

[image: Illustration]






POWDER
SMOKE


A Jim Stringer Novel


ANDREW MARTIN


[image: illustration]









 


CORSAIR


First published in the UK in 2021 by Corsair


Copyright © 2021 by Andrew Martin


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 978-1-4721-5482-8


Corsair


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.littlebrown.co.uk









Contents


Cast of characters


1   York Station, about Half-Past Six on the Evening of Sunday, 6 December 1925


2   Flashback to the Last Saturday in August


3   York Station, Eight Minutes Past Seven on the Evening of Sunday, 6 December


4   Flashback to Friday, 2 October


5   A Train Running between York and Liverpool. Nine Minutes Past Seven on the Evening of Sunday, 6 December


6   Flashback to Saturday, 3 October


7   The Train Running between York and Liverpool. Nearly Half-Past Seven on the Evening of Sunday, 6 December


8   Flashback to Wednesday, 7 October


9   Central Leeds. About Half-Past Eight on the Evening of Sunday, 6 December


10 Monday, 7 December


11 Tuesday, 8 December


12 Wednesday, 9 December


13 Thursday, 10 December


14 Four Trains


Acknowledgements









Cast of characters


(Un-named or purely incidental characters not included.)


Jim Stringer – a detective inspector with the London & North Eastern Railway police, based at York.


Lydia Stringer – Jim’s wife.


Bernadette Stringer – their daughter.


Harry Stringer – their son.


Superintendent Saul Weatherill (also known as ‘the Chief’) – Jim’s boss.


Jack ‘Kid’ Durrant – a sharpshooter, writer of Western tales and aspiring film star.


Cynthia Lorne – a film star.


Tom Brooks – her husband, a director and producer of films.


Walter Bassett – an American connoisseur of the Old West; also a sub-postmaster at York.


Mary Ainsworth – a balloonist of York.


Cliff Hemingway – night sergeant in the York LNER Police Office.


Wright – elderly Chief Clerk of the York LNER Police.


Stephen Spencer – a young constable with the York LNER Police.


Colonel Maynard – head of the LNER Police, based in London.


Lowry – desk sergeant of the York City Police.


Ibbotson – a constable with the London, Midland & Scottish Railway Police.


Backhouse – a farmer’s son, and driver of a car for hire at Bolton Abbey.


Mr Marshall – a gamekeeper at Bolton Abbey.


Superintendent Monk – an officer with the Leeds City Police.


Paul Goodall – driver of a car for hire at Bolton Abbey.


Jerry Miller – a film-maker, business partner of Tom Brooks.


Kevin – a young American film editor.


Fred Bannister – a publisher.


The Green brothers – two criminals (probably), resident in Leeds.


Mrs Ellis – keeper of a tea rooms at Knaresborough.


Miles Howell – a constable with the LNER Railway Police, based at Pickering.


Sidney – a car mechanic.


Vernon Bibby – formerly a ‘lad porter’ with the LNER.


Ezra Clifton – an elderly freelance carter based at Pickering.
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YORK STATION, ABOUT HALF-PAST SIX ON THE EVENING OF SUNDAY, 6 DECEMBER 1925


In the Parlour Bar of the Second-Class Refreshment Room, Detective Inspector Jim Stringer was filling in his detective diary.


Jim had taken his diary into the Parlour Bar at six o’clock with the intention of having a pint of brown ale; it was now gone half-past and he’d had two. There was nobody else but Jim in the Parlour Bar, which was widely ignored in favour of the adjacent room, lately billed as a ‘snack bar’. There weren’t even any people in the framed photos around the walls, which showed the station as it had been before the North Eastern Railway became the London & North Eastern Railway and before the footbridge had been put in. There were studies of the newspaper stall and bookshop with the shutters down. On the main ‘Up’ and ‘Down’ platforms were a couple of luggage barrows, but no human beings.


When it came to the diary, Jim’s practice was to make a quick note when what was called an ‘occurrence’ occurred, then flesh it out later. The previous month – November – had been quiet, and Jim suspected this might be the new trend. While men in the wider world were being laid off from work, the London & North Eastern Railway was boosting what it called police ‘manpower’, the accountants having twigged that the more police you had, the more money you saved. Why? Because policemen protected not only ‘assets’ but also ‘revenue’. The Police Office on the main ‘Up’ platform accommodated a dozen more constables than this time last year. Some came from down south, and Jim had a job to remember their names. They soaked up a lot of the investigating Jim used to do and now, as a relatively senior member of a very bureaucratic organization, he found much of his time given over to paperwork.


The number of crimes was certainly falling, but whether on account of ‘manpower’, Jim couldn’t say. The station was better lit, and modern trains often had open seating, whereas the old-fashioned bad lads had favoured the secrecy of compartments. Jim, too, preferred compartments. He also favoured gaslight over electricity and slow, stopping trains to ‘streamlined’ expresses – and maybe this was to be expected of any railway copper of twenty years’ service and a somewhat romantic bent.


He’d come to the most recent occurrence. Twice in the past week a fellow called Barraclough had been found to be occupying a first-class seat on a Leeds train while in possession of a third-class ticket. This was not an offence unless Barraclough had ‘fraudulent intent’; unless he knew what he was doing, in other words, and it seemed to Jim that Barraclough must have known, since until recently he had been working for the LNER, and in the passenger department of the York District at that. Yet he was a highly respectable-seeming gent who’d apologized both times for his ‘mistake’ and shifted smartly into third class when the ‘error’ was pointed out to him. The second time, his name and address had been taken, and the question for Jim was whether Barraclough should receive a summons to the magistrates’ court in order – very likely – to be fined 40 shillings under the Regulation of Railways Act, 1889. Jim put a question mark next to Barraclough’s name.


The next question was whether he should have another pint of brown. Or maybe a half. The one thing in the Parlour Bar that was moving (apart from Jim) was the minute hand of the clock, and it now showed five minutes to seven or, as the London & North Eastern Railway called it, ‘six fifty-five’. At seven, Jim was due to meet Lydia at the footbridge, so they could walk together to a charitable function at the Railway Institute: an ill-conceived event, it seemed to Jim, kicking off at seven and combining card playing and dancing.


