Taken for a Ride







By Pat Mosel 
       What caught my attention was that she had the face of a child and the body of a slender young woman. An off-white dress, with black trims, was stretched taught over her stomach and hugged her rounded breasts; her legs, in black tights were crossed and pulled towards her like a barricade against nosy people like me. She was on her mobile.
     “Aye, I’m on the train. Naw, I willnae be late. Aye, I’ve got them. Here in my handbag.”

     I noticed that with her free hand she was clutching a shabby black handbag as if its contents needed to be protected. This aroused my curiosity but more compelling was the nature of her heart-shaped face. The childlike quality of it began with the chin. It turned neatly forward, slanting towards her cherubic lips that had on them a fresh application of pink lipstick. Her eyes were wide with the wonder most often seen in a child. What made her look even more vulnerable was that on a cold winter’s day she had no coat, just a thin, black cardigan.
     At one of the stops on this Gourock to Glasgow line a father and son entered the carriage. They were both wearing baseball caps. They mirrored each other in the way they sat, slouched down on their seats. The father’s face was lined, his eyes darting as if he were afraid to be caught staring at other passengers. His lips were pursed. Was he irritated by his son who was chatting and laughing, careless of people listening?
    I imagined they lived in a terraced house in one of the curving, hillside streets I had seen through the window. Beyond the houses was what my map had told me was the Firth of Clyde.  On the other side of the water were snow-covered hills. How high were they and what were their names? I would look at the map again when I could spread it out on my kitchen table. I was going back home, via Glasgow and Edinburgh, to the Scottish Borders after visiting friends in Gourock. 
     “You think she’ll gie it me?” the boy asked, sliding further back in his seat.

     The father just gave a half smile.

     I presumed the boy was referring to his mother. But what could she be going to give him? A football, a watch, a computer? I soon realized that the ‘it’ was going to remain a mystery to me. And ‘she’ might not be his mother after all. This person could be his girlfriend, an auntie, a teacher. Clearly, the boy’s mind was on possessions because he went on, “I cud dae wae some new trainers, Dad.” 
     There was a rumble in the area of the father’s throat. I willed him to say something but it didn’t work. I looked away.
     Sitting next to the cherubic young woman was someone in her forties. She looked as if she worked in retail. Perhaps a clothes shop? Everything about her was contained. The belt of her light coat was squeezed into her waist, the lapels drawn towards her chin. Her short hairstyle was controlled by hairspray, her gold-rimmed spectacles seemed to be 
used as defences against the world she was seeing. She drew an assortment of paper carrier-bags to her side. They were open-topped but it was still impossible to see what was in them. At least, all I could see was a layer of aquamarine tissue paper in one of them. The only time she opened up to this world of the train was when she sneezed. She did this at intervals and then looked annoyed, as if she had been jerked involuntarily beyond her well-defined boundaries. 

     The train lurched to a halt, the father and son got off and their places were taken by two giggling young girls in jeans and pink tops. They slid onto their seats as the train started to move. They were carrying what looked like graffiti-covered school bags. These two girls were totally transparent and very loud. They were chewing gum and laughed a lot. I wasn’t very impressed. And, the language!
     “And I says, what the fuck. And she says she really fancies him.”

     “He dinnae fucking fancy her.”

     “I says she should tell him.”

     “Oh, she dinnae want to dae that.”

     “Why no?”

     “He dinnae want to know a slut like that.”

     “She isnae.” There was a pause. “I know what is the matter wae ye.”

     “Naw, ye dinnae.”

     “Ye fancy him.”

     “I’m no saying.” They giggled. They appeared to have finished that piece of conversation and soon began on another.

     “Dae ye think these jeans is too tight?” asked the larger one of the two.

     “Shows your bum.”

     “I’m no kidding. I could hardly get into them. Hardly dae the fucking zip up. I thought I wis gonnie pinch my skin. Honest.”

     “Then go on diet.” The smaller one was inspecting the larger one’s jeans, a serious look on her face.

     “I dinnae want to get ana….. What’s the word?” asked the larger one whose jeans were too tight.
     “Anorexic. That’s what you mean. Ye is nae anorexic. Youse like chips too much. And chocolate.”

     “Oohh, chocolate.”

     They chewed their gum dramatically. When the time came for them to get off the train they hadn’t stopped talking about this, that and the other. I was glad to see them go. The four letter words really got to me.
     I had a partial view through the carriage, across the doorway. There I watched an old man and, in a seat across the aisle from him, the back view of a youngish man, barricaded 
in by a buggy meant for his toddler daughter. She was standing on the seat with her head resting on the back of it, looking down the length of the carriage with sleepy eyes, lulled by the onward movement of the train. The old man had found a role for himself. On the handles of the buggy hung several shopping  bags that seemed quite heavy and when the toddler wasn’t in it their weight tipped it over. That is, if the old man or the father didn’t catch it in time. The young father made no attempt to solve this problem. He could, for instance, have slipped the bags off the buggy. However, for all I knew he might have his foot on the buggy’s foot rest. My view of him was restricted. I saw his face only when he 
turned around to find out what his daughter was gazing at. It was a handsome face, kind, and he had newly-combed, straight, black hair. His wife or partner must have had curly hair because the child’s hair ran amok with curls, falling down to her tiny shoulders and even further, down the back of her coat.

