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Chapter One





‘Cut you in half, it will!’ shouted the bloke.


He was talking about the wind coming in from the river.


He called to me again: ‘Step over here, lad,’ and I walked into the lee of the five great blast furnaces. They were as big as railway tunnels set on end, and joined by gantries at the top along which ironstone tubs ran. In between stood banks of coke, which made the sound of the wind different on this side, but just as loud. Men worked at the hearths set into the bottom of the furnaces – on this freezing day, men without shirts.


‘I’m looking for a bloke!’ I shouted to the bloke. He grinned and looked up; there came a fast upwards roaring, and the sky above the furnaces turned red. The redness held – like a man-made sunset – and when I looked down again, the bloke was closer to me.


‘Name?’ he shouted.


I couldn’t bring to mind the name of my quarry, although it was set down on the arrest warrant in my pocket, and I carried a photograph of the bloke there too. I knew him as ‘Number Nine’; and I knew his place of work.


‘Hudson Ironworks!’ I bawled at the bloke, and he pointed with his right hand, an action that came easily to him, for he had only one finger attached there. He began to smile, letting me see he had no teeth either. Eighty feet above our heads, I could feel the heat descending, and the wind rising again. I looked at that lonely finger, and the bloke shook it, as if to unfasten my gaze, and get it fixed where it ought to have been: upon the roaring Ironopolis of Middlesbrough.


I began crossing the railway lines half-buried in hot cinders, making towards the centre of this city of blast furnaces. Strange trains criss-crossed in front of me, like black curtains being drawn and redrawn, all towed by short tank engines that looked as though they’d been run hard into a wall and made taller than they were long by the smash.


Some of the lines were operated by the company that employed me – the North Eastern Railway Company, I mean – and some were not. Over towards the black River Tees, I watched a line of small hopper wagons move forward, and then it was taken up, a little mineral train rising through the sky towards the top of a line of furnaces, brought by the turning of the endless iron rope. The inclined line was mounted on steel struts, and they were shaking in the wind, but the little train kept on. The tops of the blast furnaces were fifty feet high, and the track was – what? one in fifteen for five hundred yards? Men waited for it on the high gantry.


And then I saw giant Hs painted on a row of three. That would have to be Hudson’s furnaces. I moved across the ashfield with my coat wrapped round me blanket-wise. I had entered the iron district directly from the Whitby train, without having fastened the buttons, and now my hands were too cold to do them up. I was in want of a decent pair of leather gloves.


As I made towards the Hs, I opened my coat to reach in for my pocket book, and the wind came at me. That’s pneumonia right there in that single stab, I thought. I fished out the arrest warrant, and my warrant card. The arrest warrant was inside an envelope, and my hands wouldn’t work to open it. I thought again of the bloke’s name, but no, it wouldn’t come.


I was supposed to lay my hands on Number Nine – orders from Detective Sergeant Shillito, the bastard who breathed beer fumes at me all day long across the floor of the Railway Police office in the station at York. Number Nine was evidently inclined to rowdiness, and Shillito had promised there’d be a Middlesbrough constable to help with the arrest. But no man could be spared, as Shillito had told me with satisfaction just before I’d set off.


Number Nine was a centre forward; turned out for Middlesbrough Vulcan Athletic (Vulcan being the name of the road that skirted the west side of the iron district). At a game played at York on Saturday last he’d crowned Shillito in a football rush. As well as being my governor, Shillito was captain of Holgate United. But I wasn’t being sent after Number Nine on account of that first assault. No, I was to arrest him because he’d then laid out the Holgate United goalie during an argument over a penalty kick. The goalie was called Crowder, and his skull had been split. He was at death’s door in the York Infirmary, if Shillito was to be believed.


I walked on with head down, thinking again that the affair was not, rightly speaking, a railway police matter at all. Yes, Holgate was the railway ground, but neither of the teams had been Company teams. It was Shillito’s personal war that I’d been sent to fight.


I was now directly before the Hudson furnaces. Red molten iron was flowing away from their bases, just as if they were bleeding. Men wearing undershirts or no shirts at all attended the streams with long steel poles as they flowed away into a great building near by.


I began trying to work my hands. I took the warrant from its envelope. Clegg – that was the footballer’s name: Donald Clegg. Nickname ‘Cruncher’. I felt in my pocket for the photograph Shillito had given me. Middlesbrough Vulcan Athletic played in a strip that made them look like a pack of playing cards: shirts dark-coloured on one side, light on the other, and a crest over the heart. Clegg, the biggest of the lot, stood in the centre of the back row.


‘You there!’ one of the blokes was calling to me from the bank.


I looked up.


‘Step away!’ he shouted.


‘I’m looking for Clegg!’ I called up, but he didn’t hear. I held up the photograph and my warrants.


The bloke was striding down the bank now, stepping over the flowing iron channels as he came crosswise towards me.


