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Chapter One





As I awoke the thought came to me: ‘Where has Scarborough got to?’ and it caused me a good deal of pain. I knew I was near coal – too near. I was on it. Or was it a great black beach, for I heard waves too? There was darkness above as well as below, but not quite complete darkness above, for I could make out thin strips of light. Each thought caused me a blinding pain behind the eyes and I did not want any more to come.


I inched a little way to the left, and the coal smell was stronger. It disagreed with me powerfully, and I saw in my mind things to do with coal and burning as the nausea came on: a locomotive moving coal wagons in an empty station that ought to have been packed with holiday-makers; a man making coal-gas tar at the works on the Marine Parade at Scarborough, and evidently doing it for his own amusement, for he was the only man in the town. A storm approached across the black sea behind him.


I saw the booklet that gave directions for use of an incandescent oil lamp – it gave sunshine at night through a red shade, one hundred and twenty candles – and I saw smoke over Scarborough, and further general scenes of that sea-side town in the hour before the lamps are lit: the funicular railway closed and not working; the locked gate at the entrance to the underground aquarium and holiday palace. I figured an orchestra locked inside there along with a troupe of tumblers, and a magician who was the wonder of the age but nevertheless troubled by a leaking kettle.


I saw the harbour of the town with the boats at all angles, as though they’d been dropped in only moments before, and were still struggling to right themselves.


I saw a public house with a ship’s figurehead on the front, a marine stores, the sign reading ‘All Kinds of Nets Sold’ lashed by waves … and nobody about. I pictured the great hotel – I could not recall its name and knew it would cost me pain to try and do so. I saw the high, windowless wall to the side, streaked with rain – the place was a prison viewed from that angle. I heard a great roaring of water on the other side of that wall. Flags flew from what might have been flagpoles at the top or might have been masts, and in my mind’s eye the monstrous building slid away from the Promenade, and began bucking about on the dark sea.


These scenes were mainly without colour, but then some colour came, and it was wrong, too bright, done by hand: a red baby in a sky-blue cot set in a yellow room. That baby was on a post card – that was its trouble, and at the thought my stomach lurched fruitlessly while the head-racking pain redoubled. I moved on the coal and the same convulsion came again, only worse. My stomach was trying to do something it could not do. I thought of a short cigar taken from a cedar-wood box. It was a little dry. But what was dry? Box or cigar? At any rate the room containing the cigar was too hot, yet how could it be, for it was part of heaven? No, not quite heaven. A voice echoed in my head: ‘It’s turned you a bit bloody mysterious, this Paradise place.’ Paradise. Somehow, a secret file was involved, a pasteboard folder containing papers that everybody looked at, and yet it was secret. I saw a jumble of razor blades, a fast-turning dial on what might have been a compass, but surely ought not to have been. My mind could hold ideas and pictures but could not make the connections between them.


I looked up again at the light strips. I raised my arm towards them, and they were a good way above the height of my hand. My arm wavered and fell; it was not long enough, and that was all about it. I was perhaps underneath the floorboards, in some species of giant coal cellar, and this notion came with a new sensation: a fearful sense of eternal falling. Some of my memories were coming back to me, and coming too fast. I closed my eyes on the great coal plain and raced down, down, down.



















Chapter Two





And there in place of Scarborough was the city of York, or the outskirts thereof: our new house, ‘the very last one in Thorpe-on- Ouse’, as our little girl, Sylvia, used to say, the house that put off the beginning of open country. It was evening – early evening, spring coming on; a kind of green glow in the sky, and I sat in my shirt sleeves and waistcoat. They had been ploughing in the fields around the village, but I’d not seen the work carried on, for I’d passed all day in the police office in York station.


I sat on the front gate with Sylvia, and our boy Harry. They both liked to sit up high – well, it was high to them, Sylvia especially, and I had my arm around her to stop her falling, which she didn’t like. Not the falling I mean, but the arm. She wanted to sit on the gate unsupported like Harry, who now pointed along the lane, saying, ‘Here he comes’, and old Phil Shannon, who lit the lamps in Thorpe-on-Ouse and at Acaster Malbis, was approaching on his push bike, with the long lamplighter’s pole held at his side. I fancied that it was a lance, and Shannon a sort of arthritic knight on horseback. He leant alternatively left and right as he pedalled, like a moving mechanism, some species of clockwork.


‘You could set your watch by him,’ I said, as he came to about three hundred yards’ distance from us.


‘You could not,’ said Harry. ‘It’s twenty past six. Last night he was here at five past.’


‘Take your arm away, father,’ said Sylvia.


I removed my arm, and we watched Shannon come on.


‘He looks all-in,’ said Harry.


‘Well, we’re the last house he does,’ I said.


‘I know that,’ said Harry. (He was a bright boy and it seemed that he knew most things of late.)


‘I think it’s ever so nice of him to come all this way,’ said Sylvia, who then tumbled forward onto the cinder track that ran under the gate. She was quite unhurt, and climbed straight back up, saying, ‘Don’t worry, my pinny’s still clean.’ It was clean on, and she knew she’d catch it from her mother if it got muddy.


‘It’s not nice,’ said Harry. ‘He’s paid to do it.’


‘Keep your voice down,’ I said.


‘Why?’ said Harry. ‘It’s fact.’