     Now the old man was looking down the aisle towards me. He had thick grey hair and even thicker glasses. I could see, even at a distance that his eyes were magnified. Also, he was having trouble with his teeth. They were too perfect to be his own and they jutted out from his mouth so that he gave the impression of constant grinning.
     That unbalanced buggy fascinated me. Would it truly fall onto the floor of the carriage? I was so busy willing it to stay upright that I had not noticed the sales assistant get up and go, had not seen her replacement in that seat board the train or heard the doors 
close behind her. Now, as the train speeded up, I became aware of her arrival She was a young woman, thin, mousy, who hardly seemed to have the strength to carry the fat book she had in her hands, a finger between the pages, keeping her place. Then she began to read. I tried to make out the name of her book but she held a hand over the cover. I could tell, however, that she was near the end of her read and she had the intensity of someone treasuring the climax of days of being in the alternative world of story.

     I glanced out the window and saw that we still had a view of hills and water. I enjoyed that for a while then took my own book out of my bag and opened the page I had marked with a postcard from my son who had just been to Italy. I held the book at a downward angle because I was ashamed of reading it. It was about a foul and immoral murderer who had already finished off his first victim, a young girl, and the dust jacket told me he 

would kill and kill again. The only reason I had bought it was because one of my friends, I can’t remember who, in the dim and distant past, had recommended it. Now, it seemed that everyone was aware that I was reading about the mind of a murderer. I felt like a ghoul and wished I had brown paper to mask the tell-tale cover. When I thought about it afterwards I realised that not everyone on the train was as inquisitive as I was. They probably couldn’t have cared less about my reading habits.
     My concentration was poor anyway but was finally ruptured when we stopped at the next station and somebody sat down heavily opposite me. What made me look up was that this someone was audibly gasping for air. In front of me was a heavily-built woman in her thirties with greasy hair, wearing a light blue anorak zipped right up to her chin. The garment moved up and down as her chest heaved. And she was producing agonized sobs, in between gasping. Tears were rolling down her cheeks. She drew out a tissue from her pocket and as she dabbed her face I saw that the whole of the underside of one sleeve of her anorak was streaked with red. It could only have been blood. Still the heaving and the troubled sobs went on.
     Everyone else, and the carriage itself, faded from my view as this one woman demanded my attention. I suppose that by now I was openly staring.
     “Are you hurt?” I asked, breaking the code of train travel that said strangers should not talk to each other and, especially, should not ask probing questions. She gave me a dazed look. In between heaving now she was shaking. Shaking, shivering, heaving, sobbing. 
     “Are you all right?” I asked which was a stupid question because she was obviously not all right. The girl with the long book was determinedly reading on. I exchanged a look with a plump woman who had settled across the aisle. Her eyes told me to steer clear of becoming involved but I could not ignore someone in such obvious distress.
     Just then the ticket inspector came and asked to see the sobbing woman’s ticket. He acted as if she were just another passenger, not a woman overcome by anguish and, possibly, fear. For the first time, the woman spoke, using jerky sounds, as if each word 
would cause her to break down altogether.
     “Where … train … goin?”

     “Last stop Glasgow,” said the ticket inspector. He seemed to think it nothing unusual that she didn’t know where she was going.

     With shaky hands, the woman felt in the pockets of her anorak. She painstakingly pulled out a tissue, a bit of paper that looked like an old receipt, a cigarette packet. She managed to say, “Someone has stolen my purse.” Then she took in such a deep breath that, on the exhalation, it triggered off another moaning sob.

     “I’ll pay,” I said, pulling out my purse and handing the inspector a ten pound note. She stopped sobbing for a moment. She didn’t say thank you but stuffed the paper and cigarettes back into her pockets, tugging at her sleeve. “She’s trying to hide the blood stains,” I thought. Then she began to look out of the window and soon she was sobbing and gasping  again. Whatever it was that had happened to her was too big to forget in a hurry.
     The ticket inspector took the money I proffered and gave me the change. He started to give the ticket to the woman and then changed his mind and gave it to me instead. I had no use for it but put it in my coat pocket and watched him as he moved down the train. 

“Tickets please.” He had more than given the impression that this was just a job. No human emotions were worthy of his attention. He had, no doubt, seen it all.