Jim thumbed back through the pages of the Detective Diary. The year hadn’t been completely quiet, and some of the pages back in early October were dense with occurrences. Jim read the words ‘double murder’, underlined. Amid the detailing of those heavy events, he kept seeing a certain name, always carefully written in full and never abbreviated, that made him feel sad, which in turn made him want to order another drink. The case had flared dramatically, and just as quickly fizzled out for the shortage of leads. It remained unresolved.


Jim pocketed the diary and stepped out into the station lobby.


To the left lay the station exit and carriage drive – which was more like a motor car drive these days. To the right were the ticket gates for the platforms. Over opposite lay the booking hall, but the Christmas tree blocked Jim’s view of it. In North Eastern days, the tree had been just that: a tree, with paper streamers, but now there was a Christmas ‘display’. Whereas the old tree had been dark at night, this one was illuminated with electric lights that went off and on – which they were supposed to do, but it seemed like a faulty circuit or whatever was the term.


Alongside the tree was something resembling a boat. It had been knocked up from spare timber in the Carriage Works and was clad in railway seating material, probably Rexine. It was meant to be a giant shoe, because the theme of the display was ‘The Old Woman Who Lived in a Shoe’, but you wouldn’t necessarily know from looking at it. The Old Woman herself was a mannequin from Brown’s department store in a Victorian dress and a grey wig. The children she didn’t know what to do with were so many baby dolls propped up to stare glassily from the edge of the shoe. In other words, this display would have been a candidate for any chamber of horrors going. In front of the shoe were red fire buckets, into which the public were invited to throw coppers in aid of the Old Comrades Association to help war widows and orphans.


This was all part of the new-fangledness of the new company, along with public telephones on every platform except number 14. The wireless room in the Station Hotel was part of the newness. So were the very fast trains that sometimes – especially at night – ran right through York with electric light blazing in the carriages, and the washed-out faces of passengers not giving the station so much as a glance.


Jim watched the tree lights flash three times. Then he turned and walked towards the ticket gates, where the ticket collector on duty was a woman: Margaret Long. Margaret was a kind of leftover from the War, when many women had worked in the station.


‘You’re looking very smart, Jim.’


He was wearing his four-guinea suit, made to measure in blue worsted.


‘So are you, Margaret.’


She touched her peaked cap and coloured up rather. Margaret quite fancied Jim, as Jim’s wife Lydia – who knew Margaret from wartime canteening on the station – often said. Lydia would also suggest that Jim quite fancied Margaret, which was also true.


‘Off somewhere nice, Jim?’


‘Don’t know.’


‘You don’t know?’


‘It’s a dance and whist drive at the Institute.’


‘A dance and whist drive? I suppose they have the cards first, then the dancing.’


‘No. They both kick off at seven.’


‘Then I suppose they’ll be in different rooms.’


‘They’re both in the reading room.’


‘Dancing and whist . . . in the reading room?’


‘My aim is to play whist badly, get knocked out, then go to the bar.’


‘Where you can get knocked out all over again, Jim Stringer! What’s it in aid of, anyhow?’


‘York Station Mutual Aid.’


‘Well . . . Lydia likes all that sort of thing, doesn’t she?’


Now that was a clear case of damning with faint praise. Jim said, ‘She knows some of the ladies who are laying on the supper.’ Those ladies were involved somehow in the York Women’s Co-Operative Guild, for which Lydia worked.


Margaret Long said, ‘Is the supper after the dancing and whist?’


‘During.’


‘And what time does it all wind up?’


‘Half eight.’


‘You’re having me on, Jim Stringer.’


But he had merely described the programme as he understood it.


He could see Lydia waiting by the footbridge. ‘Better go.’


But as Jim approached Lydia, she turned and began climbing the steps of the footbridge. She hadn’t seen him yet, and she was going to the other side of the station – from the ‘Up’ to the ‘Down’. That wasn’t so irregular: their arrangement was always ‘the footbridge’ – could mean either side. The ‘Down’ side had the draw of a small newspaper and tea kiosk near the foot of the steps. Jim followed Lydia over the footbridge. In her cloche hat, shortish skirt and grey calfskin boots she looked very fashionable – and young. Not forty, at any rate. Lydia was slightly bowlegged, which Jim thought was great, but he knew not to mention it because he had done once . . .


She still hadn’t seen him. Her bootsteps echoed under the great vault of the station roof. The gas lights along the platforms seemed – in Jim’s imagination – to be illuminating cold, empty streets, and the clock over the main ‘Up’ stood in for the moon. There was one train in – over on the platform known as Scarborough Corner, waiting patiently for no-one. And there was a rake of apparently dead carriages on Platform 10, one of the bays near the kiosk. Jim knew – but didn’t really think about it – that those carriages would eventually be collected by a biggish engine, and a train to Liverpool would be formed. You’d be able to have dinner on that train; it was a semi-express.


Lydia stepped off the footbridge, and turned right, into the Ladies. Jim waited for her outside the kiosk, which was shuttered and closed, it being Sunday. One minute to seven by the big clock. An engine was backing onto the Liverpool carriages. Lydia was taking her time in the Ladies, but then again, she’d come direct from work – from the offices of the Women’s Co-Operative Guild, which were above the main Co-Op on Railway Street. She’d need a bit of a spruce-up for the party. She often went in on Sundays. Just now she'd be in front of the mirror, applying a little kohl to deepen the darkness of her eyes, which were already very dark.


The clock said three after seven. The station was regaining a little life: a flurry of people coming over the footbridge, approaching with a quick clatter, as if blown along beyond the ticket gate by the bad weather. Passengers for Liverpool, no doubt, or Manchester or Leeds, where that train would also be calling. Lydia stepped out of the Ladies. She looked lost for a moment; then she saw Jim.


‘I thought you were going to get Mary to press those trousers?’ she said. (Mary came to their house three days a week to clean and iron, but Jim never felt able to ask her to clean or iron anything.) Lydia said, ‘Undo your bottom waistcoat button, Jim,’ and did it for him.


‘Margaret said I looked smart,’ said Jim.


‘Yes, she would do.’