As Mr Shannon came up, we all said, ‘Good evening, Mr Shannon,’ and he growled out a ‘Good evening’ in return, which tickled me. He wasn’t over-friendly, except when he’d a drink taken, but even he couldn’t ignore a greeting from three people at once. He was an idle bugger into the bargain, and remained on his bike as he lifted the pole up to the lonely gas lamp on the standard over-opposite.


‘Does he bring the flame on the end of the stick?’ asked Sylvia.


‘You know very well he doesn’t,’ said Harry.


‘There’s a hook on the end of the pole,’ I said. ‘He uses it to push a switch. That sets the gas flowing. Then he pulls a little chain with the hook, and that ignites the gas.’


‘Let’s watch,’ said Sylvia, as though what I’d just said wasn’t really true, and needed to be proved.





We watched, and when he’d done, Shannon circled on his bike in the pool of white light that he’d made, and set off back for Thorpe and, if I knew him, the Fortune of War public house.


‘I love Mr Shannon,’ said Sylvia as he wobbled off between the wide, darkening fields.


‘He’s quite useful about the village,’ I said.


‘That’s exactly what I mean,’ said Sylvia.


‘He hasn’t changed the water in the horse trough for a while,’ said Harry. ‘It’s all green.’


‘How does he take the old water out?’ asked Sylvia.


‘Harry?’ I said, turning to the boy. ‘How does he do it?’


Harry watched the gas lamp for a while, keeping silence.


‘Not sure,’ he said, after a while.


‘Perhaps he drinks it,’ said Sylvia, and she gave a quick little smile.


‘That might not be far off the mark,’ I said, thinking of Shannon sinking his nightly five pints of Smith’s.


We turned and walked back to the house, across our land, which we called ‘the meadow’. It smelt of cut grass just then because I’d gone at some of the taller stuff with a scythe in my work suit only an hour before. The house was a long cottage, half tumbled-down, but it was big, getting on for three times the size of our old place on the main street of Thorpe. You could look at it as a terrace of three with a barn or, with a bit of knocking-through, it would be one good-sized cottage with built-on barn.


We lived in four rooms at one end of it, but the whole thing was ours, and on the day we’d moved in the wife had turned to me in our new parlour and said, ‘Well, Jim, we’ve got on.’


She was before the house now, beating a Turkey carpet that hung from the washing line. I had never seen that carpet before, but the house had come furnished, and the wife was turning new things up every day.


‘I still can’t believe it’s our house,’ said Sylvia as we came up.


‘Well, you can thank Mr Robert Henderson for that,’ I said.


‘He must really like us,’ said Sylvia.


‘He really likes mother,’ said Harry, and I eyed him as we stopped to watch the beating of the rug.


It was true enough.


I watched the wife beating away. With each stroke, a wisp of her brown hair flew forwards, and she pushed it back behind her left ear. But her left ear was too small to keep it in place. You’d think she’d have worked that out after thirty years. As she went at it, the colour rose in her face – not to redness, but a dark brown. I had often wondered whether there might have been a touch of the tar brush in the wife’s family, to account for the blackness of her eyes, and the brownness that went all the way down. I thought of Harry’s paper, The Captain, which he had on subscription every week, and how one of the stories was ‘Tales of the Far West’. There were Sioux Indians in these tales and at odd times a Sioux squaw would appear, supposedly a different one every time. But all of them looked like Lydia.


‘Feel free to just stand there gawping,’ she said. ‘Harry, you’ll take the water up for your sister’s wash.’


Harry went off to the copper in the scullery. He was good about helping around the house. His main job was to look out for his sister. Their bedrooms were both at the end of a long corridor, over the top of the in-built barn, and this made Sylvia nervous, even though it was these two rooms that had decided us – or decided the wife – to rent the house from Henderson at the knockdown rate of seven shillings a week. It was the view over the fields that had done it. There was a gas mantle in the corridor between the two rooms, and Sylvia believed that it was kept on all night. But this was because she had never yet been awake beyond eight o’clock. In fact, Harry was under orders to come out of his room and switch it off at nine, after his hour of reading, which was often more than an hour.


The children went off through the opened front door, and I said to the wife, ‘I’m not sure you should be beating that carpet with washing still on the line.’


I said that just to see the look she would give me, but she didn’t take the bait. Instead, still beating, she said, ‘Mr Buckingham has been riding the railway again.’


‘Oh Christ,’ I said.


‘On his departure from the station –’


‘Which station?’


‘Any station … He found that the carriage door had been left unfastened by the company’s servants …’


‘Which company?’


‘You won’t put me off … Mr Buckingham endeavoured to fasten the door himself, and …’


Mr Buckingham didn’t exist but I could picture him quite easily. He had pop eyes, a red face, and a thin moustache; he looked permanently put-out and was always ready to fly into rage. He was smartly dressed, in clothes often dirtied by the negligence of whatever railway company had the ill-luck to carry him, according to terms and conditions that might or might not have been correctly set out or somehow indicated on the backs of their tickets. He carried a portmanteau (containing valuable items) which was regularly mislaid or damaged by the company’s servants. Everything he did was reasonable, or reasonably foreseeable, or so he said, and everything the company did was unreasonable, or so he also said.


‘In endeavouring to fasten the door,’ said the wife, who had now left off beating the carpet and was enveloping herself in linen as she took down the laundry, ‘Mr Buckingham injured himself –’


‘Seriously, I hope.’


‘And he is contemplating suing. What are his prospects of success?’


The wife said that last part with two clothes pegs in her mouth, and she now walked to the laundry basket, which was over by the chicken run.


‘This is something to do with Adams versus the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway Company, isn’t it?’ I said.