‘Put your boot in one of these and you’ll know about it,’ he said when he was level with me. He wore a coat over his bare chest, as if he couldn’t decide whether it was hot or cold: and the queer thing was that, this close to the furnaces, it was both.


‘I’m looking for Clegg,’ I said, showing him the photograph.


‘Works here; turns out for this lot Saturday afternoons. There’s been a complaint of assault made against him…’


‘Clegg’s a bloody good player; marvellous at dribbling.’


‘What?’ I said.


‘Dribbling. He’s brilliant at it.’


I just looked at the bloke; I did not follow football.


‘I know Clegg,’ the bloke continued. ‘He’s a good lad.’


‘Well, there’s a man lying half-dead in the York Infirmary.’


‘Shamming, I expect,’ said the bloke.


‘Twenty bloody stitches,’ I said, ‘and you call that shamming.’


‘An artist, is young Clegg,’ said the bloke. ‘An artist and a poet.’


‘“Cruncher” Clegg, I believe they call him,’ I said.


The bloke kept silence.


‘Where does he work, mate?’ I asked, and the bloke craned his head up towards the over-world at the top of the furnaces, where tiny men moved silently along gantries amid the snow. What was put into blast furnaces to make iron? I tried to think. Ironstone, coke and… something else. Limestone.


I joined the bloke in looking again at the high gantries. Had this been Shillito’s programme all along? To get me sent up there? But the bloke tipped his head down again, his gaze now roving between the roaring sheds behind us.


‘You’ll find him over yonder,’ he said.


I nodded thanks and turned on my heel.


In the heart of the shed, four men were pacing about in front of a strange and mighty vessel. It looked like a forty-foot-high brick head that pivoted on its own ears, these being formed of two mighty steel wheels held in place by giant iron stays. As I approached, the head tipped upwards, as if to say, ‘Who is this come to visit?’ And the men stepped back from it.


A bloke came at me from the darkness. ‘Look out, mister,’ he said, indicating behind. I turned around and a huge ladle of molten iron was rattling towards me, suspended from a moving crane. I tore my eyes away directly, for the sight burnt them. I stood aside as the ladle passed. It was like a piece of the sun put into a bucket, and it was approaching the great swivelling head, which was turning   again, ready to receive its drink of hot iron. This was steelmaking.


The roof had been cut away above the thing’s head, and some snowflakes that fell through the gap escaped melting, and swirled towards the watching blokes. I fixed my eye on a particular one of the four: the tallest. His right hand was bandaged. He was Clegg, I was sure of it, but the only light I had to go on was that from the iron in the ladle, which had now stopped short of the blokes. It swung in the cold wind that came through the open roof, making weird shadows.


I turned to the bloke who’d warned me of its coming.


‘Is that fellow Clegg?’ I said, pointing to the one I’d been eyeing.


The man’s glance travelled from my warrant card to the four blokes. He said nothing, but I could tell I’d hit the mark. I stepped over towards the blokes and the head somersaulted so rapidly that I thought it might leave its moorings. At that moment, the one behind called:


‘Look out, Don – he’s a copper!’


I turned about to see the man sprinting to the mouth of the shed. I started after him, running hard over the hot cinders. At the shed mouth, the bloke turned left. I did the same, and one of the red iron streams was right before me. I leapt it and, in the middle of the air, saw another just where I was about to land. I tried to make my leap into a dive, and cleared the second stream with inches to spare. I rolled away from it and lay still for a moment, feeling its warmth all along my left side. I stood up and looked across the territory of Ironopolis. The men who worked in it were made tiny by the size of the blast furnaces; and Clegg could have been any one of the hundreds of tiny blokes in view. I stood up, and tried to brush the red dust off me. One false move in this bloody place, and you were done for. I had no chance of running in an ironworker in the ironmen’s own stronghold. If Shillito wanted the job done, he could bloody well ride the train north and do it himself.


I walked back towards the bloke who’d warned Clegg.


‘What’s your game?’ I asked him.


‘You could have been anyone, walking to him. He’d have jumped out of his skin if he’d turned round to see you – and that’s not safe in a spot like this.’


He looked me up and down


‘… big fellow like you.’


I was half his size, and getting on for a quarter of his thickness.


‘It’s obstructing a police officer, that’s what.’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Look, I’m telling you. Don’t make an argument of it or I’ll run you in as well.’


‘As well as what?’ he said, and a slow grin spread across his blackened face.


Mastering myself for the cold, I headed back towards the mouth of the mill, where snowflakes were swooping about in confusion. I picked my way back through the towers and smoking ore rivers of the iron district, presently hitting Vulcan Road where once again things were human-sized: snow floating down on motor cars, carts and traps; people pushing on grimly, heads down. This was the town that iron had made. I saw a woman at some factory gates over opposite. She was all folded in on herself, quite motionless under accumulating snow. She looked like Lot’s wife, and I thought: this party is frozen solid, I must do something – but as I approached, she lifted up her head and smiled, as though it was quite a lark to be snow-coated.



