     For the rest of the journey the woman stared out of the carriage window. Her breathing was calmer now but the tears were still coming. I pretended to read my book but watched her out of the corner of my eye. She hadn’t known where the train was going. She must have been running away from something in such a frenzy that she had jumped onto the first train she saw about to leave the station. The print of my book was a blur. My mind was occupied with wondering what it was she was running away from when the train arrived at Glasgow Central Station. She went to stand at the door, waiting in agitation for it to open. I gathered together my belongings and joined the queue to alight.

     As I had observed her head moving along with the stream of passengers, I thought I’d seen the last of her but, looking up from minding my bag, I saw her turn and start edging back against the flow. When I reached her she was more or less standing in one place and was dithering, a glazed look in her eyes. She clearly did not know where she was or where she was meant to be. On impulse, I went up to her and put an arm around her broad shoulders. “This way. Come on, I’ll buy you a cup of coffee.”

     The next phase of my journey was to get a taxi to Queen Street Station from where I would get a train to Edinburgh, then a bus to the Borders. But I had plenty of time. It was my way to leave time between journeys to cater for the unexpected such as not being able 
to find a taxi or needing to go to the loo and, of course, it was possible that a train could be delayed. This one had been on time and I had an hour and a half before the next. “Let’s go,” I said guiding her with my arm. She came with me passively, still saying nothing. I remember thinking that her will must have been battered by whatever it was that had happened to her. I was to learn that this was only temporary.
     We went to the nearest café and I sat her down in a corner, asking her what she would like to drink.

     “Chocolate,” was all she said. 

     I went to the counter and bought two hot chocolate drinks and some cake. When I turned towards the table I half expected her to be gone but she was still there, blowing her nose, accidentally exposing the blood on her sleeve. The café was full but I assumed people were too wrapped up in their conversations to notice any distraught individual. I remember sitting down and thinking that I would now hear the full story. Tentatively, I began trying to get her to open up as she slurped her hot chocolate and shovelled the cake into her mouth. “What is your name?” I asked.

     She looked at me suspiciously and answered, “Janice. That’s aw I’m telling ye.”
     “You seem very upset, Janice. Would it help if you told me what’s wrong?”

     “Whits it to ye?” She almost began to cry again but a natural aggression was beginning to surface. Not for the first time, I thought what a muscular woman she was 
and how I wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of her. But I was safe, there in that busy café and Janice’s defences were down for the time being. 

     After a silence, she said, “It wis a dug.”

     In surprise, I replied, “What was a dog?”

     “It wis a dug did this.” She indicated her sleeve.

     “Did it bite you? Are you hurt? If you are, you should see a doctor. The police should speak to the owner.”

     “No polis.”

     “Did the dog bite you?” I repeated.

     “Ye dinnae understand. It bit my man. That’s how come… this…” She pointed to her sleeve. She was nearly finished her hot chocolate while I was just beginning to drink mine. She continued, “It’s nae any of your business.”

     “Janice, you were wandering around, not knowing where you were going, with no money …”

     “Anyway, whit’s your name?” She was starting to speak more coherently now.
     “Penny. Penny Hain.” I thought it only fair to share some information with her but I was the one with more questions. “What’s happened to your man?”

      Instead of replying, she started heaving and sobbing once more. I became patient again, trying to draw my own conclusions, thinking that must be her partner’s blood on her sleeve. A man from the next table asked if she was all right. I would have said, “Of course she’s not all right. What do you think?” Instead, I gave a little, sympathetic smile and the man stopped taking any notice.

     That bout of sobbing didn’t last long and to my surprise Janice was putting one large hand onto one of mine. I really did expect that she would start to thank me. Instead, she said, “You willnae tell a soul?”

     “About the dog?”

     “Aye.” She kept her hand on mine and she said, looking me straight in the eyes, “Can ye lend me some cash? I’ve got tae get back.” Her eyes had lost that glazed look. Now, they were canny. I suddenly felt repulsed. She was a coarse, hard woman who only wanted money from me and I had begun to suspect that she was lying about everything. 
     I pulled my hand out from under hers and she retreated to the back of her seat. The movement finally dislodged something that must have been already falling from her trouser pocket. It fell with a clunk on the tiled floor. She hastily bent to retrieve it but she was too late to prevent me seeing that it was a knife, a small kitchen knife, and bloodstained. She stuffed it back in her pocket and continued as if nothing had happened. “If ye gie me your address, I’ll post the money back to youse.”

     The thought of giving my address to a woman carrying a lethal weapon sent warning bells ringing through my head. I reached into my bag for my purse. “I won’t lend you some money but I will give you some. Will twenty pounds do? I’ve got to keep some for myself, for the journey.”

     “It’s good,” she said, taking the note I handed her and stuffing it into her anorak pocket. With that, she got up, standing above me menacingly. Then she thrust her way between tables and walked out of the café. She wasn’t heading for a train but for the 
station exit and the city. Soon she was out of sight. Janice, if that really was her name, had gone.
     I continued my journey, resolving to curb my curiosity.
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