was really asking.

      “You know, they still give electroshock therapy to depression patients when every other path of treatment has failed and there’s a risk they’ll become catatonic?” Teddy said.

      He knew I knew that. He knew I’d thought it might be the only way to dig myself out of the hole of despair I was buried in. He was holding his own drink but I took it from him and put both our glasses on the floor in the hall. He held my gaze. He didn’t know how to move forward any more than I did.

      “I think they have to shave your head before they do electroshock therapy,” I said.

      “That won’t do.” He took a lock of my hair between his fingers. “Good thing we found another kind of shock to bring you back to us.” He gave the hair a playful tug.

      I looked in the eyes of the man who had loved me for twenty years and I couldn’t believe I’d ever doubted him, couldn’t believe I’d thought for a second he would hurt me. Teddy hadn’t been trying to kill me. He’d been trying to resuscitate me.

      I had no idea what the moment needed, but I knew what I wanted. I put my hand down the front of his pants. He was already hard.

      We pulled each other’s clothes off without a word and then we tore at each other. I scratched his back; he bit the fleshy part where my neck met my shoulder.

      I didn’t want it to ever stop. I couldn’t believe that for all those months, I’d let it stop.

      I was still going to die. But until then, I was going to fucking live.

    
  
    
      
        Reading Group Guide

      
      
        	What are the small but irritating things you notice about your loved ones? Do you ever mention these things to them, or do you keep quiet?

        	Have you ever reacted poorly to a gift you didn’t like or didn’t want? How do you think you should react when receiving a gift?

        	Does access to the internet enable productivity or procrastination? Could you do your work without the internet?

        	Do you have experience with travel delays, whether on a train, plane, or other means of transportation? If you were stuck like the characters in the novel, how would you cope with the situation?

        	Agatha is constantly trying to figure out her fellow passengers’ backstories, despite how little she actually knows about them. Do you also guess at strangers’ lives as they pass by?

        	Compare Vivien and Agatha as mothers. Do you think they are good mothers? What are their strengths and flaws?

        	Is what Dorcas did right? How would you react in her situation if you were the only authority in the room?

        	Knowing Agatha’s cancer diagnosis, her feelings of apathy, her intention for the train ride that day, and her reactions to the ensuing events, do you sympathize with her? Why or why not?

        	Is it ethical to base a creative project entirely on someone without their consent, as Agatha did with Cyanne?

        	We learn about Jeff’s profession at the end of the novel. Did you suspect this career for him? Why or why not? What other assumptions do we make about people’s professions based on their looks and mannerisms?

        	Did you realize who committed the murder before it was revealed?

        	How has Agatha changed throughout the events of the novel? Is her change for the better?

      

    
  
    
      
        A Conversation with the Author

      
      
        Where did the inspiration for this book come from?

        There were two things happening in my life that served as inspiration for this book. The first was that I’d heard that the children’s writer Kenneth Oppel took a monthly train journey from Toronto to Montreal and back as a self-styled writing retreat and decided to try it myself. Two days before I was scheduled to depart, a massive snowstorm stranded a train on the tracks between Toronto and Montreal for twelve hours. So when I boarded my train a couple of days later, I was already imagining worst-case scenarios.

        I began writing without a plan to include the second inspiration, but around the same time, I was diagnosed with a pretty serious cancer, and the fear and grief and uncertainty of that experience found its way onto the page. I let the character explore my darkest thoughts and live out my worst impulses. Getting to write it all down kept me (relatively) sane during a difficult time.

        In which situations do you feel you write the most productively? When is it more difficult to write?

        Maybe it’s because I have the time constraints of a full-time job and a young child, but I find I’m pretty productive during any time I’ve earmarked for writing, scant as it may be. I really only get an hour per day with a manuscript in front of me and a whole lotta hours per day when I wish that was what I was doing! While I dream of one day writing full time, I worry it would be paralyzing to have all those hours when I’d be expected to be productive. I’d probably eat a lot of snacks, have a very clean house, and write next to nothing if I didn’t have constraints.

        Of the characters trapped in the train car, who is your favorite and why?

        This is a tough question for me! When I’m writing, reading, or watching a film, I don’t need my characters to be likable, I only need them to be interesting, and it can be hard to pick a favorite from an interesting but deeply flawed group. But if I had to choose, I’d say I love me some Dorcas. Like my main character, I find nothing more comforting than a deeply competent woman. Did Dorcas make a pretty major mistake? Sure. But her decisions were grounded in her long history and experience dealing with medium-sized disasters aboard the train. Sometimes you just want to be told what to do, and I’d be happy to let Dorcas boss me around.

        What do you want readers to take away from this book?

        It’s a bit reductive to say carpe diem, but there is something in the idea that it’s easy to be defeated by life, to give in to the external forces that make forward momentum impossible, but you have to exert control where you can. Use all your vacation days, take long lunches, have morning sex, and to whatever extent you can, given the real constraints on your life, just live.

        That, and wear sunscreen.

        What have you read recently that you truly loved?

        Like Rupinder, I love basketball, so I adored Hanif Abdurraqib’s There’s Always This Year. More poets writing book-length reflections on sports, please! I’ve been thinking about Maud Ventura’s My Husband (translated from the French by Emma Ramadan) constantly since I read it. Along with the recent film Anatomy of a Fall, it makes a great pairing with this book. The French really know how to write about marriage! Add to that Jill Ciment’s The Body in Question (not French but from Montreal, so I’ll add her to the pack), all great uses of crime and thriller elements to dig into the dark side of domesticity.
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