Chapter Two





In the middle of town, Queen’s Square was a white ploughed field, the ruts made by the cartwheels stretching away towards the railway station, where I saw the wife waiting in her woollen cape and best winter hat. She held her basket with one hand, and young Harry’s hand with the other. She’d come up to Middlesbrough with me, and she’d told me she would be at the station for the mid- afternoon York train, should I be able to finish my business with Clegg earlier than expected. (The plan had been for me to take him into the Middlesbrough Railway Police office, for questioning and possible charge.)


‘It’s snowing, our dad!’ young Harry bawled out, as soon as he saw me.


Lydia stooped down and said something to the boy – ‘our dad’ being a vulgar expression he was forever being told not to use. I looked again at the wife’s hat, and I was glad to see that it was the same one as she’d been wearing that morning. She’d come up to Middlesbrough because she’d fancied a look at the new millinery department in the town Co-operative Store, and I’d been fretting that she might have gone on a bit of a spree.


‘You’ve got a bit frozen, Jim,’ she said, when I walked up.


Harry asked, ‘Where’s tha bin, dad?’ and Lydia corrected the boy: ‘Where have you been, father?’ She was a kind of echo to Harry, who generally paid her no mind at all.


‘I’ve been to see a man about a dog,’ I said.


It was something when your business was unmentionable to your own son.


‘We had spice cake,’ Harry said.


‘As if your father couldn’t guess,’ said the wife, leaning down to brush a scattering of crumbs off Harry’s coat.


‘And was it nice?’


‘It was expensive,’ he said.


The wife laughed, looking for my reaction as she did so. The topic of money had been a delicate one between us of late.


‘And what else did your mother tell you?’


‘Eh?’


‘To keep your muffler up to your chin.’


I tried to make from his muffler and coat a seal against the snow. Then we turned and made towards the station, which was a curious mix-up: made of about four churches by the looks of it, with one great hump in the middle. Steam and smoke leaked out from the seams and rose upwards.


‘You didn’t lay hands on the man then?’ said the wife.


‘He scarpered.’


She sighed.


‘He’s a footballer, isn’t he?’


‘Aye,’ I said, ‘amateur.’


‘And you know which team he plays for?’


‘We do.’


‘It’s pretty easy to track down football teams, you know. They’re generally to be found on football pitches.’


‘His lot dodge about a fair bit.’


‘Give over. It’s all league and cup, league and cup.’


‘There’s friendlies as well,’ I said. ‘That’s where he split the goalie’s skull – in a friendly.’


‘It’s a queer town, is this,’ said the wife as we walked on towards the station. ‘There’s red dust everywhere… especially on you.’


She lifted her hand up towards my bowler hat.


‘It’s iron,’ I said. ‘The air’s full of iron. Puts most of the populace into an early grave.’


‘I like it!’ said Harry from behind.


‘Get in!’ Lydia called, stamping her boot, and holding open the booking office door. But Harry had stopped in the snow for a good cough.


‘Connection’s gone,’ Lydia said, shaking her head. That was her expression for when Harry was off into his own world, which was a good deal of the time. She walked out into the snow again, and fairly dragged him in through the station door, where the air was a little warmer from the unseen engines waiting. He was a funny, forward little lad, our Harry, but a very good speaker, considering he was just two months short of his fourth birthday.


Lydia took from her basket the cough cure and spoon she’d carried with her to Middlesbrough, and fed it to the boy amid the swirl and bustle of the ticket hall – for now the evening rush was starting.


We found the Whitby train waiting on the main ‘up’ platform, and then… well, Harry would have to have a look at the engine. He never missed. I led him along to the front, and there stood an M1 Class 4-4-0. ‘Outside steam chest – good runner,’ I said to Harry, although of course that went over his head. ‘It’s eeeeenormous,’ he said, which is what he almost always said. He then removed his mitten, threw it down on to the snowy platform, and there in his palm was a tiny tin engine.


‘I got this today,’ he said. ‘I keep it in my hand.’


‘Where did you get it from?’


‘Monster lucky tub,’ he said.


‘Which shop?’


‘Don’t know.’


‘It’s a bobby-dazzler, that is,’ I said.


I was glad he’d fished a locomotive out of the bran tub, even if he ought not to be getting presents so close to Christmas. I fancied Harry might make an engineman one day – succeed where I’d failed. But the wife wanted him educated to the hilt, make an intellect of him. Even at a little under four years old, she swore he had all the makings.


Harry was coughing again, so I whisked him back along the platform to where the wife waited, and we climbed up. The steam heat was working in the carriage, but Harry still coughed. He was on the mend from his latest bad go, but he had a weak chest: at age two he’d had pneumonia. Three months in the York Infirmary, pulse at a fever rate for days on end. Our sick club didn’t cover the cost, and most of our savings were gone.


We settled ourselves in an empty compartment, and I took out from my pocket the Middlesbrough Gazette for Monday 13 December 1909. A succession of polar lows were moving south in an Arctic airstream. There had been much freezing of water taps and gas mains, and now widespread snow was forecast for the district.