Lydia kissed Jim. ‘Your tie’s nice, though – or it would be if it was straight.’


As she was straightening his tie, Jim was aware of a man coming fast over the footbridge. His wide-brimmed grey hat was pulled down low, and he was more elegant and purposeful than the rest of the passengers: a cut above.


Lydia had bought the tie for Jim last week. It was dark blue with little white spots. She was forever taking Jim in hand, so she bought most of his clothes, including the coat he was wearing, which was black and double-breasted with even blacker velvet lapels (or ‘revers’, as Lydia called them). Jim thought it rather old-fashioned; made him feel as if he was off to an expensive funeral. Despite being a socialist, Lydia appeared to want to dress him like Mr Baldwin.


The man in the wide-brimmed hat was descending the steps. It was a cold night, but the grey muffler over most of his face was over-egging it. He was heading for the Liverpool train, gripping two bags: a biggish blue-andblack carpet bag and a small leather bag, like a doctor’s. He passed Jim and Lydia, walking fast.


‘Let’s go, Jim,’ said Lydia. ‘There’ll be hell on if we miss Harriet Howard’s welcome speech.’ Harriet Howard was somebody involved in charitable work. ‘Oh, no – hang on a mo.’ She was heading back towards the Ladies. ‘Left my powder by the sink,’ she called back.


The clock said seven after seven. The clockface was so big you could always tell the time to the minute, and Jim had the feeling these minutes were becoming important. He had seen that blue-and-black carpet bag before, he thought.


The platform guard – a young chap, Jim knew him by sight – was waiting to give the Liverpool train the ‘right away’, but not quite imminently, because Jim could see either the fireman or the driver on the platform up ahead – probably the fireman, since he was quite young, whereas drivers tended to be quite old. This fireman was looking under the boiler frame of the loco for some reason. But there didn’t seem anything amiss: his manner wasn’t agitated, and now he climbed back up to the footplate.


But now another man climbed down – from the carriage before the engine – and closed the door behind him. It was the muffled-up man, still muffled up. He set his two bags down on the platform, and his black-gloved left hand, held down by his side, was somehow too long. He was looking at Jim. The third man on the platform, the guard, was some way to Jim’s left, about in line with the middle of the train.


The guard didn’t seem to be aware of either Jim or the muffled-up man. He was absorbed in a little book: his guard’s manual, possibly. His whistle was in his lips, and the hand that held the book also held the green flag. The fireman – obviously the more active of the footplate pair (or the one who did all the work) – was leaning from the footplate and looking towards the guard for the ‘right away’. The fireman called out to him, an echoing shout, not too polite. The guard barely looked up as he blew the whistle and gave the flag a single wave. He was evidently more interested in learning how to be a competent platform guard than actually being one.


Jim could hear Lydia’s returning steps behind him. The engine was surely about to make its first lurching chuff. But the muffled-up man was now pointing at Jim – pointing with the revolver that was in his black-gloved left hand. His right hand seemed to stroke the top of the gun; he had moved back the hammer. He had Jim in pointblank range. When he squeezed the trigger, the world would be as black as his glove and Jim would be dead. So Jim ought to be coming up with important thoughts, but the only thing in his mind was an image of a large, pink balloon, sailing through a summer sky.
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FLASHBACK TO THE LAST SATURDAY IN AUGUST


The Gala


The famous balloon was high above the showground of the York Summer Gala, as though to signal its location, but everybody knew its location. The Gala had been held in the gardens of Bootham Hospital on the last Saturday in August for half a century, the war years excepted.


The balloon had come into view as Jim turned into Exhibition Square. He had walked from York Station to Exhibition Square many times. The walk took ten minutes – at least, it always had done, but today it seemed longer. Jim put it down to the heat and the fact that every time he put on a spurt of speed, his right leg hurt. His right thigh had been crocked on the Western Front, and it was obviously going to stay crocked. The nightmares were going to continue as well. The main mistake people made about the war, it seemed to Jim, was to say it was over. His suit coat prickled through his shirt. At the Gala, he was going to meet the Chief, who wanted to take him to a shooting show.


Jim crossed in front of the Theatre Royal. A clanking, crowded tram was doing the same. When the balloon was new, Jim recalled, it had been red-and- white-striped, like an inflated Punch & Judy booth, but now it had faded to dirty pink. Dangling from it was a middle-aged lady – a balloonist, naturally. She was well-known, forever cropping up in the Yorkshire Evening Press: York’s very own aviatrix, Mary Ainsworth. Jim was certain Mary Ainsworth must be smiling gracefully as she floated over the Gala, because that was what she was always doing when pictured in The Press. She wore a dun-coloured, one-piece trouser suit, and the kind of round hat worn by people who get fired from cannons. Hanging down beside her was an untidy-looking length of rope which let the gas out of the balloon. She would pull on this when she wanted to descend, but she wouldn’t be doing that until the Gala ended, and when the York Gala ended, summer would end with it.


Half the town was in the hospital grounds, it appeared. Somewhere in that throng an organ machine blared, a mechanical version of a song Jim’s daughter Bernadette often sang: ‘If You Were the Only Girl In The World’. (In her own mind Bernadette undoubtedly was the only girl in the world.) Steam engines steamed, petrol engines smoked; every other person, it seemed to Jim, was eating a toffee apple, and continued blithely doing so even as rifles repeatedly cracked – so there must be a shooting gallery within the crowd, but that wasn’t the kind of gunplay Jim had been summoned to see.


Over the heads of the crowd, a great red and gold gondola reared up every few seconds: called a ‘fairy boat’, it was more like a fairy barge, with a crude Union Jack painted on the hull. Screams accompanied its swinging. There was a smallish big wheel on which more sedate Yorkists sat. It came to Jim that the lightbulbs on the wheel were all switched on, but lost in the glare of the afternoon. Suddenly there was a single loud gunshot, and for a moment the Gala crowd was stilled, but this was not what was known in the Police Office as an occurrence. The wheel kept turning, the fairy boat kept swinging.


The only consequence was a drift of people to the far side of the garden, towards the great grey mansion of the Bootham Mental Hospital itself, presiding so incongruously over the festivities held in aid of it. Jim joined the drift.