‘It might be,’ the wife said, as she dropped the white sheets into the basket. Some of them went in, and some went onto the bit of cinder track that skirted the chicken run.


‘Oh heck,’ said the wife.


She was no great hand at housework, but she knew more about An Introduction to Railway Law by Harold Andrews – in which the adventures of Mr Buckingham featured – than I did myself, which was a bad look-out, since I was the one about to be tested. She picked up a tea towel that had missed its mark, and tried to brush off the muck.


‘I’d say that was reasonably foreseeable,’ I said.


‘I forgot to mention’, said the wife, standing upright again, and turning to me, ‘that Mr Buckingham attempted to close the door while the train was in motion, and that there was a sign fixed to the door expressly forbidding opening or closing it while the train is moving.’


‘Right,’ I said.


‘… which Mr Buckingham didn’t see.’





‘Had he been drinking, by any chance?’


The wife glanced anxiously down again at the basket, looked up at me, and brushed her hair behind her ear.


‘Come on, Jim,’ she said. ‘You’re supposed to know this.’


And her hair fell forward.



















Chapter Three





Now York retreated at a great rate, and I was back in the coal cellar, which was now rising bodily at speed. I was not rising in it, for the floorboards remained the same distance from my face. I would be sick at the peak of the rise, I knew; but when the peak was reached and the next fall began, I changed my idea: I will be sick at the lowest point of the fall, I decided, but instead I turned my head, finding once again a kind of coolness on the coals, and an easing of the pain in my head as York came back.


There came first scenes of the kind I’d once seen at the Electric Theatre with the wife: the great cathedral, the gates of the city wall, only the pictures were not moving, just as they had not moved at the Electric Theatre, except for scenes of the river Ouse – or some such moderately wide and dirty river – meant to suggest the passing of time. That had not been enough for the wife, who had leant across to me, and said, ‘Two shillings for this, it’s a swiz.’ But the scenes showed that York was an important place. Important and beautiful, and I ought not to have left it for Scarborough.


I saw in my mind’s eye the mighty station waiting as the trains waited within it, the notable churches of the city, and some of the very old buildings of the centre. I saw a display of the new electric trams, and then I was with the newest of them all, following the newest route of all. The side of it said ‘Singer’s Sewing Machines’ and the board fixed to the front said where it was going: the terminus of Line Nine, the Beeswing Hotel.


That had been the start of it all, but before that there’d been an earlier start. Of course, this too had to be in York, for that was where I started. But the outskirts … and again I was back in Thorpe-on-Ouse.


When? Some time before or after my journey to the Beeswing. No, it must have been before. We were in the front parlour of our new house, which had several parlours, depending on how you looked at it, but only one so far cosy. Again, it was spring time: primroses in prospect – in the very air – but not yet appeared.


And the fire blazing in our new front parlour, rows of tins of paint lined up ready near the door.


Thursday 12 March, 1914: in the National Gallery, London, the Rokeby Venus had been attacked. The event was reported in the Yorkshire Evening Press and the account lay on the table between us. Mary Richardson, feminist and suffragette, had gone at the painting so named with an axe. Earlier in the day, Robert Henderson, who was the son of Colonel Robert Henderson, whose smooth looks and smooth name I did not like, had stopped the wife in the high street of Thorpe – stopped the wife, I stress. I, walking alongside her, he had quite ignored.


‘I do not know the female equivalent of the word “confederate”, Mrs Stringer,’ he had said.


‘Nor do I,’ Lydia had said.


‘But your confederate, Miss Mary Richardson, has destroyed one of our greatest paintings.’


‘Has she?’ the wife had said, not yet having seen the Press.


‘The report was in The Times this morning,’ said Henderson.





‘Which painting was it?’ enquired the wife. ‘Just out of interest.’


‘You seem pretty sanguine about the whole business,’ he’d replied. ‘But then you are part of the women’s Co-operative Movement and you agitate on behalf of the suffragettes.’


‘Agitate!’ said the wife. ‘I wouldn’t know how to agitate if you paid me.’


‘Oh, I think you would,’ he said, at which I had to cut in.


‘We’re just off actually, Mr Henderson,’ I said.


He tipped his derby hat at me, but continued to address the wife: ‘I do believe you are a symptom of the malaise afflicting the country, Mrs Stringer.’


And then of course he’d given a grin.


‘You are a symptom of the malaise afflicting the country,’ I said to Lydia as we walked on down the dusty road, in the light rain, making for the boot maker and mender’s with the lamps overdue for lighting but old man Shannon nowhere in sight. ‘What do you make of that?’


‘I’m rather flattered,’ she said, as we turned in at the gate of the boot maker’s long front yard.


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I could see. You coloured up.’


‘I certainly did not,’ she said.


But she had done, and the colour was up in her face still as she lay on the sofa in our new front parlour, in the new (and also very old) house a little way outside the village, the house that had been practically given us by that same Robert Henderson: seven shillings a week for a place three times the size of our earlier one, and with a contract giving us the option to buy at some equally favourable rate.


It was nine o’clock, as I knew by my watch rather than by the clock of St Andrew’s church, which did not now reach us, we being so far out.


‘I mentioned the business about the Venus to Peter in the Fortune earlier on,’ I said.


‘Oh yes?’ said the wife, who was not in the least interested in the sayings and doings of Peter Backhouse, who was the verger of St Andrew’s, even though she counted his wife, Lillian, amongst her best friends.