The train was being quickly boarded: it was the main service of the evening down the coast to Whitby. You could go by the country way, but I wanted to see the sea. People clattered along the corridor, carrying snow on their shoulders, shouting about the weather: ‘Bad weather for thin boots, this is!’


Harry settled eventually, and the wife took out her library book – something on the women’s movement, probably with a dash of religion. She always had something like that on the go.


The whistle blew and we were fast away. A moment later, a man and a woman walked into the compartment, and Harry immediately fell to staring at them, which I couldn’t stop without drawing attention to the fact that he was doing it.


They were both small. The woman carried a big basket stuffed with parcels. As she pulled the white fur mantle off her shoulders, I caught sight of Lydia’s flashing eye. It meant this was the fashionable kind of mantle, worthy of notice. The woman sat down quickly, but took a long time settling herself. The man wore wire- rimmed spectacles, a flat, snow-topped sporting cap, black suit and a green topcoat of decent quality. The cap didn’t belong, for he did not look the sporting type.


He carried a valise and a canvas case about a foot and a half square. He looked twice at the notice on the string rack over the seats: ‘Light articles only’. He took off his specs and blew on them, as though thinking about that sign. Then he stowed the case on the rack anyway. He put his topcoat up there, and whipped off the cap; he was bald, except for a line of hair that ran round the perimeter of his scalp. It was just a memory of hair, marking the boundary of where the stuff had been. His nose was queer as well. It was an arrow, coming out sharply and going in again quite as fast. It was just right for supporting his specs, though.


Sitting down, he gave me a quick nod, which made his red face turn redder still.


As we rocked away from Middlesbrough station he took some papers from the valise and began leafing through them at a great rate, while occasionally making jottings in a notebook. I looked out of the window. The iron district was to my left, the mighty furnaces burning under the snow. The woman was reading a picture paper – Household Words or some such. I caught sight of the question: ‘A lemon cake for Christmas?’


The man lifted his feet and rested them on the seat over opposite, at which Harry’s mouth opened wide. I knew what was coming, but could see no way of stopping it.


‘It’s not allowed!’ said Harry, pointing at the boots.


Lydia shook her head, though she was almost laughing at the same time. The man coloured up and – continuing with his note- making – took his feet off the seat.


‘Don’t bother on our account,’ I said to this clerk-on-the-move, who acknowledged me once again with a nod.


Harry was now looking out of the window.


‘The boy’s quite right though, isn’t he?’ the woman was saying. ‘Where would we be if everyone put their boots on the seats?’


She looked at the man.


‘Where would we be, Stephen?’


‘I’m sure I don’t know, Violet,’ he said, hardly looking up from his scribbling.


(She did not look like a Violet – too pale.)


‘I think it comes from his being a policeman’s son,’ said Lydia, at which the clerk looked up over his glasses at me.


‘The man two doors down from us in Wimbledon is on the force,’ said the woman. ‘He’s quite high up – an inspector, I think.’


She was pretty but, like her husband, small in scale – like a child playing at being an adult. Whenever she spoke, she caused a commotion, or so she seemed to think, for she rearranged herself afterwards, refolding the gloves that rested on top of her basket and patting down her skirts.


‘He’s only been in the street for a year,’ she went on. ‘Well, we all have. But the milkman for the area, who was known to give short measure… he doesn’t try it in Lumley Road.’


She looked at us all.


‘… that’s because of the Inspector.’


‘James is on the North Eastern Railway force,’ said the wife, after a moment. ‘Detective grade. He’s going for his promotion on Christmas Eve.’


And because we were in company, she left off the words: ‘He’d better get it as well.’


Lydia had spent the past two years fretting about our futures – mine and hers both. Would she end up at the kitchen sink? That was her leading anxiety. She was a New Woman, forward thinking. There was to be a sex revolution, and you knew it was coming by the speed at which Lydia went at her typewriting. Whenever Harry slept, or was at school, she would be at the machine in the parlour by which she got her living, writing letters for the Co-operative Movement or the women’s cause in general or the Co-operative Women’s movement, which was a frightening combination of the two. She got a little money by this, and now she’d been offered a position in the Northern Division of the Co-operative Movement: half-time secretary to Mrs Somebody-or-other. Three days a week, ten bob a day. Very fair wages, all considered. Lydia was to give her answer by the first week of the New Year, and she would only be able to say yes if I achieved promotion to detective sergeant. That would be a big leap, for it would all but double my pay, letting us take on a girl who could do the weekly wash and mind Harry for the three days.


My interview was to be with the chief of the force himself, Captain Fairclough, and it was fixed for twelve noon in the spot we were now leaving behind: Middlesbrough, to which the headquarters of the North Eastern Railway Police had lately removed, having been first at Newcastle.


We rolled through Redcar station, for we were semi-fast to Whitby, where we would change for York. I caught a glimpse of the beach as we rocked through Redcar station. It was snow-covered.  A torn white flag planted in the sand flew the word ‘TEAS’.


