The Lost Property Lad

The train was packed when Erin boarded it in London, but she was lucky to get a window seat. The seat beside her was even empty, but across the aisle a young mother was sitting with her child. The coach seated forty-something people, and Erin was sure that every single seat was taken apart from the one beside her. The coach was warm and stuffy, noisy too with all the people and to make things worse, the kid across the aisle started screaming and acting like a nuisance. Erin sighed and got out a book from her handbag. It was "Poetics" by Aristotle, a birthday present from her boyfriend.

Some of the passengers got out when the train reached Watford Junction and even more left in Milton Keynes, the mother and her noisy kid, too. A woman in her fifties took their seat. She had a huge beehive hairdo, bleached no doubt, and way too much make-up. She was eating a hamburger pretty noisily while looking out of the window. Erin buried herself in Aristotle's discussion of mimesis being the defining feature of poetry.

Between Rugby and Coventry an elderly gentleman entered the coach. It was difficult to tell just how old he was, but under his grey cap, his hair was white as snow. He had cheerful, turquoise eyes and a huge overcoat with loads and loads of pockets. He sat down next to Erin. Without any obvious reason he said, "Have you ever wondered what happens to the stuff that people leave on trains?"

Erin looked up from her book, pretty confused, but the man just continued, "People forget stuff, you know. Like a glove."

He pulled out a ladies dark leather glove from one of his pockets.

"Or Little Peter's pacifier."

He pulled out a green pacifier from another pocket.

"Or maybe even the hand blender that you were supposed to return to Aunt Millicent in Manchester with thanks."

Erin didn't believe her eyes when the man pulled out a hand blender from yet another pocket.

"Have you ever wondered where all that stuff goes?" he asked.

"Erh..." To be honest Erin felt pretty confused. She said, "I suppose the train guard finds it and hands it in to the Lost Property Office?"

"Sure, sure, but what about the stuff that isn't found? Where do you think that goes?"

"I'm...I...I have no idea, I'm afraid!"

"The Lost Property Lad takes it!"

"The Lost Property Lad?"

"Yes! Don't you know him?"

Erin couldn't say that she did, so the white-haired man said, "The Lost Property Lad isn't a real lad. In fact he isn't human at all. He's a spirit that roams the trains. One day he's on the train to Edinburgh, the next day on the one to Eastbourne and sometimes he even takes the Eurostar to France and travels on to the rest of the world from there. And everywhere he goes he picks up the stuff that other people have forgotten and that the train guard has overlooked. He keeps what other people leave behind."

The man was quiet for a while, his turquoise eyes almost melancholic. Then he said, "It's a sad story, really. Other people have fond memories from their lives, but the only thing that The Lost Property Lad has to be fond of is other people's stuff and the memories connected to it."

"Really?" Erin asked. She was getting a little curious now. "How come?"

"He's a spirit," the man shrugged. "A cursed spirit. His curse is that his life wasn't worth remembering. He never did anything with it, so he had no fond memories of his own and now he has to make do with others'."

He paused before continuing, "Besides, someone HAS to take care of the stuff that other people forget, otherwise those things would feel awfully lonely!"

The man laughed out loudly. They had reached Coventry.

When the train started moving again, the man said, "Hardly anyone knows what The Lost Property Lad looks like. As he's a spirit, only psychic people are able to see him. What do you think he looks like?"

"I...I don't know."

"Maybe he's a young, thin ghoul of a guy with big hands and dark eyes that lie deep in their sockets. Or maybe he's an old grandfather with a long white beard and a big belly that wobbles up and down when he laughs."

"Yeah...maybe."

"Personally I think that he has white hair and turquoise eyes and a big overcoat with loads and loads of pockets!"

He smiled teasingly at Erin who felt quite ill at ease. The man said, "Don't you think that's how he looks?"

"Well, yeah...maybe."

Erin felt really uncomfortable, so when the train had left Birmingham International, she went to the toilet. She didn't know why she felt so bad. She was nauseous and her stomach was filled with butterflies. She had a headache too. It was totally stupid. There was nothing to be afraid of. The white-haired man in the coach was just a talkative old bloke who liked to tell tall tales. He didn't do any harm, on the contrary, he tried to brighten up a train ride that otherwise could have been long and boring. There really wasn't anything to be nervous about, but still Erin's stomach was doing somersaults.

When Erin got back to her seat, the man was gone. The lady with the beehive and the burger was still there. That is, she'd eaten the burger, but she was still staring out of the window. Erin asked her, "Where did he go?"

"Who?"

"The gent sitting next to me."

"I haven't seen any gent."

"But he was just here. He had white hair and a grey cap and a huge overcoat and..."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"But you must have seen him. He talked about The Lost Property Lad and..."

"Who?"

"And he had all kinds of stuff in his pockets and..."

"Listen, luv," the beehive lady interrupted her. "I've been sitting in this seat since Milton Keynes and I haven't seen any man. You've been on your own all the time. Are you trying to pull my leg or something?"

When Erin got off at Birmingham New Street Station, she realised that she'd left her book in the coach. Even though it was Aristotle's "Poetics", she had appreciated the book because it was a gift from her boyfriend. Erin thought that even if poetry was supposed to imitate life, life sometimes seemed more like fiction that poetry did. She smiled because she knew that the train guard would never find her book.
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