‘He said, “Somebody did what, you say? To the Rokeby what?”’


The wife sighed.


‘And to think it was done for publicity,’ she said.


She sat back down. The law books were on the tab rug between us.


‘I don’t know about all this business,’ I said, indicating them. ‘All I wanted was to be an engine man, and when that came to nothing, I settled for being a railway copper.’


‘Don’t fib, Jim,’ said the wife, and we listened to the ticking of the clock, the ticking of the fire, and then the mooing of a cow, of which we heard a good deal in our new house, along with wood pigeons.


We were more thrown together, living so far out, and that was good and bad. The wife’s aim was to set us up with our own little empire, and her work for the women’s cause was starting to take second place to that, although she would never have admitted it. She’d gone all out for the country life, stealing a march on me, for I was the Yorkshireman. I was the one who’d taken her north, having struck that bad business while apprenticed for the footplate with the London and South Western Railway. For me, life in the North Eastern Railway police was next best thing to life on the footplate. I’d been promoted detective sergeant in double quick time, and I now made fair wages. But the wife wanted to make me a sort of gentleman farmer-cum-solicitor, and her pushing had earned its reward. I was on the point of giving in my notice, with a view to starting as articled clerk in the offices of Parker and Wilkinson, an arrangement subject to my performing satisfactorily during what was billed as a ‘conversation’ with Mr Parker himself about railway law. His outfit was one of several firms that did work for the North Eastern, and their particular speciality was cases of personal injury: the paying off – or, better yet, fending off – of passengers’ claims for damages.


I knew very well that this conversation was to be a test, albeit of a gentlemanly sort, and it was now less than twelve hours off. Going into the office of Parker and Wilkinson would entail at first a cut in my earnings, but the wife had told me to see this as taking a step back in order to make a great leap, and she was prepared to dip into the inheritance she’d had from her father in order to help fund my training for the law.


‘Shall we have another look at Buckingham?’ she enquired.


‘Go on then,’ I said, and she picked up the book.


‘The train he’s waiting for is running late,’ said the wife, after an interval of reading lying down with her head propped in her hand. ‘He takes a carriage instead, and then sends the bill to the railway company. Will they settle?’


‘They’d be better off just paying him not to use the railway,’ I said. ‘They should pay him to leave the bloody country.’


The wife eyed me.


‘It depends on the lateness of the train,’ I said. ‘If it’s only running half an hour late, that would be a reasonable delay. A day late would be unreasonable. Anything in-between, you argue about.’


The wife yawned as she said, ‘That’s about right, Jim. I’m sure you’ll do brilliantly tomorrow.’


‘Are you?’


‘It’s really nothing to worry about. Mr Parker said it would be a formality.’


‘That’s just what bothers me.’


She came across and sat on my sofa, lifting her skirts as she stepped up, like a tomboy climbing a hill.


‘You’ll have a lovely day of it tomorrow,’ she said. ‘Your meeting with Mr Parker will be over in no time, and when it’s done, you’ll be on the road to being a solicitor … I know you’ve the whole day off, but you might call into the police office to let them know how you get on.’


‘To put on swank, you mean?’


‘… You’ll perhaps take a turn in the Museum Gardens, then perhaps go to Brown’s to see how your new suit’s coming on.’


Owing to the slowness of Brown the tailor my new suit would not be ready in time for the interview, and I would be making do with my best suit.


‘I think I’ll sit by the river and watch the trains going over the Scarborough railway bridge. They’ve the new Z Class on the Scarborough branch. They’re just running her in, you know.’


‘What are you, Jim? Ten years old?’


‘I’m pushing thirty, which is too late to be starting a new job.’


‘It’s not a job, it’s a profession. You might come back here for a nap, then you’ve your office “do” at the Beeswing.’


‘The Chief says he has an important bit of business he wants to mention to me at the Beeswing,’ I said, and the wife frowned.


‘But you’ve practically left.’





Silence for a space. I had deliberately stirred the wife up, and felt rather bad about it.


‘It’s not a dangerous bit of business, is it?’ she enquired.


Would she be so concerned if she knew that Robert Henderson might be put in the way of violence? I liked to think not.



















Chapter Four





A needle hung before me. It was the common run of needle – it had an eye in it – only much bigger, and it did not go away until I started to count the seconds of its persistence, whereupon it vanished immediately. I saw next a line of paint tins against a wall in a room. They were not opened, and I knew that I did not want to see them opened, for I did not like the smell of paint. Close by, I strongly suspected, was a rattling window and beyond that the sea, which was black with something … something starting with the letter B, and ending in S. The sea was black with butlers: dark-coated men bathing. No, couldn’t be. That wasn’t the word.


Now bells rang about me on the dark coal plain, and the floorboards over my head were being lifted one by one. It appeared that they were not nailed down, for they came away very easily. Two men worked at the job. Both wore rough guernseys and some species of gumboots, and as they worked they rose and fell with the coal plain, and with me. Above them, a night sky was gradually being revealed: a mighty and expanding acreage of stars and racing wisps of cloud. I fixed on one very bright star, and that was a mistake, for the act of watching it brought back the sickness, and the French word came to me: mal de mer. I had heard that somewhere of late.