The shooting show was housed in something like a boxy circus tent, but it was made of wood as well as canvas, and somehow incorporated two kinds of wagon of the kind hauled by traction engines. Overall, it resembled a giant, coloured sideboard. It was basically yellow – the colour of the Wild West, Jim supposed – and there was a doorway in the middle covered by a green velvet curtain. The figure of a Red Indian had been painted at one end, a cowboy at the other, and the painted cowboy stood next to a painted cactus. In front of the tent was a wooden stage about the size of a country railway station platform. Here placards read, ‘Shooting Show’, ‘See Kid Durrant, Number One Crackshot’, ‘Red Indian Torture’, ‘Human Naked Target’ and ‘This Show Not Suitable for Small Children’.


Jim was well-acquainted with cowboys and Indians. Like any boy he had read cowboy comics and, like any father, had read cowboy comics to his son. He and Lydia had taken Harry to see Buffalo Bill’s Congress of Rough Riders at Scarborough in July 1904. Harry was only eighteen months old, but already talking and coming out with his famous ‘unexpected words’, one of which was uttered at the end of the show when Buffalo Bill removed his wide-brimmed hat and made a low bow. Harry, from his vantage point in Lydia’s arms, said, ‘Bald.’ Lydia had given Jim one of her wide-eyed, marvelling looks, as if to say, ‘Here is a boy who will get on.’ And so it would prove, because Harry was now articled to a firm of solicitors in Leeds.


These days Jim would read the occasional Western novel, especially if it involved a ‘railroad’, and he and Lydia encountered many cowboys and Indians in their picture-going, mainly at the Electric Theatre in Fossgate. So Jim knew the painted Indian, by the ferocity of his scowl and the relative smallness of his headdress (just two feathers), to be a Brave, and the cowboy, by the whiteness of his ten-gallon hat and wide leather trousers, to be a good cowboy.


The Chief was right at the front of the crowd. He had more or less ordered Jim to the Gala. Jim had grown more resistant to the Chief of late, but he would indulge him in this year of 1925 because the Chief had attained the age of superannuation and was scheduled to be leaving the force at the end of the year. That, at any rate, was how Jim had couched the matter to Lydia.


‘Don’t kid yourself, Jim,’ she had said. ‘You indulge him, and that’s that.’ In half an hour’s time she would be at the Gala herself, to see – or endure – the Railway Queen Pageant, in which Bernadette would be competing.


The back of the Chief’s neck was scarred and dinty, like the bowler hat above it. Jim knew if he didn’t walk away he’d spend the rest of the day drinking with the Chief, but instead he tapped him on the shoulder. The Chief turned around with a smile of somewhat bitter triumph: Jim Stringer would play along once again.


‘How do,’ he said. ‘Amazing show, is this.’ He’d seen it in some other town already, and he’d been going on about it in the Police Office for weeks.


‘How long does it last?’


‘What sort of question is that? I’m not keeping you from anything, I hope?’


Jim maintained his enquiring gaze, until finally the Chief said, ‘About twenty minutes.’


‘Good. I’m meeting the wife in half an hour.’


Lydia did not care for being referred to as ‘the wife’ – she had a name, she would point out – but it was expected that Jim would call her ‘the wife’ when speaking to the Chief, who didn’t really go in for names; seemed embarrassed by them. His own, Saul Weatherill, was little used, and he was happy to be called ‘the Chief’, although he was a Superintendent these days. If he called Jim anything, it was usually ‘lad’, even though Jim would be forty next birthday.


Two men stepped onto the wooden stage, approximations of the painted figures. A white cowboy stood on the left, holding a length of rope; a scowling, bare-chested redskin on the right, only he was not so much red as orange, the colour of the make-up he was plastered in. The cowboy began twirling his rope; the Indian was staring at the crowd with folded arms, fastening his gaze on particular individuals until they looked away or laughed. It was amazing the Indian himself didn’t crack a smile. After a while, he put his hand up, like a policeman stopping traffic. When Indians did that in films, the caption came up reading ‘How!’ which possibly meant ‘Hello’, but this Indian said, in a slow, booming voice, ‘This is the Wild West show!’ The cowboy, still twirling his rope, said ‘Yee-haw!’, and that was how it went on for the next ten minutes, with only those two lines spoken. But they did the job, because the crowd was getting bigger all the time.


The cowboy wore a gun belt with two holsters, a revolver in each. Jim had thought they were fakes, but the cowboy pulled out the right-hand one and fired it into the sky, causing Jim to glance up in case he’d hit Mary Ainsworth or – just as bad from her point of view – her balloon. But she was well out of range, sailing peacefully over the loony bin. The shot was the cue for somebody inside the tent to pull back the middle curtain, and the cowboy and the Indian began saying, ‘Step inside please, for the Wild West show.’ They were friendlier now; their Yorkshire accents were evident and it was obvious they were pals.


Inside the tent (it had cost a bob to get in) Jim sat next to the Chief. There was no stage set to speak of, just a few trunks here and there, as if the company hadn’t yet unpacked. One of them was open, revealing a knife rack with half a dozen long knives fanned out. A barrel had rifle butts sticking out of it like umbrellas in an umbrella stand. There was a contraption that resembled a propped-up coffin lid, and one lonely-looking wooden chair. Down each side of the stage was a big sheet of steel or maybe lead, dented with many bullet marks, but these were not, Jim believed, bullet holes, for this was a backstop, meant to stop the bullets flying through the walls of the tent and out into York. The interior was hot; smelt of trampled grass, gunpowder and the little cigar the Chief was now lighting. The Chief’s cigars were a brand called Babies, and he kept them in a bent black tin. Lydia had a word for the Chief’s Babies: acrid.


A younger cowboy stepped onto the stage, all in black, so possibly a bad cowboy, but not necessarily. A white cowboy was always good, but a black one might be good or bad. Anyhow, it was the black ones that meant business.