The ladies in the compartment were developing a conversation.


‘Do you wash at home?’


‘Some,’ the wife said, very cautiously. ‘Only handkerchiefs and the like.’


That was a fib (we washed everything at home), and I flashed the wife a sideways glance, which she avoided.


The woman started in with another question: ‘Do you wash the –?’ But she broke off at the sight of three rough-looking blokes whisking along the corridor, shouting at each other as they went. Iron- getters most likely, I thought, and half-canned at the end of a turn. Harry was kicking his feet, looking out of the window at more furnaces – set high on a hill in the weird light.


‘Everything’s on fire, dad,’ said Harry, and it was evidently fine by him, for he spoke the words calmly.


‘Wimbledon’s home to us,’ the woman was saying. ‘Lumley Road.’


She would keep on mentioning it.


‘It’s well away from the railway,’ she said.


Was that good or bad? She found the railway noisy, I supposed. But there’d be no Wimbledon without it. I remembered the place from my days on the London and South Western company – a medium class of houses, and seemingly more of them every week you rode by them.


I looked again through the window. A little light left in the day; lonely cottages here and there; snow landing slantwise on the sea beyond.


‘Do you know London?’ the woman was saying.


‘I’m from there myself,’ said the wife.


‘Oh, where?’


She was cornered now.


‘Waterloo,’ she said, and that was the end of the conversation for the moment. You could not say the lodging house the wife had kept there had been well away from the station; it had been almost in it. Lydia frowned at the gas lamp over Harry’s seat. He suddenly smiled and waved at her with the full length of his arm, as though she sat half a mile away, but she did not respond. She was fighting for the sisterhood, but that didn’t mean she had to like all individual women, or even very many of them, and it was ridiculous of me to think so, as I had often been told upon raising the point.


Harry was keeping rhythm with the train, repeating over and over, ‘Rattly ride, rattly ride, rattly ride,’ until Lydia, ever so gently, kicked him on the knee, after which he fell to whispering the words.


I turned to the boy, saying, ‘Those hills are full of miners, Harry – getting the ironstone from which the iron and steel is made. There’s a whole world underground: miles of tunnels, workshops, storerooms, even horses and stables.’


‘Have you been doing your marketing in Middlesbrough?’ Lydia asked the woman.


‘I did a little shopping,’ said the woman. She was not the sort for marketing.


The village of Marske was to our left – a big house on a hill stood guard over it, but snow fell on village and mansion alike.


‘We had tea at Hinton’s,’ the woman was saying. ‘The main dining room, you know.’


We crashed over some points and there was a winding gear suddenly hard by us, all lit up.


‘We had lovely macaroons,’ the woman was saying, ‘and then Stephen smoked a cigar in what they call the More-ish Room. It’s rather select.’


At this, the man was finally provoked into speaking.


‘The Moorish room,’ he said. ‘After the Moors, who come from North Africa or wherever it might be…’


‘Or the Yorkshire Moors,’ said the wife, grinning, and the Wimbledon pair both laughed at this: the man quite briefly, the woman for longer. It surprised me that she should have laughed, and made me better disposed towards her.


I turned to Harry. ‘Have you seen that we’ve been passing wagons full of the stuff? They’re taking it to Middlesbrough, but must wait for the passenger trains to go by.’


‘Why?’ said Harry.


‘Because,’ I said, ‘people come before lumps of stone.’


‘You reckon,’ he said, and Lydia touched his knee with her elastic- sided boot again. This was another of his regular expressions she considered coarse. I looked at the wife, and she grinned. I liked those boots of hers. I wanted to see what she looked like standing in them with nothing else on, but had not quite had the brass neck to ask. I would do, though – I would do it come Christmas Eve if everything had gone all right in Middlesbrough, and we had more money in view.


We were now winding our way towards the new seaside town of Saltburn. The black sea was to our left; a slag breakwater stretched out like the black hand of a clock. More shouts came from along the corridor, and the Wimbledon man had stopped work to listen. Harry was coughing again.


We began rolling past tall houses. The cornerstones of some did duty as telegraph poles, and the wires between were thick with snow. Too heavy a coating and they’d come down. Was the blackness I could make out beyond them the sea or the sky? We stopped against the station name: ‘Saltburn’. It hung on chains, restless in the sea wind, and I imagined the sea as vertical beyond the houses, like a great wall.


‘Want a turn along the platform, son?’ I said to Harry.


‘Don’t be daft,’ said the wife. ‘He’ll catch his death.’


So I went out alone.


As I stepped down, a gang of big, raggedy, snow-covered blokes climbed up. They carried long articles in sacks, and they were not Saltburn types at all. It was rum. There were more like them already aboard.


