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The Grind 

By Paul Somerville 

 

I am always surprised at the habits that have slowly crept into my 

daily routine, the slog, the grind of working in London. Up at six, help 

Carly with the kids in the morning; breakfast, water bottles, making 

their snacks for school. The drive to the station, parking in one of a 

few of the same parking spaces that I find each morning. The same 

people at the same station, standing in the same places on the same 

platform, same suits, same expressions, blank eyes, unsmiling.  

Today is typical, the early morning grey skies lit by the soft glow 

of the ambient lights on the station platform. The train rolls in, late 

as usual. I sigh with the impeding dinging of the door alarms as they 

slide open and the hordes of commuters shuffle onboard like an 

army of ants, jostling for their usual seats – the prime spots being the 

double window seats of course. I am lucky today, my spot is empty; 

throwing my bag onto the overhead shelves, I grab my phone, kindle, 

glasses and sit down, praying that the empty seat next to me is not 

taken by anyone larger than a stick insect. I once had a rather portly 

guy asking me if I could shift to my right, really? You do know I am 

sat next to the window? Was my rather uncompromising retort. He 

didn’t laugh, just grumbled and shuffled around constantly next to 

me, tutting and sighing for the whole journey. 
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Sometimes I like the train into London, okay, so it’s busy, well, 

overcrowded – I am lucky enough to get on where I do; come 

Woking it’s standing room only – I can read, catch up on a box set on 

my phone, albeit uncomfortably wedged into a corner, sat at angle 

that aggravates my ongoing back problems. 

I glance around at my fellow commuters, mostly the same 

people every day; the woman sitting diagonally across, her dark hair 

still wet and dripping onto a red blouse, applying her make-up – as 

she does each morning. The couple next to her, chatting away, 

giggling into each other – they usually make my evening train back 

too, but go separate ways on their return. I always wonder, are they 

old friends, or is this an illicit affair? Then of course the guy who – 

every morning without fail, whilst we stand in the same part of the 

platform, and as the train meanders and slows to a halt – suddenly 

springs into action follows the doors he has he eye on, pushing past 

everyone queuing to get onto to his chosen carriage first and grab his 

seat…just rude! 

Everyone is in position, the doors close and the train lurches 

forward, accelerating onto the next station. My kindle now in hand I 

try and escape from it all, shutting out the day ahead; I haven’t been 

sleeping well with the stress; let’s just say the senior consulting role I 

started two years ago is not quite what I envisaged. Months of late 

nights, reworking of reports and deliverables, hard conversations 

with Directors and Senior Partners on performance. The recent 

holiday in the Algarve now a distant memory I can feel the tension 

rise and my stomach churning the closer I edge to Waterloo station.  

It’s difficult, balancing the commute, the job, the family – my son 

keeps asking if I can make his football this Thursday, I haven’t been 

for well over a month now. I missed my daughter representing the 
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school in the Athletics team, she ran in the 400 metres relay – Carly 

took photos for me. I rarely make the kids bedtime – only getting to 

read to them on the weekend now, and I never sit down for a family 

meal during the week. Simple pleasures that you can take for 

granted but ones that I yearn for.  

I get a text – it’s Carly, letting me know she’s has narrowed down 

next years’ holiday to one of two Villa’s in Florida. I haven’t found the 

time, nor plucked up the courage to let her know how things are at 

work. She knows I am stressed, she accepts my commitment to get it 

done, to see through the difficult time. But it’s more than that – the 

business is struggling, not meeting its targets, morale is through the 

floor – the atmosphere in the office is toxic, I have never worked 

anywhere like it. Rumours of cuts and job losses fly around like 

confetti.  

My phone pings again, breaking my thoughts – an email this 

time, a meeting invite with HR and a Partner; this does not feel good 

– the trepidation rises, my heart beats hard. I try to read my kindle 

again, to take my mind of it but I can’t now the uneasiness has taken 

hold. I text a friend from the team, but he knows nothing. 

 

I arrive in the office after enduring the usual queue of human traffic 

at Waterloo, that stretches down two flights of escalators and down 

to the Platform on the Jubilee Line, jostling for position. I finally get 

onto the train, and try, but fail to avoid my nose getting too close to 

the armpit of the person stood next to me as he holds onto the rail 

above. The Jubilee line is a soulless trip full of people with dour looks 

on grey faces; avoiding each other’s eyes, heads stuck in books, 

phones or a report they have left to read at the last minute.  
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In the office others are also just arriving, setting up their laptops 

and desk space for the day, some idle chat and good mornings to 

each other. I am usually bright and friendly, but not today. One 

member of the team, Howard, approaches – Hey Mark, did you get 

an invite for a Partner and HR meeting today? –  I reply that I did – 

What do think it is, are we getting sacked? Shrugging my shoulders, I 

state I don’t know, but it doesn’t feel good. We go off for a coffee 

and chat, both concerned, discussing theories on what is could be 

happening, the state of the business. Howard has just bought a new 

home with his girlfriend in North London – large mortgage – I can see 

the anxiety building around he eyes; he always was a worrier, but 

now it appears he may have a reason to. 