This cowboy seemed bashful. ‘Howdy, folks,' he said quietly. ‘My name’s Durrant, and they call me Kid Durrant, and this here . . .’ – and he extended his arm in greeting towards a blonde woman entering from the other side. She wore a very short dress that ended in tassels above her knees, and white leather boots with pointed toes, and that was about it. Her appearance brought a round of applause, so Kid Durrant had to repeat his introduction. ‘This here is the lovely Miss Dorothy Hill, and she is very partial to the smoking of a pipe, a habit she picked up out Colorado way, where the ladies ain’t quite so genteel as they are on this side of the pond. Now, Miss Dorothy, she gets through a goodly number of pipes, and we’re going to show you folks why.’


Miss Dorothy was fishing about in one of the trunks, which required her to bend over and show her frilly knickers. Kid Durrant was selecting a rifle from the barrel. ‘Eighteen-ninety Winchester,’ the Chief whispered to Jim. ‘Two-point-two.’


The Chief loved guns. He’d been thirty years in the Colours, and his only regret in life, he’d once told Jim, was being too old for Fourteen-Eighteen. He presided over the Railway Institute Rifle Leagues and encouraged gun use among his officers. The ‘armoury cupboard’ in the Police Office was the Chief’s own desk, which held a selection of loaded revolvers.


Kid Durrant had taken his rifle to the left side of the stage; Miss Dorothy carried a handful of clay pipes from the trunk over to the right. She put the first pipe in her mouth and turned side-on to Durrant.


‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ announced Durrant, ‘no blanks or soft bullets are used in this show. Our ammunition is the genuine article, and a stray bullet could prove fatal to the lovely Miss Dorothy. Experienced shootist though I am, any sudden noise might cause me to flinch, with who knows what consequences. Therefore, I would ask that you remain silent during the discharge of the guns. You will have the chance to show your appreciation at regular intervals, and I thank you in advance for that.’


Jim had been wondering about this young fellow’s nationality, and now reached a verdict: some of his words were American, but Durrant was Yorkshire through and through – possibly from Barnsley or Sheffield way. Jim also thought he might have done a spell down a pit: he had that sort of wiriness – and little flecks of black in his pale face, which complemented the blackness of his thick hair. He had a way of shoving a handful of hair from his very blue eyes, drawing attention to both. He was a handsome lad, all right. Bernadette and her friends would call him ‘divino’, or ‘the bee’s knees’.


In a rapid volley of sharp cracks, Kid Durrant shot five clay pipes out of the mouth of Miss Dorothy, and that was the rifle empty (and Jim practically deafened). The Chief, Jim knew, loved watching the cartridges leap from the rifle, because that was further violence. The Kid took another Winchester from the barrel and did the same to another five clay pipes.


The shooting over, Miss Dorothy, showing no surprise at being still alive, took the centre of the stage. ‘Now just what does a gal have to do,’ she said, ‘to get a quiet smoke in these parts?’ Her accent was better than Kid Durrant’s, and Jim believed she might have been from as far west as Liverpool, for there was a touch of Scouse in it. ‘I tell you,’ she was saying, ‘I’m tuckered out. Reckon I’ll go and lean against that board over there.’


Jim did not believe that would prove very restful, and neither did the Chief. ‘Earns her money, this lass,’ he whispered.


‘But first,’ Miss Dorothy was saying, ‘I’m fairly sweltering in this dress. Would any kind gentleman be willing to come forward to assist me in the removal of it?’


Half the men on the front row stood up, while the remainder made do with applauding. A fat, confident man was making to climb the steps onto the stage. He had a waxed moustache and triangular beard like Buffalo Bill, but his face wasn’t triangular. He was baby-faced, like whichever was the American one in Laurel and Hardy. His tie was what Jim believed was called a ribbon tie: a skimpy affair tied in a bow.


‘Back to your seat, Walter Bassett,’ said Miss Dorothy. ‘I specified a gentleman.’


He said something like ‘Aw, shucks,’ and sat down again to general laughter. But he must have been in on the joke – some stooge or hanger-on. And he’d sounded genuinely American.


Miss Dorothy had selected the meekest-looking of the blokes who’d come forward. She held up her tumbling blonde hair while he – face crimson – unhooked the back of her dress, which fell down to reveal another dress, even smaller than the first, about the size of the baggy jumpers Bernadette went in for. This was as far as she’d go in the direction of being a ‘naked target’. From the side of the stage Kid Durrant was looking on, arms folded, with a kind of half-pitying smile. The implication was that he could remove Miss Dorothy Hill’s dress any time he pleased. As Miss Dorothy walked over to the board, Durrant stepped back centre stage, and Jim wondered if he was going be the knife chucker. But no: he was only going to make an announcement. ‘And now, from the far frontier of the United States, please welcome Black Cloud!’


The ‘redskin’ who’d been scowling at the crowd from the front stage collected an armful of knives from the trunk while Miss Dorothy, leaning on the board with her arms at her sides, pretended to doze. She opened her eyes as the first knife thudded home; perhaps it had landed a bit closer than she or Black Cloud had intended. Even the Chief winced. Jim stared down at his right boot until a dozen knives had been thrown, and applause broke out.


Kid Durrant stepped forward again with another rifle. This time, Miss Dorothy held a sackful of what turned out to be glass balls, the size of snooker balls. She pitched one into the air; Durrant shattered it with a bullet. He broke another five, changed rifles, and broke another three.


Then a strange thing happened: he missed one. A pale, angelic woman in the front row stood up and blew a kiss towards Durrant, which brought some applause. Jim was perplexed. Did she know Durrant? Must do. A blown kiss would be over-familiar otherwise. Either way, the gesture must be a sort of consolation for missing, or an encouragement to carry on.


The woman sat down again. Next to her sat a handsome man – debonair, you might say, with a fine head of grey hair, which matched his grey suit. With his wide-brimmed grey hat on his lap he had London written all over him. He did not look best pleased at what his companion had just done. Certainly, he had not applauded. Now he was leaning towards her and saying things that did not seem to be making her smile – and Jim wanted to see her smile, because a moment earlier she had been so good at it.


Durrant smashed a further twenty-or-so balls, then he missed another. Jim looked along the row at the beautiful woman. She was rising to her feet again as her companion, the debonair man, looked down at his knees. The woman was blowing further kisses.


‘You should miss a few more, son!’ somebody called out as she sat down.