Saltburn was a terminus – you left by the same direction you arrived. Beyond the buffer bars towered the Zetland Hotel, facing out to sea, which meant views in summer and a terrible battering from the wind come winter. I looked up. A bit of the fancy wooden edging of the platform canopy was coming away in the wind. I stared as it rocked back and forth, thinking: this might come down on the carriage roof at any moment.


I heard the bell before I expected, and was back up in an instant. As I returned to the compartment, Stephen the clerk-on-the-move was coming the other way along the corridor. There was something in his hand, which he put behind his back somewhat as I looked on.


He stepped into the compartment after me, and whatever had been in his hand was now gone. We rumbled backwards, then forwards again; more shouting from along the corridor. Skelton came; Brotton; Huntcliffe – a tiny spot, with no station, but we stopped there anyway. I looked to the left and saw only blackness. But I knew it to be the sea.


Harry was asleep, and the ladies were nodding off too.


The train went on its slow, jerky way for another minute, then came to rest again. At once the gleaming whiteness of snow began to build up against the window frames to the left. There was a sound far off like a war, but it was only the rumbling and booming of the sea. And still the shouts came from along the corridor.


‘Irregular, is it?’ the man said after a space. ‘To come to a stand here?’


‘Just a little,’ I said, and I couldn’t resist adding in an under- breath, ‘We’re not more than six foot off the cliff edge.’


The clerk moved his boots in a way that made me think he didn’t like that idea, so I added, ‘Should be away shortly.’


I ought to have introduced myself to the fellow, but something told me he didn’t want that. The sharp scream of the train whistle came, and we rolled slowly on. Stephen the clerk said, ‘There’s some strange working on this line, I’ll say that much.’


The train motion sent the ladies’ heads rocking, and Household Words slipped to the floor between them, but we hadn’t made more than another half-mile before we stopped again. The banks of a cutting enclosed us on either side, and I was ready for the jerk of the applied brake, for something was certainly amiss. We creaked on past a lineside cottage that looked tumbledown, and with a badly smoking fire. Then came a high signal box followed by brighter lights rising to meet us, and we were into a station. There came more shouts, the sound of running boots along the platform.


The Wimbledon woman was awake.


‘Where is this?’ she said, just as we came to rest with the station sign conveniently filling our compartment window: Stone Farm.


The snow was flying at the words as Harry said, ‘It’s like Christmas here.’


He always woke up just as though he’d never been asleep.


‘Are we booked to stop here?’ asked Lydia.


‘No,’ I said, ‘and not much ever is.’


I’d suddenly had enough of the compartment, and all the uncertainty brought on by the weather.


‘I’m off for a scout about,’ I said. ‘See what’s going on.’


The rough-looking blokes were moving along the corridor.


‘We mustn’t be stuck here for all hours,’ said the wife. ‘Harry wants his bed.’


‘Do not,’ he said, but he said it quietly, which proved he did. The mysterious Stephen watched me go as I pulled the door closed behind me. The fellow hadn’t put pen to paper since Saltburn.



















Chapter Three





I stepped down on to the platform into a blizzard – no other word for it. The rough blokes were streaming away along the platform towards the ‘up’ end – the direction of Whitby – and their sacks held shovels and lanterns. Snow gang, that’s what they were. I saw the train guard come running towards me. He was heading the opposite way to the blokes.


‘Bad blockage is it?’ I shouted to him.


He was making for the signal box – he would telegraph from there.


‘Reckon not,’ he said, still running. ‘If it is, we’ll work back to Saltburn.’


In that case, the Company would have to put us up – perhaps at the Zetland Hotel. Lydia would like that.


I turned to face the engine again, which was harder to do, since the snow blew from that direction. The engine driver and his fireman were holding a low conversation on the platform while a few feet beyond them stood a bloke in a waterproof cape. He would be the stationmaster. He was directing the snow gang to the site of the blockage, and they looked like a foreign army, trooping off in their long coats and no-shape hats. But I now saw that they were just ordinary railway blokes: men from every corner of the sheds at Middlesbrough and Saltburn who’d fancied a bit of overtime. I looked again towards the stationmaster. The cape threw me off a little, but there was something familiar about the man’s brown bowler, snow-covered as it was.


‘Fighting King Snow,’ said a voice at my ear. It was Stephen from the compartment. He stood there in his topcoat, blinking in the snow and holding out a travel flask. The canvas case dangled from his shoulder, and I knew it now for a camera case.


I took a belt of the stuff in the flask.


‘Much obliged,’ I said, handing it back.


He poked his glasses to the top of his beak of a nose, and took another go on the flask. His hot little head looked stranger still when tipped back. I gave him my hand.


‘Stringer,’ I said. ‘Jim Stringer.’


‘Stephen Bowman,’ he said. ‘Call me Steve.’


He was holding out a business card; I read it by the train light.


‘S. J. Bowman. Correspondent, The Railway Rover. Also author: Railways Queer and Quaint; Notes by Rocket: A Compendium; Holidays in the Homeland; &c.’ The address given was not Wimbledon but ‘Bouverie Street, Fleet Street, E. C.’, which I took to be the address of the magazine.