Within the hour I am in my first meeting, my mind in turmoil, 

disengaged, I cannot concentrate, but I get through the meeting, I 

even contribute. However, there is an undercurrent of tension in the 

room like a clogging, cloying mist. The meeting is strained and I note 

it is telling on what is not said in the room, rather than what is.  

I escape and sit back at my desk, unable to focus on emails, not 

speaking, head down. I keep running through the situation – how did 

this happen? A year ago, I received a commendation from a Global 

Partner, now here I am potentially losing my job! How do I tell Carly? 

What about the holiday in Florida?  

Word is out and gossip is rife, I get asked if I am one of the few 

who got the invite – yes, I reply – the rumours suggest there are ten 

of us; even Jo who is on maternity leave. I need to move away from 

them all, I like them, but I don’t care about the others, I am just 

thinking of myself - why me? Why not Lawrence or Maeve?  

I decide that I need to speak with Carly – she’s always a voice of 

reason. But what if I am wrong? What if it’s good news; no, it can’t 
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be – wishful thinking Mark, I scold myself. I find a quiet spot, take a 

deep breath and resolve to call her before the dreaded HR meeting. I 

explain the situation, what has been happening – she is cool about it, 

calm and understanding with an undercurrent of anger about how I 

have been treated lately in the business. I had a cancer scare earlier 

in the year during a tough project. I had little to no support from any 

of the seniors around. It was all about the delivery – why haven’t you 

done this? The report is late, what do you mean you need to leave 

early – we have a customer meeting at four? As always, Carly is 

supportive and says the right things, giving me more perspective, but 

the discomfort and unease remains. 

 

The morning passes, several coffees later with Howard my HR 

meeting starts, it’s just before midday, I am apprehensive. Ken, one 

of the Partners comes in too. Ken is a nice guy, late 50’s – you can 

see he feels uncomfortable, he doesn’t look me in the eye, but hands 

me a letter and explains the situation. I will be compensated, it’s all 

the restructuring, we need to make cuts, the business is not meeting 

its targets…the usual story. It feels otherworldly; redundancy 

happens to others, not me. All I am thinking is, holidays, school trips, 

mortgages – Carly only works part time – what if I don’t get another 

job? I ask Ken why me? What did I do wrong? I don’t meet the 

criteria apparently – what criteria? It is all rubbish of course, there is 

no criteria, I just get a nonsensical answer that doesn’t stack up. I 

challenge the process, the reasons – he sighs heavily, but agrees with 

me – it doesn’t change anything though he says I have to resign 

myself, I am leaving, and that’s that. 

We go through the formal proceedings, shake hands, smile. I tell 

Ken I am okay, I understand, not to fret about me, I’ll be fine. Thirty 
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minutes later I am packed up and heading back on the Jubilee Line 

towards Waterloo. The contrast at traveling at rush hour compared 

with lunchtime is startling – I have a seat and share the carriage with 

two other people sitting opposite each other; deep in thought, numb 

and shocked I try to piece it all together. 

 

I get to Waterloo, the next train home leaves in just over ten 

minutes, they run every thirty. I can wait, I am in no rush. I make my 

way to the bar at the top corner of the upper concourse and order a 

pint, sitting myself down at one of the tall tables on the edge at the 

side overlooking the whole station.  

I text Carly and tell her I am on my way back, let her know I am 

good, and that we’ll chat when I get home. The station is less 

congested – I sip my drink and stare down at everyone going about 

their daily business, criss-crossing paths oblivious to the closeness of 

human lives around them. I won’t miss this, the coldness of 

commuting and working in the City, the daily slog twice a day. 

But then it dawns on me; this isn’t me, it’s not the end, but an 

opportunity – an opportunity to do something I want to do, to spend 

time with my family, take the kids to school, to get those jobs done 

around the house that I keep putting off, to take my son to football, 

my daughter to her riding lessons. I can have dinner with the family, 

take a cooking course, ride my bike, get fit. We don’t need to holiday 

in Florida – I just need to spend time with the family. I can do 

whatever I want. I feel a sense of release, the anxiety I have felt for 

months slowly evaporates. I form a plan, finish my drink and head for 

the platform – smiling. 
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At home Carly greets me with a hug and a glass of wine – the kids 

come home from school, I sit down and help with their homework, 

we have dinner, we laugh and tell stories at the table. I hear what 

they got up to at school today and then we watch TV together. 

Home, family, this is what’s important. I read to both the kids at 

bedtime and sleep well for the first time in an age; the grind is over 

and life awaits. 
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