Jim wondered if this was all part of the act, but the way Durrant had smiled and coloured up – that had not been fake. This time the debonair man did smile as the woman re-joined him, but without conviction, and only, Jim felt, because he knew people were looking at him.


As the balls continued to shatter Jim looked at his watch. Twenty-five past three. The Beauty Pageant – and Bernadette’s ordeal – would be starting imminently.


After the last ball was shot, Miss Dorothy took a bow, and Black Cloud came on with a broom to sweep up the cartridges and smashed glass.


‘And now . . .’ said Durrant, addressing the audience while loading a revolver.


‘Now what?’ thought Jim. Durrant spoke slowly as well as quietly, and it seemed to Jim he was rather short of patter. The Chief smiled an evil smile and held out one of his Babies. Some instinct of self-preservation told Jim – an occasional smoker – to refuse, but he took the cigar anyway, and the Chief already had a lit match to hand.


‘And now,’ Durrant said again, ‘would any of the smokers among you gentlemen care to step forward?’ He was looking directly at Jim, and it was not an amiable look.


‘He’ll shoot it out of your mouth,’ said the Chief, indicating the little cigar. So the Chief had known what was coming and set Jim up.


‘Get lost,’ muttered Jim, and he stomped his cigar out on the grass. The fat American in the audience, Walter Bassett, stood up for the second time and Durrant slowly removed his gaze from Jim. Durrant smiled a slow smile. ‘I guess we have one brave man on the front row here.’ Bassett, wheezing somewhat, was climbing the steps to the stage – and this time wasn’t sent back. He took a carton of cigars from his shirt, put one in his mouth, turned meekly side-on. Durrant looked at the revolver he held as though he’d never seen it before.


‘Colt 45,’ whispered the Chief.


That, Jim knew, was a powerful piece: ‘The Gun that Won the West’.


‘Is he supposed to fire that in here?’ said Jim.


‘He does just what he likes,’ said the Chief.


With hardly a glance at the fat man, Durrant loosed a bullet, which left the cigar still in Walter Bassett’s mouth, but half the size. Bassett examined the stump before walking off the stage.


‘This is a twenty-cent cigar, Kid,’ he said.


‘It was,’ muttered Durrant.


The Chief was applauding; then he rose to his feet while lighting another one of his Babies, an act that earned applause – and he climbed onto the stage. Durrant did not at first acknowledge him, but eventually glanced sidelong – as though reluctantly – at him. ‘What is your name, sir?’


‘Saul Weatherill.’


‘And your profession?’


‘Police superintendent.’


Durrant smiled, muttered something about ‘special treatment for cops’. The Chief wore an unfamiliar, silly smile. He was shy about being on the stage.


Durrant had set down the revolver and picked up a rifle. ‘You might want to quit taking draws on that,’ he said, indicating the Chief’s cigar: ‘it gets a little smaller every time.’


This raised an uneasy laugh.


Durrant waved the rifle towards the target area. ‘A little further back, please.’ Then he turned his back on the Chief as though he’d become sick of the sight of him, and rested his gun over his shoulder like a huntsman returning from a long day in the field. He jerked the trigger with his thumb and Jim saw the cigar spinning through the air, but couldn’t make out where it landed – the risk of fire seemed one of many in this tent.


But the crowd was applauding and the Chief was smiling his normal, twisted smile again.


As the audience filed out, the Chief stayed on the stage, obviously wanting to talk guns, but Durrant was in a conflab with the beautiful woman in the front row, while the debonair grey-haired man hung about looking spare. The Chief had to make do with Black Cloud, who evidently knew guns as well as knives. ‘I’m partial to t’ thirty-two,’ Jim heard Black Cloud saying. ‘It fires t’ same rounds as t’ Winchester.’ Vocally, he had completely ceased to be a Red Indian.


The Railway Queen


Outside, Lydia was waiting. ‘What was that like?’


‘Loud.’


‘Who did the shooting?


‘A character called Kid Durrant.’


‘And what did he shoot at?’


‘A pretty woman, mainly.’


‘I thought so.’


‘He also shot the Chief’s cigar out of his mouth.’


‘I’ve wanted to do that for years. Where is he?’


‘Who?’


‘The Chief.’


‘Talking to a Red Indian, so-called.’


‘Have we got rid of him for the day?’


‘I reckon not.’


‘Come on, Jim,’ Lydia said. ‘Let’s go and see if Bernadette is to be Queen of the Goods Siding.’ The day had grown hotter, and the smell of the Gala had come on a bit: less in the way of petrol fumes, more of frying sausages and drink. The Fairy Boat seemed to Jim to be swinging more wildly, but still the screams that came from it were happy screams.


The Railway Queen competition was held on the lawn directly in front of the hospital. It made use of some wide stone steps leading up to the terrace, and all the girls were sitting on them looking like a lot of Ancient Greeks, for they all wore white toga-like dresses, cinched around the middle with silk sashes, and had paper petals about their heads. Jim wondered how many other girls aside from his daughter had been reduced to tears by the making of the crowns, but now they were all smiling in the same sort of painted-on smile. There were no seats for the spectators; they would just muster behind a rope, which was good – meant the proceedings wouldn’t last long. Jim and Lydia had spotted Bernadette on the extreme right.


‘We have orders not to wave,’ said Lydia, after Jim had waved and Bernadette had scowled back.


‘She’s the prettiest one by a mile,’ said Jim.


‘That’s irrelevant,’ said Lydia. ‘They like to pick a deserving case.’


Bernadette was certainly not a deserving case.


‘Last year’s winner was the daughter of a carriage and wagon cleaner,’ said Lydia. ‘She was called Mabel.’


It was characteristic of his wife that she’d bothered to find out. For all her Labourism, Lydia was socially ambitious. The most important thing – more important, Jim suspected, even than the Co-Operative movement’s number-one aim of securing World Peace – was that she and her family should ‘get on’. In theory she was against beauty pageants, but they were an opportunity for getting on. So Lydia had paid her friend Lillian Parker ten shillings to assist in the making of Bernadette’s competition dress, which was supposed to be made by the competitor herself; they had all been required to submit an essay on the theme ‘Queen for a Day’, describing their preparations. ‘The making of the paper crowns was the most fun,’ Bernadette had written. In their essay the girls were also asked to say what they would do to improve the London & North Eastern Railway if they were Queen for a Day, the winner’s suggestion to be forwarded to the board in London. Bernadette had deigned to consult Jim on this point. ‘You should tell them to put ticket inspectors on the Scarborough trains,’ he’d said.