‘We’re running a special feature on the North Eastern company,’ he said.


I could think of no real answer, so I said, ‘Why?’


‘We started one last year but it had to be called off.’


It was no answer, of course.


‘I’m a detective on the Company force,’ I said.


We were making for a little open-fronted shelter that lay just beyond the ‘down’ end of the platform.


‘Your wife said you were a policeman,’ he said, as we stepped under the wooden roof. ‘How’s the line, by the way?’


‘Be cleared soon, by all accounts.’


The snow was finding its way through my boot soles, and I kept moving my toes, trying to recall them to life. Bowman was at his flask again. With head tipped back, he resembled a spectacle-wearing bird. Having despatched the snow gang, the stationmaster was staring along the platform at me.


‘I know this fellow,’ I said to Bowman, nodding in the direction of the man. ‘His name’s Crystal.’


‘Know him from where?’ said Bowman.


‘Grosmont.’


‘Never heard of it.’


‘You wouldn’t do, living in Wimbledon. It’s not ten miles from here – a little way inland from Whitby.’


‘“Twixt Moor and Sea”,’ Bowman said, prodding his glasses up his nose.


Crystal was approaching through the blizzard. The brim of his bowler was loaded with snow.


‘Had my railway start as a lad porter there,’ I said. ‘This chap was my governor.’


As Crystal walked up, I felt sorry for him. He’d had hopes of becoming an assistant stationmaster at Newcastle, only to fetch up in a place that was a comedown even from Grosmont. Here was his allowance in life: the single line, the one small station, half a slice of moon and the black sea rolling away three fields off. The only point of interest was the passing loop that ran around behind the station building. Twelve mineral wagons waited there, loaded with ironstone and snow. They were illuminated by four lamp standards.


‘Interesting fellow, is he?’ said Bowman, now with notebook in hand. ‘Think there’s a paragraph in him?’


‘A short one, maybe,’ I said.


‘I might write him up,’ said Bowman. ‘Life of a stationmaster at Sleepy Hollow – you know the sort of thing.’


‘I wouldn’t say that to him,’ I said.


‘Give me a line on the fellow,’ said Bowman, as Crystal continued to approach. ‘Sum him up in a sentence.’


‘You could say he was a stickler for duty and detail,’ I said, ‘with working timetable and appendixes always to hand.’


‘Appendices,’ said Bowman.


‘Or you could say he was a complete bloody pill,’ I added in an under-breath.


Crystal was now standing directly before us.


‘You do know you’re on trespass here, don’t you?’ he said.


His head was smaller than before. Or was it just that his moustache was bigger? Anyone could grow a bigger moustache.


‘How do, Mr Crystal,’ I said, and then he clicked.


‘Stringer,’ he said. ‘What the blinking heck are you doing here?’


I recalled that Crystal was a regular at chapel – never gave a proper curse.


‘Spot of business took me up to Middlesbrough,’ I said. That I had failed in my business up there would have come as no surprise to him. Crystal had been down on me from the moment we’d met.


‘I thought you’d gone south to learn footplate work.’


‘I had a few adventures in that line, aye.’


‘But you were found not up to standard, let me guess.’


The snow fell slantwise between us.


‘I’m with the North Eastern Railway Police just now,’ I said. ‘Detective grade. This is Mr Bowman,’ I added. ‘Journalist with The Railway Rover.’


Crystal turned to Bowman. ‘You’re a journalist and he’s a detective, but what I want here is another twenty snow gangers.’


‘How’s the line?’ Bowman asked, and he nodded towards the snowy shadows of the ‘up’ end, into which the gangers had marched.


‘Blocked right to Loftus,’ said Crystal. ‘Has been this past two hours.’


It was worse than the guard said, then. Or was this just Crystal being his miserable self?


‘Important to have a good man in place here,’ said Bowman, looking all about the station. He was trying to butter Crystal up for some reason.


Crystal nodded back at him, saying, ‘The marshalling yard gives a deal of trouble – or would do to a chap lacking experience,’ and he waved his hand over towards the abandoned mineral train.


Marshalling yard! It was nothing but a passing loop with siding attached. Over Crystal’s shoulder, beyond the ‘up’ end of the platform, I could see the white bank that led up to the black edge of the woods overlooking that end of the station. It was lit up by the danger lamp of the signal standing at the foot of it. As I looked on, two of the gangers seemed to be fired out of those woods and began scrambling down the bank.


‘Takes the worst of the weather, does this place,’ Crystal was saying.


Under the red display, the two gangers tumbled fast down the incline, creating an explosion of snow.


‘Quick judgment,’ Crystal was saying. ‘That’s the leading requirement of a man in my place…’


The first two had gained the ‘up’ end of the platform now, and here they started to run. Behind and above them, four more men came out of the woods, though at a slower pace than the first four; and these four slow men were carrying a cricket bag between them (that was my first thought, at any event) which they kept level as they came down the bank, boots first, in a controlled slide.