As I watched in wonder, I counted the bells. Had there been eight strokes in all? One of the two men wore a hat that might have been a captain’s peaked cap, but there was no braid and no badge, as though he wanted to keep back his identity. His face was brownish and square. The other’s face, beard and hair were all grey, and he was now down on the coal with me, fastening up a tunic with two rows of brass buttons. The man who remained above, standing on the edge of the ragged skylight that he’d had a hand in making, shouted a question to the one standing over me, and I could not make it out, but I knew from the tone that he must be the governor, and I heard the reply: ‘They’re all aft, skipper.’ He was foreign in some way, this second man. He put a bit of a ‘d’ sound at the beginning of ‘they’re’, in a way that made the word seem babyish. But he looked a hard case, as did the other.


Another bell was rung – a bell that existed in an altogether different world – and it brought me to wakefulness sitting alone in my best suit on the top deck of the Number Nine tram. Friday evening and the tram running along, and my memory doing so once again as well. We ran along under the York lamps and only a scattering of stars, making for the place where easternmost York came to a stop: the Beeswing Hotel. The conductor was hanging off the platform, and joshing with various street loungers that we passed, like a performer on a moving stage. His high, cracked voice floated up the staircase but hadn’t kept me from sleep. I had not slept in the afternoon as the wife had suggested, and I was dead tired, for I’d been awake all night fretting about my meeting with Parker.


In fact, our ‘conversation’ had been just that, and we had not touched on the doings of Mr Buckingham, reasonable or otherwise. ‘I have satisfied myself that you are not a fool, Mr Stringer,’ Parker had said, but he’d taken two and a half hours about it, in the course of which he’d introduced me to every man in the office. He’d asked me a good deal about Lydia, and I wondered at first whether he was one of her not-so-secret admirers like Robert Henderson, but I decided he was more nervous of her than anything. ‘She is a rather forward party,’ he had said, which I thought rather forward of him. Then again, in the summer of 1913 she had intercepted him on his bicycle in the middle of York, and put it to him that I might have a start in his office.


‘How did she know it was me?’ Parker had asked, towards the end of our interview. My answer was pretty well-greased. I told him he was a famous York character, often mentioned in the Yorkshire Evening Press as chairing the police court or speaking at society events, or addressing the Historical Society on the Merchant Adventurers of York, on which he was an expert.


‘Yes, but there’s never a photograph, is there?’


That was true enough. The Press only ran to photographs for convicted murderers.


‘… So how did she know?’


The truth was that Mr Parker had made the mistake – if that’s what it was – of bicycling out to Thorpe-on-Ouse one summer’s evening. As he went on his stately way along the high street, Harry had called out, ‘That’s an A1 bike!’ It was one of the best made: a Beeston Humber. As Harry went on about the bike – he was excited over the expanding sprocket on the rear, which gave half a dozen different gearings – I explained to the wife about the rider: about how he was the star of the police court, the top man in the office to which I often took our witness statements should a prosecution be under consideration. The wife had taken note of the man, or perhaps most particularly the bike, and flagged it down in central York not a week later, just as people stop the knife grinder on his bike when they want something sharpened.


As we clattered on over the new-laid tram rails, I saw from the windows that a light rain was falling, and the wind getting up. After the stop at the Spotted Cow, I caught the whiff of the gas works at Layerthorpe, and heard drunken chatter coming up the stairs. I turned about and saw Constables Flower and Whittaker from the York police office, the conductor shouting some jest up after them. I’d known that Whittaker lived somewhere hereabouts. They were on their way to the ‘do’ but half canned already. They nodded along the gangway when they saw me, but took care to sit well short of where I was.


Everyone likes having the top deck to themselves, and the arrival of Flower and Whittaker annoyed me. I knew they thought me a queer fish, and they could never quite hide the fact. I tried to imagine myself as they saw me: a railway copper genuinely keen on railways – that marked me down as a nut, for a start. Neither Flower nor Whittaker would have cared a rap for the Class Z.


I was in addition a plain suit man – the only one in the office just then – and they were uniformed. I was their superior, and Chief Inspector Weatherill’s favourite into the bargain. But being the Chief ’s favourite … well, it came with complications. He had a great liking for danger and excitement but, since he was nearly seventy, his days of experiencing bother directly were about done. So he put all the trouble my way, perhaps suspecting I enjoyed it as much as he had. Or was it just that he thought I had the makings? That I might be trained up to enjoyment of tangling with the really bad lads if only I was given enough experience in that line? I didn’t know, and it certainly wouldn’t do to ask. The Chief was a force of nature: you took what came from him.


I’d had the solving, after a fashion, of three murders, while the constables’ quarry was of the order of fare evaders, card sharpers and makers of graffito on carriage windows. I had a wife who went out to work, and who thought herself superior. She was one of those suffragettes, very likely a bomb thrower in the making, and on top of all that I was practically a solicitor already, and the lawyers were the enemy. They decided on who we could or could not go after, and in the serious cases they took the prosecution – and the victory, if it came – all for themselves.


I thought again of Parker and his office. It commanded a view of the old station, which was now used as an overflow siding for coal wagons, but it was a world away from those wagons, with the oil paintings on the wall, the thick carpets, the law books as heavy and handsomely bound as bibles. There were rows of silent ledger clerks, who recorded the decisions of the office brains, and everything flowed smoothly and silently on a river of black ink.


Behind me, Whittaker and Flower, who’d fallen silent on first seeing me, had regained their pep and were bickering after their usual fashion.


‘How many drinks have I stood you over the years?’ Flower was saying (or maybe Whittaker, but it hardly mattered).


‘I’ve no idea,’ came the reply, ‘… Not many.’


‘No, no, think about it. Tot it up.’