She’d sighed theatrically. ‘Why?’


‘Because that’s where the most ticket fraud occurs. Call it “fare evasion” – they’ll like that. The Passenger Department think it’s a main-line problem, but for some reason there’s more fare evasion on York–Scarborough services than York–Doncaster or York–Durham. It would be interesting to know why.’


‘No, it wouldn’t,’ Bernadette had said.


In the end, she’d proposed building a London & North Eastern Railway theatre in the West End of London, or ‘London’s West End’ as she’d called it in her essay. Bernadette wanted to be an actress. She had performed with amateur drama companies in York, including the Railway Players, who had a little theatre in one of the obscure back rooms of the Railway Institute. Bernadette believed that she – if not necessarily anyone else involved in railway am-dram – deserved a bigger stage.


As at the shooting show, Jim concentrated on his right boot while the girls paraded on the lawn, skirting the floral borders and doing their best to look floral themselves. Jim fancied a pint. After a bit, he said, ‘She’s the only brunette.’


Lydia – very dark herself – appeared not to hear. Her tactic of evasion was to look at the sky – in practice, a matter of looking at Mary Ainsworth. ‘Doesn’t she ever want to do a wee?’ she demanded. Lydia ought to admire Mary Ainsworth, since she was a woman in a man’s world, and indeed she had admired her, to the extent of inviting her to give a talk to the York Co-Operative Women. But Mary Ainsworth had pulled out of the engagement at the last minute, having had a better offer: an invitation to take part in a radio broadcast. ‘I trust you will appreciate,’ she had written to Lydia, ‘that this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and I hope very much that I will be able to accommodate you at a later date.’ But that would not be happening. ‘What she doesn’t appreciate,’ Lydia had told Jim, ‘was that our invitation was also a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.’


Jim recognised Oughtred, the Passenger Manager, among the judges, and the head of ‘Public Relations’, who was new, and whose name temporarily escaped Jim. They sat along a trestle table and, even though they were all in summer rig, it did look like an outdoor board meeting. A few feet away another dozen people held musical instruments, being a small brass band. The judges made notes and pointed at the girls as they paraded – walking back and forth in a sort of military criss-cross – to the accompaniment, for some reason, of ‘A Bicycle Made for Two’.


The spokesman of the judges was a little bloke Jim had never clapped eyes on before – secretary to one of the high-ups, possibly. He wore an orthopaedic boot. But any sympathy he might have earned from Jim and Lydia on this account was dissipated when he announced that the London & North Eastern Railway Queen of 1925, who would be going forward to compete in the National Railway Employees’ Gala in Manchester, was Helen . . . somebody or other. Her surname was lost in a sudden burst of hurdy-gurdy music from the fair: another traction engine had started up. The girl herself came forward and received a bouquet from Oughtred, the most senior man present. She took it all in her stride, as though she’d known all along she would win.


The girls were now released, and Bernadette came towards Lydia and Jim, who were braced for tears or furious recriminations. But Bernadette continued smiling the strained smile, as if the beauty pageant were not really over, and now Jim saw the reason: the beautiful woman from the shooting show – the one who’d blown kisses at Durrant – was standing close by. Next to her was the debonair chap Jim had down as a Londoner. Bernadette had been directing her smile at them, and they were smiling back. When Bernadette came up, Jim said, ‘Hard luck, love. You were easily the prettiest.’


‘It’s probably a fix,’ said Lydia.


‘Oh, well,’ said Bernadette – and Jim had never heard her use that phrase before.


The beautiful woman touched Lydia on the elbow. ‘Is this your daughter?’ she said. ‘She’s absolutely gorgeous.’


Bernadette herself answered, using one of the expressions she reserved for people she thought more sophisticated than her immediate family. ‘It’s awfully kind of you to say so . . . But – aren’t you . . . Cynthia Lorne?’


She was, it turned out. Jim ought to have known: her superb smile was offset by sad eyes, and all women in films had sad eyes. Her companion was Thomas (‘Most people call me Tom’) Brooks, and he too was in pictures – a producer. Lydia was giving Jim one of her wide-eyed, incredulous looks, because here really was a chance for Bernadette to get on. Cynthia Lorne was very famous, although Jim couldn't quite recollect the name of any film he'd seen her in.


The five began sauntering back towards the fair, the ladies going on ahead. Jim had fallen in with Brooks, who was about of an age with him, and a good-looking-enough fellow, Jim supposed, to be in films himself. His grey flannel suit was summer-weight and had that suppleness of expensive cloth. You didn’t feel hot to look at him. He was very clean-shaven, in a way that made Jim doubt his own moustache. (A number of people doubted his moustache, principally Bernadette.) Brooks’s hair was prematurely grey, but he had an abundance of it, and he carried – rather than wore – his wide-brimmed hat so as to show it off. His eyes were very blue, as were Cynthia Lorne’s, and you could see how this blueness might have been the basis of a kind of pact between them. She, with her bobbed blonde hair, wore a simple pleated skirt and grey jumper and the two of them made a flowing, silvery pair – as though they were simultaneously at the York Gala and in a film. Up ahead, Bernadette was getting down to business. ‘I’d love to be in films,’ she said. ‘I want to go to drama school.’


‘I’ve told her it’s an impossible dream, really,’ Lydia was saying to Cynthia Lorne, by which she meant: Please give the girl some advice on how to accomplish this.


‘You must try for the Royal Academy, my dear,’ said Cynthia Lorne. ‘You’ll need two test pieces. A Shakespeare and a modern.’


‘I know,’ said Bernadette, at which point Jim lost track of their conversation, because Tom Brooks had asked him, ‘What do you do, Mr Stringer?’ When Jim told him, Brooks said how fascinating it must be but looked slightly bored. He took two cigarettes from a silver case, handing one to Jim, and lit them with a lighter that made a big, expensive-looking flame.


