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    Author's Note


    This story is a product of the author's imagination, and has no connection with anyone who might actually have worked on the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway, or lived in Halifax or Blackpool in 1905, or given music hall performances in those towns.


    
PART ONE

    Whit
Chapter One

    


    The vacuum was created, and we were ready for the road. As we waited at Halifax Joint station for the starter signal, I sat down on the sandbox and carried on reading yesterday's Evening Courier, which a cleaner had left on the footplate of our engine. 'There are cheering reports of the weather from the numerous seaside resorts, and indications that the Whitsun­tide holidays will be spent under the most pleasant conditions. Yesterday was fine everywhere and in every way ...'


    That would have been it, or something like, for the glass had been rising steadily since the start of March. 'Enjoyable sports at Thrum Hall,' I read. 'Everybody was in a happy mood at Halifax Cricket Ground this morning ...'


    I folded the paper and stood up. My driver, Clive Carter, was standing on the platform below. Further below than usual, for the engine that had been waiting for us at the shed that morning was, by some miracle or mistake, one of Mr Aspinall's famous Highflyers, number 1418. These were the very latest of the monsters, and I hadn't reckoned on having one under me for another ten years at least.


    'Now don't break it,' John Ellerton, shed super, had said to Clive and me that morning as he'd walked us over to it at six, with the sweat already fairly streaming off us.


    Atlantic class, the Highflyers were: 58 3’4 tons, high boiler, high wheel rims on account of 7-foot driving wheels, and high everything, including speed. It was said they'd topped a hundred many a time, though never yet on a recorded run. They were painted black, like any Lanky engine, so it was a hard job to make them shine, but you never saw one not gleaming. The Lanky cleaners got half a crown for three tank engines, but it was three bob for an Atlantic, and that morning Clive had given the lad an extra sixpence a hexagon pattern on the buffer plates.


    The sun was trying to force its way through the glass roof of the platform, making a greenhouse of the place. Next to Clive was a blackboard on which the stationmaster himself, Mr Knowles, had written, 'special train', it said, then came heaps of fancy underlinings, followed by 'Sunday 11th june, hind's mill whit excursion to blackpool'.


    After writing it, Knowles had turned on his heel and walked off. He might have given me a nod; I couldn't say. I'd nodded back of course, just in case. I'd heard that Knowles had started at the Joint by redrawing all the red lines in all the booking-on ledgers so as to shorten the leeway for lateness, and there he was: marked down for ever as hard-natured. But I thought he was all right. He knew his job. If he wanted a word with the guard of a pick-up goods, he'd be waiting on the platform exactly where the van came to rest. If the brass bell wanted shin­ing he knew it, and just where the nearest shammy was kept.


    Clive called up, so I leant out the side and looked along the platform. The clock said just gone five after, and we were due off at nineteen past. We had eight flat-roofed rattlers on, one with luggage van and guard's compartment built in. Most of the excursionists were up by now, but a couple of pretty strag­glers were coming along carrying between them a tin bathtub piled with blankets and food. 'You never do know when a tin of black treacle isn't going to come in,' said Clive, and there was one, rolling about on top of the bathtub goods. Clive always had an eye out for the damsels. In society you might have said he was a rare one for the fair sex. At Sowerby Bridge Shed, though, which was the shed for the Joint, they called him 'cunt struck', and I believe he was the only engine man there not married. He lived by himself in a village I didn't know the name of, and came into the shed every morning on his bike.


    'Going on all right, ladies?' he called out, and he began smoothing back his hair. Never wore a cap, Clive; liked to give his locks an airing. I knew that he used Bancroft's Hair Restorer, but whether it was to stop going grey or bald I couldn't have said. Even though he was only thirty-five - which made him fourteen years older than me - both were happening to Clive, but in such a way that a fellow looking at him would almost wish to be a little on the grey and bald side himself.


    Today he had on a blue suit that was different from the common run of suiting for some reason I hadn't been able to put a finger on, until he'd explained by saying, 'Poacher's pockets', which was no explanation at all, really. Clive wore a white shirt to drive in, where most settled for grey, and leather gloves, which were very nearly kid gloves, and also out of the common. He was a handsome fellow, I supposed, but it was more a question of dash - that and the natty togs.


    'Care for a turn on the engine?' he called to the doxies, and pointed up at the footplate. They laughed but voted not to, climbing up with their bathtub into one of the rattlers instead. They both had very fetching hats, with one flower apiece, but the prettiness of their faces made you think it was more. For some reason they both wore white rosettes pinned to their dresses.


    I looked again at the clock: eight-eleven.