‘I should say it comes to about exactly half the amount I’ve bought you.’


‘I should say it does not.’


There hadn’t been a single cross-grained individual in that law office; every face had smiled at me at every turn. But when I got out of there I was relieved … in which case how would I stand a lifetime of it? The money I’d be earning after five years would smooth the way, of course: I would eat luncheon at dinner time, and ride in cabs. Or I saw myself atop my own Beeston Humber, with a gearing to meet every condition of road.


And I would be James, not Jim.


I looked up at the window, and thought: Lightning! but it was the conductor flashing the electric lights and bellowing up, ‘Terminus!’ I looked back: Flower and Whittaker had bolted. They would already be inside the hotel, the name of which filled the top deck windows on the left side: BEESWING. Just the one word. The letters were green, and seemed to glow in the blustery night even though they were not illuminated. For some reason, I knew they meant trouble.


As I stepped off the tram, I gave the conductor a cheery enough ‘Good night!’, but I was thinking that we ought not to have been dragged out all this way for the ‘do’. It ought to have been held at the Railway Institute, which was hard by the station and our office, but the Chief had had a falling out with Dave Chapman, who ran the bar and booked out the social rooms there. Chapman had found the baize scraped and a little torn after a billiards session involving some of the men from the Rifle League. He had sent the bill for repair directly to the Chief, who was one of the high-ups of the League. Well, there’d been a hell of a row. The Chief wouldn’t pay the bill. He made out that Chapman was down on all shootists because his flat was right next to the shooting range, and he was kept up at all hours by the firing. The Chief had turned on Chapman even though the two had been great mates, which was how the Chief had come to know the whereabouts of Chapman’s flat and so on. He had a habit of turning on people, especially lately, and I marvelled at the way I managed to keep in his good books, and wondered how long it would last.


The Chief had set about trying to get Chapman stood down, and meanwhile started looking out for another venue for the ‘do’. Favourite was the Grapes in Toft Green next to the railway offices, which was really called Ye Grapes, but not by the railway police blokes, who preferred it to all the nearby Railway Taverns and Railway Inns, and pubs named after locomotives, perhaps because the new landlord of it had been in the railway police himself before my time. But he hadn’t had a licence for functions, or was short-handed or something. So that was out, and the Beeswing was in.


The place was brand new but meant to look old; handsome enough, but more of a pub than a hotel … and where the wings of bees came in, I couldn’t guess. Fastening up my Macintosh, I decided to take a turn down the road rather than going straight in. This was the edge of York, and my way led me first past a muddy building site. A sign read: ‘Construction by Walden and Sons’, and I wondered why anyone would want to lay claim to what presently looked like a battleground. Further, I came to a children’s park. One loutish-looking kid went back and forth in the gloom on a brand-new swing that creaked even so. He had an unpleasant look of not being content with the swing but waiting for something else to happen. I walked on beyond the limit of the York lights, and walked past cows standing stock still in fields, as though for them too time had stopped.


I turned and went back towards the hotel. The tram that had brought me up was rocking away into the distance, and another Number Nine was drawing up, about as thinly patronised as the previous one. I watched as one man climbed down: the Chief. I tipped my bowler at him (saluting had somehow long since gone by the board between the two of us), and he lifted his squash hat clean off his head, at which the wind made his few strands of orange hair rise up as well, in a kind of double salute.


‘Evening, sir,’ I said.


‘Don’t stand out here nattering, lad,’ he said. ‘The beer’s gratis until nine o’clock.’


As we entered the hotel by a side door, I unbuttoned my topcoat, and the Chief saw my smart rig-out. He looked taken aback for a second. He hadn’t been in the police office himself that day – he was in it less and less often – but he knew I’d been away from it too, and he knew why. He didn’t mention my interview with Parker, however. He’d never either encouraged me or discouraged me in the plan to turn solicitor. But I knew he didn’t like it, and this because he couldn’t stop it. The Chief liked to control people – he was like the wife in that way – and now he was losing control of me. The Chief said, ‘I’ve a spot of business to mention to you, lad.’


‘I know,’ I said.


I followed him over to the bar, where, instead of talking to me, he fell in with Langbourne, the charge sergeant, so I was left dangling.


We railway coppers had been kept apart from the Beeswing regulars (if such a class existed) by being put in what might have been the function room. It smelt of new wood varnish, and I half expected to see pots of the stuff lying around. There was a stage, and a new piano, but there would be no turns. There would just be free beer, followed by cut-price beer, and that would be quite sufficient. There were about a dozen from the police office, and a few station officials and hangers-on besides. The fellow at the bar gave me a glass of ale without needing to be asked, and old man Wright, the Chief Clerk, came up. He looked rather canned already.


‘You’re off, then?’ he said, wavering slightly.


‘Very likely,’ I said, ‘but not yet a while.’


He took a belt on his drink, and cocked his eye at me.


‘When?’ he enquired, quite sharply.


Old Man Wright was inquisitive to a fault, which was inde cent somehow in a man of his age.


‘It’s not settled yet,’ I said.


‘How’s your missus?’ he said.


‘All right,’ I said. ‘Yours?’


Our wives both worked part-time for the Co-operative Women’s Union, and were both strong in their feminism.


‘They’re opening a new store, Acomb way,’ he said.


‘I know,’ I said.


Silence for a space.


‘And that little lass of yours,’ said Wright, ‘what’s she called again?’


‘She’s called Sylvia,’ I said, taking a belt on my beer and grin ning at Wright. ‘I don’t suppose I need explain why.’