‘I was careful not to advertise my cigarette habit in the shooting show,’ he said. ‘You were in there, I think?’


Jim explained that he had been present at the urging of the Chief. ‘He has a gun fixation, my governor.’


‘I still carry a Webley,’ said Brooks.


‘Any particular reason?’


‘It’s a souvenir, I suppose.’


‘Of what?’


‘Oh, happy times on the Western Front,’ Brooks said, with a sad smile.


The Webley meant he’d been an officer, as if that weren’t already obvious. Jim speculated on the whereabouts of the piece. It did not seem to be spoiling the line of Brooks’s suit just then. They began talking about the war – turned out they’d both been in the Somme battle – but not for long. War talk would undo any happiness a sunny Saturday might offer.


‘Do you know the crackshot?’, Jim said. ‘Kid Durrant?’


‘We both do,’ said Brooks, indicating Cynthia Lorne up ahead. ‘Well, you’ll have gathered that she knows him.’ He was presumably referring to the blown kisses. ‘I’ve been talking to him about a film role. A cowboy picture, you know. Trouble is, I’m not sure he can act and – more important – can he ride a horse? But we’ll probably do something. My wife says he’s magnetic.’


They were coming up to the gates of the hospital grounds, the boundary of the Gala. And now the Chief was wavering through the hot crowds, cigar in hand. He must have visited the beer tent. You could tell when the Chief was drunk because his thin lips would form the beginnings of a snarl whenever you said anything to him, and you’d think he was going to hit you. He wasn’t quite at that stage.


He brought his beer-reek right up to Jim and said, ‘Where are you off?’


It was Lydia who answered. ‘We are going into town for tea.’


‘Or,’ said Jim, ‘for a drink.’


‘But we’re not going to a pub, are we Jim?’ said Lydia, and Jim knew that the film people were looking on with interest because, being artistic, they were all students of character and Jim’s character was very different from his wife’s.


‘We’re going to the Station Hotel,’ said Jim. He was happy to make that concession, having just then heard, amid the roar of the Gala, the York Minster bells chiming four. The Minster bells were supposed to remind you of God, but they usually reminded Jim of licensing hours. The pubs were not yet open, but hotels were licensed separately.


‘Suits us,’ said Tom Brooks. ‘We’re putting up there.’


Jim felt obliged to ask, ‘You coming, Chief?’


‘I’m off back in there,’ he said, indicating the Gala crowd – and from that direction Jim heard the stunted sales pitch: ‘This is the Wild West Show!’ Durrant was about to do his stuff again.


‘Where will I find you in the hotel?’ asked the Chief.


‘The Oak Room,’ said Lydia, and where she’d got that from, Jim didn’t know. He was often in the Station Hotel, but never in any Oak Room. He seemed to recollect that it might be the library.


The gates of the hospital grounds gave onto that distinguished street called Bootham. Jim sensed something missing – some quintessential summer thing – and then it came to him. Dust. The street had been macadamed over a month earlier, and it was as if all the motorists of York had come along to test it out, so the traffic was blocked up, the throbbing engines contributing to the heat of the day. A single horse, with wagonette behind, was trapped in the block.


Brooks had gone quiet. Remembering the cowboy film he’d watched at the Electric Theatre two weeks ago, Jim asked, ‘Have you seen The Ranch Hand?’ realizing too late it was a silly question. It was as though Tom Brooks had asked him, ‘Have you seen York Station?’ But it was an even sillier question than Jim knew, because Brooks said, ‘That’s one of ours, actually.’


‘Ours?’


‘Piccadilly Pictures.’


In that case, Jim had better compliment it. ‘I thought it was interesting. The story was told sort of backwards, in a series of reminiscences.’


‘Flashbacks,’ said Brooks, blowing smoke. ‘My own reminiscences of that shoot are rather painful.’


‘Why?’


‘Oh, the usual, only more so. Problems with the financing, problems with the star – a temperamental young man. And, in fact, not as young as he should be.’


Brooks did not seem to approve of his own picture, and Jim hadn’t really approved of it either. He had preferred the supporting ‘short’, a Buster Keaton flick. Keaton was Jim’s favourite.


‘I’ll tell you something Jim,’ Brooks was saying with a sigh. ‘The drama you see on the screen is usually nothing compared to the drama taking place off it.’


The Oak Room


If not quite a library, The Oak Room of the Station Hotel was certainly a reading room, and it reminded Jim of some Calcutta clubs he’d inhabited while investigating corruption on the East Indian Railway. There was that generosity of scale you got in colonial circumstances: the wide-spaced tables with bamboo chairs, expensive magazines strewn about, in particular the Field. As so often in Calcutta, there were flowers in the fireplace for a blaze of colour, a real blaze being surplus to requirements. Beyond the wide windows, the lawn of the hotel garden seemed quite dead from heat, yet still a gardener was walking a petrol-driven lawnmower across it, making a sleepy drone that drew Jim’s attention to the fact that two sets of French windows were open. There was not a cloud in the sky, only Mary Ainsworth, clearly visible from here, albeit smaller than before. Her balloon seemed to resemble a badly drawn sun, in a vista that included the riverbank trees and the tower of the Minster.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


 

Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Cast of characters



		1 York Station, about Half-Past Six on the Evening of Sunday, 6 December 1925



		2 Flashback to the Last Saturday in August



		3 York Station, Eight Minutes Past Seven on the Evening of Sunday, 6 December



		4 Flashback to Friday, 2 October



		5 A Train Running between York and Liverpool. Nine Minutes Past Seven on the Evening of Sunday, 6 December



		6 Flashback to Saturday, 3 October



		7 The Train Running between York and Liverpool. Nearly Half-Past Seven on the Evening of Sunday, 6 December



		8 Flashback to Wednesday, 7 October



		9 Central Leeds. About Half-Past Eight on the Evening of Sunday, 6 December



		10 Monday, 7 December



		11 Tuesday, 8 December



		12 Wednesday, 9 December



		13 Thursday, 10 December



		14 Four Trains



		Acknowledgements











Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ANDREW MARTIN





OEBPS/images/pub.png
corsair