Crystal was saying, ‘And of course, the rule book only gets you so far…’


The first of the running blokes was level with us now.


‘Mr Crystal,’ he panted, ‘you’ve to send… You’ve to get… You’ve to get a wire…’


The bloke was out of puff, couldn’t get the words out. Crystal, about ready to blow up at this impertinence, was turning slowly towards him. The cricket bag was no cricket bag, but a horse blanket, and it was coming up fast behind Crystal like a dark wave.


The four men spread it before the stationmaster’s boots, under the rushing snow: cricket stumps threaded through black broadcloth. That’s what the body looked like. The suit coat was open, and beneath it was a yellowish stuff like pasteboard – the flesh of the man himself. There was no head, but then I saw the skull, resting by the waist. One of the blokes picked it up, set it down on the blanket at the top of the suit coat, and then stepped back to look, as if he’d just finished a jigsaw. The skull seemed too small: just a topknot, a tiny, dinted stone – something to be going on with until a more impressive object was found.


We all kept silence.


Mr Crystal’s arms were tightly folded. I could not recall him standing like that before, but I knew what he was thinking: paperwork. He stared down at the body as the snow fell.


Paperwork by the armful.


Presently, one of the blokes said, ‘Seen better days, that lad has.’


Crystal turned towards the nearest bloke:


‘Why d’you bring it to me?’


‘You’re the governor, en’t you?’ said another of the blokes.


‘Was it discovered inside station bounds?’


One of the four who’d carried the blanket jerked his thumb in the direction of ‘up’:


‘Wayside cabin over yonder. Stowed under a load of stuff, he was.’


‘What stuff?’


‘Fire irons, coal, sacking – general railway articles.’


Crystal flashed into rage.


‘That cabin’s disused. It’s for the old line that was taken up. What were you doing in there?’


‘Tommy Granger –’ said the spokesman, pointing to one of his fellows. ‘He was hunting up a shovel.’


‘Why did he not have his own shovel?’


‘That doesn’t matter,’ I put in.


‘Every man was specifically instructed to fetch his own shovel,’ Crystal was saying, as I held up my warrant card in the view of everyone.


‘Very likely a felony’s been committed,’ I said. ‘I’ll take charge.’


‘A felony?’ said Crystal. Then: ‘You’ll bloody not take charge’ – and he’d cursed. He coloured up immediately, but carried on speaking. ‘As stationmaster it falls to me to investigate all the circumstances, and make up a report for the line superintendent.’


I thought: I’m going to have to arrest the bugger. He’ll lose his position.


‘This falls under the head of “accident occurring on railway premises”,’ Crystal was saying, as I spied another man advancing through the snow at the platform end. He carried some object I couldn’t make out.


I watched him for a while and then bent over the body, pulling the flap of the man’s topcoat and making a search of his pockets. They were all quite empty. The last of the snow gangers was level with us now and, looking up, I saw that he held two objects. The first was a length of rope.


‘Cut it down from the roof beam just above him,’ he said. ‘Bloke hanged himself,’ he ran on, and he was looking at all of us as he spoke, making a kind of appeal.


The second object he held was a camera case of similar design to the one slung about the neck of Stephen Bowman. No – although weathered, it was the very spit.


‘Found this half-frozen into the stream,’ he said. ‘Just on the edge, like. It was only a little way below the cabin –’


The man was shaking with cold. Everybody was eyeing him, and he didn’t like it.


‘I was making to step on it… use it as a stepping stone for crossing the brook… Then I thought it might be his –’


He pointed at the bones.


‘What is this?’ said Crystal, looking from the dead man’s camera case to the one hung about Stephen Bowman’s neck. ‘A flaming camera club?’


Taking the case from the man, I turned about to look at Bowman, and the silver flask was in his gloved hand. I opened the carrying case and took out the camera, which was a black cube in fair condition, given where it had been. There were round switches more or less at the corners, so that it looked as though it was meant to move on wheels – a miniature wagon. Attached to the back of the thing were rusted clips that ought to have held another part of it. I moved a catch and a rubber pyramid rose up. You looked through that to take a picture.


I had my eyes on Bowman as I held the camera.


His words came slowly through the snow.


‘The changing box is missing – the box that holds the slides.’


‘That holds the… exposures?’ I said.


The colour was all gone from Bowman’s face.


Crystal stood stock still, his moustache collecting snowflakes at a great rate. Most of the snow gang had had enough, and were moving away towards the station house. It was that or become like the man in the blanket. This was not bad weather but something more – this stuff falling from the sky was out to bury us. I looked back at Bowman, and he was all wrong, could not hold my eye. I made a lurch towards the station buildings. I then heard a sound which was not snow falling, but a coloured spray flying from the mouth of Bowman. His hand wiped at his mouth as though he’d just eaten rather than done the opposite, and looking down at the pinkish stuff now lying on the whitened platform, I realised how beautiful the snow had been until that moment.
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