Wright frowned down at his pint.


‘Why?’ he said, looking up.


‘Sylvia Pankhurst,’ I said. ‘It was the wife’s doing. But it’s a pretty name.’


Another silence, in which I drained my glass. Wright drifted off, and I asked the barman the time of the last tram.


‘Ten thirty,’ he said.


‘Because I don’t want to be stranded here.’


‘You do not,’ he said, ‘take it from me.’


‘Are there any sandwiches laid on?’ I asked him.





‘Laid on what?’ he said, and I knew he was not a York lad.


I decided that I would be on that last tram, and that I might as well put away a fair few pints beforehand. I sank a couple more in the company of Shillito, the uniformed sergeant, and Fred Thomas, who was not a copper at all but the deputy night station manager. The talk wasn’t up to much. Trams came periodically crashing up beyond the windows. They made more noise and vibration than was needful, and each time I thought some disaster was in the offing.


The Chief was now talking to a fellow called Greenfield, who’d come up specially from the Newcastle railway police office. I watched the Chief ’s face as he spoke. It had been scorched by the sun in the Sudan, pounded by heavyweights in his army boxing days, and set about by whisky and baccy smugglers in the docks of Hull, where he’d had his start on the force. Consequently the Chief ’s face was irregular: no two photographs of it looked the same, and it would have been hard to draw.


Presently, Wright came wobbling back over, and he was not only drinking but munching at something. I saw the carton in his hand: liver capsules.


‘You ought not to be drinking if you’ve liver trouble,’ I said.


No reply from Wright, who just eyed me for a while.


‘Here,’ I said, ‘any idea what the Chief ’s got in hand for me?’


He looked sidelong, and I knew he knew; but to old man Wright, information was valuable, which is why he was forever asking questions and why he hardly ever answered them.


‘Why do you want to know?’ he said presently. ‘Do you have the wind up?’


Behind him, the Chief was approaching with papers in his hand.



















Chapter Five





The Chief handed me one of his small, bitter cigars, which meant ‘down to business’. He never gave a cigar to any other man in the office. He lit his, and lit mine. As he did so, I eyed the documents he’d put on the bar top. The top-most ones were cuttings from newspapers.


‘Why are you mentioning this to me now, sir?’ I said.


‘Nothing else for it,’ he said, and gave a quick grin – a very quick one. ‘I want you on to it day after tomorrow.’


That meant Sunday. The wife would just love that, what with all the work we had to do about the house. But this was the Chief all over. He liked to keep his men on their mettle. He had many times taken me for a drink-up in the middle of the working day, so I ought not to have been surprised that he should talk shop in the middle of a ‘do’. But there was a look on his face I didn’t much care for: a kind of excitement. How much beer was he shipping? He passed over the first cutting. It came from the ‘Public Notices’ page of a Leeds paper.




MISSING, Mr Raymond Blackburn of Roundhay, Leeds. Aged 30, 5ft 10in high, medium-large build, brown eyes, dark hair. Last seen at the Paradise Guest House, Scarborough, on 19 October last, and has not since been heard of. Any information to be addressed to the Inspector of Police, Roundhay, and the informant will be suitably rewarded.





‘Know the name?’ said the Chief.


‘No. Why do you ask?’


Old man Wright was lying down on the stage. It looked pretty final.


‘The same notice has been posted in the Police Gazette the last few months … Have you not seen it?’ The Chief was rocking a little back and forth, eyeing me quite nastily. ‘Blackburn was a fireman,’ he said.


‘On the North Eastern?’ I asked, because other companies ran into Leeds besides ours.


The Chief nodded.


‘On 19 October last year, he fired a passenger train into York from Leeds New Station. It was meant to be taken on to Scarborough by another crew, but the fireman booked to take over from Blackburn was off sick, so Blackburn stayed with the engine and took it all the way through with the second driver. It was a Sunday, and Blackburn’s train was about the last one into Scarborough station. The engine was needed next day in York, so the driver ran it back that night with another York bloke who was waiting in Scarborough after an earlier turn.’


‘Why didn’t Blackburn go back with them?’


‘Because he knew he wouldn’t get into York in time for the last Leeds connection.’


‘Well then … he could overnight in York.’


‘But he chose to do it in Scarborough.’


The Chief was eyeing me; I glanced down at the newspaper clipping.


‘Paradise,’ I said at length. ‘It’s a good name for a rooming house.’


‘It might be,’ said the Chief, blowing smoke and grinning at the same time, ‘and it might not be. It just depends what it’s like.’


‘And you want me to find out?’


The Chief looked away, saw Wright on the stage, looked back.


‘Of course it’s odds-on he made away with himself,’ he said. ‘All his belongings were left in his room except the suit he wore. He was a gloomy sort, by all accounts. He probably just went off in the night and jumped in the sea.’


‘But then the body would have been washed up?’


‘Not everything that falls in the sea off Scarborough is washed up,’ said the Chief, ‘… thank Christ. Now our lot in Leeds have been looking into the matter with the Scarborough Constabulary.’


‘And what have they found out?’


‘Fuck all,’ said the Chief, who then removed a bit of tobacco from his front teeth and said again, ‘Now …’


But this was followed by silence, as the Chief again eyed old man Wright, who was sitting up on the stage now, looking somehow like a little boy. The Chief was looking daggers at Wright; he then fixed me with the same evil stare, as though Wright’s behaviour was somehow my responsibility.


‘It struck the Leeds blokes’, the Chief continued, ‘that they ought to send a man to stay over at this house, and see how things stand, and to do it on Sunday so as to get the Sunday lot of guests.’


‘Why have they not done it then?’


‘Well, they’ve been a bit short-handed.’


The Chief had softened his tone now. He was so variable in his speech that you did wonder whether fifty years of hard drinking and blows to the head might not be catching up with him.


‘I see,’ I said. ‘And that’s why they’ve taken five months to get round to the idea?’


‘What brought it on was that the house has started advertising for railway men again.’


‘Where?’


‘In the engine shed at Scarborough. Other places beside.’


‘If they’re posting adverts in the engine shed they must be on the List.’


There was a list of private boarding houses close to stations that had been approved by the Company for taking in railway men on late turns. Sometimes the Company paid the boarding houses directly; sometimes the railway blokes paid out of their own pockets and claimed the money back later.


‘They were on it all right,’ said the Chief, ‘and they’ve never been taken off it.’


‘How many engine men had gone there before Blackburn?’


‘None. He was the first.’


‘So you might say that, so far, no railway man has gone to the Paradise guest house and survived to tell the tale?’


‘Well,’ said the Chief as once again the smoke spilled from the sides of his grinning mouth, ‘I’m hoping you’ll be the first. You see, the Leeds blokes thought it’d be quite a clever stroke to send a copper who could make on he was a North Eastern fireman – just to see if there was anyone in the house who might have a grudge against the Company, or against railway blokes as a breed. Only they don’t have any men who can fire an engine.’


Silence between the Chief and me; he dropped his cigar and stood on it.


‘You’re a passed fireman, aren’t you?’ he said at length. ‘You fired engines until you ran that loco into the shed wall.’


I was not having that.


‘It was my mate who ran it into the wall. He’d jiggered the brake. I just happened to be standing up there when the consequences of his error became manifest.’


‘I like your way of putting that,’ said the Chief. ‘You’ll turn up at the house with just the right amount of coal dust and muck on you, just the right engine smell.’


‘It’s customary for engine men to have a wash when they’ve finished a turn, sir.’


‘Yes, well don’t be too thorough about it. I’ve a driver all fixed up for you,’ said the Chief. ‘He’s just the man for the job.’


‘Why? Is he the man who drove the engine that Blackburn fired?’


‘No, that bloke’s out of the picture – taken super-annuation, retired last month. I have in mind a bloke called Tommy Nugent.’


But he would say no more about this Nugent apart from the fact that he knew him through the North Eastern Railway Rifleman’s League, which the Chief practically ran. Blackburn had also been in the League, and both the Chief and Nugent, it seemed, had said the odd word to him at inter-regional shooting matches.


‘Will Nugent be staying at the house too?’


‘Could do,’ said the Chief. ‘You might be glad of a mate … Some pretty queer types in this house, apparently.’


‘They’ve all been questioned, I assume. Statements have been taken.’


‘They have, lad.’


‘Answers not satisfactory?’


‘They en’t,’ said the Chief.


The Chief was grinning at me. I was growing anxious, and he liked that.


‘Do you have the case papers to hand, sir?’


But I somehow knew he wouldn’t have. Clerking was no part of real police work, at least not to the Chief ’s mind.


‘Well now, there’s been a mix-up over that,’ he said. ‘They were meant to’ve been sent but they’ve not come. The earliest I can get them now is Monday morning, but it’ll do you good to go in there blind. You’ll bring a fresh pair of eyes to it all.’


‘I think that’s what’s called a mixed metaphor,’ I said, and I left off the ‘sir’, which I would generally add, as an insurance policy, when talking to the Chief. ‘… Or maybe not,’ I said, seeing the way he was eyeing me.


‘When do you start in that fucking solicitor’s office?’ he said.


‘It’s not decided yet, if you recall … sir.’


‘It’s already rubbing off on you.’


The Chief took a pull on his beer. More was coming, I knew.


‘Bloody infected, you are.’


Was this Scarborough job his way of penalising me for leaving the force? Of course it was. The Chief was down on all lawyers. In court, they had a habit of asking him, ‘And what accounts for the injuries sustained by the accused in your custody, Chief Inspector Weatherill?’


I asked, ‘Was Blackburn married?’


‘He was not,’ said the Chief, ‘but he was engaged – had been for ages.’


‘Might be an idea to talk to her.’


‘I think the Leeds blokes have had a word. She’s a bit flighty, moved about a lot, very different from Blackburn.’


‘What was he like?’


‘Grave bloke,’ said the Chief. ‘Quiet. Bit of a lone wolf …


Big Catholic, as a matter of fact.’


I tried to figure him in my mind: a big, quiet, dark bloke. But the picture that came was of a big, quiet, dark Catholic church I’d seen hard by a railway line in Leeds. St Anne’s, I believed it was called.


‘Tell you something else about him,’ said the Chief. ‘He was a bloody good shot.’


I bought another pint, and the Chief climbed onto the stage and made a speech. Well, it was more a reading of notices. The office was doing creditably well. More crimes solved than last year. A collection would shortly be taken for the North Eastern Railway super-annuation fund. The Riflemen’s League was always looking out for new members, ditto the York Territorials. A fellow ought to be able to fire a rifle – he never knew when it might not come in. Vote of thanks to the landlord of the Beeswing, and that was that. The drinking was carried on for another hour, and then we all piled on the last tram back to York.
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