    I ducked back inside and reached across to the locker for my tea bottle . . . but I was vexed by the tin tub. They would be tied together all day carrying it. And what was it’or? I took a go on the tea bottle, then threw open the fire doors and looked at the rolling white madness. Nothing wanted doing there. The Highflyers had Belpaire boxes - practically fired themselves.


    I fell to wondering about the man who'd built these beasts. The Railway Magazine would always tell you that Aspinall had 'studied at Crewe under Ramsbottom', but would never say who Ramsbottom was, and I imagined him as being left behind, sulking like a camel at Crewe while Aspinall rose to his present heights as Professor of Railway Engineering at Liverpool University, and General Manager of the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway.


    I wondered if he ever called it 'the Lanky', as we all did.


    I stoppered the tea bottle, put it back in the locker. I wanted to be away: to have the benefit of the Flyer in motion - they were said to have a special sort of roll to them - because otherwise I'd be nodding off, with the early start I'd had and the heat from the sun already strong.


    Down below on platform three our guard, Reuben Booth - who was generally given to us on the Blackpool runs - was saying to Clive: 'Five hundred and twelve souls, two hundred and twenty tons'. Old Reuben would always give you the number of passengers if he could, besides the tonnage of your train, and with five hundred and twelve up, we were about chock full.


    Beyond him, over on platform one, I saw two men talking, and it was like a little play. One was Martin Lowther, the ticket inspector and a right misery. If anyone didn't have a ticket, he took it personal, like. He was looking at his watch, and the porter who was next to him across the way was looking at his. It was a Leeds train that was due in there, I reckoned, and Lowther was ardent to be on it. But as he glanced across to our excursion train, the situation cracked, and he broke off from giving slavver to the porter, and headed towards the footbridge, leather pouch swinging behind him. Next thing, he was coming down the steps onto our platform.


    'Eh up,' said Reuben, for he'd spotted Lowther by now, and so had Clive. He was looking along the platform at him as he came along, saying, 'I sometimes think that bastard's going to ask me for my ticket.' Lowther - who was now peering up through the windows of the carriages - lived at Hebden Bridge, and would from time to time be sent down from Dis­tant Control at Low Moor. He had more gold on his coat and hat than Napoleon. Otherwise, he just looked like a murderer, with his black eyes and his big black beard. It would have been a courtesy for him to come up to us and say he would be riding on our train; instead he was climbing up into one of the middle rattlers, roaring - and he would roar it out - 'All tickets must be shown!'


    Of course, he had to crack on while the train was at a stand, for the rattlers had no corridors. We were to go to Blackpool express - without a booked stop, that is - but Lowther would be up and down whenever the signals checked us, clamber­ing into compartments and asking for the tickets with his Scotland Yard air and a face like yesterday.


    It was unusual to have an inspector on an excursion train, I thought, taking another look at the fire. An excursion was meant to be fun.


    It was now eight-fourteen.


    Clive climbed up next to me, and began looking in the soft leather book in which he would copy from the working timetable the details of any turn. It was all part of his exquisite ways, like not being able to stand coal dust on the footplate. Down along the platform Reuben Booth was untangling the green flag from the shoulder strap of his satchel, and trying not to bring his hat off while he was about it. Superannuation seemed to have passed Reuben by. He was very old, and very slow, which a fellow was allowed to be if he'd had a hand in the building of the viaducts from Settle to Carlisle, where as many men had died as in a medium-sized empire war.


    Steam pressure was climbing, and number 1418 was near blowing off, ardent to be away. Little ghosts of steam flew fast towards Reuben.


    The starter signal came off with the bang, but just as Clive reached with his gloved hand for the shining regulator, there came a noise from the platform. Chucking down my shovel, I looked out. Two of the excur­sionists - two blokes - had run across to the machine that gave cream biscuits. This was the usual sort of carry-on. I'd seen an excursionist miss his train back from Blackpool Central because he was monkeying about with a 'Try Your Weight' machine. Reuben was frowning at them slowly, while Lowther took the chance to leap down from one compartment and belt along to another, like a little black bomb. The two blokes at the machine were called back by some of their pals on the train: 'Give over, you silly buggers!'


    They climbed up again; Reuben waved his flag, and climbed into his guard's compartment. Clive opened the cylinder cocks and pulled the regulator not more than a quar­ter of an inch. The exhaust beats began, each one a wrench at first.


    'That cream-biscuit machine doesn't work, does it?' I shouted over to Clive as we rolled away.


    'Shouldn't do,' he called back, frowning. 'Never has done so far.'


    And we stood there grinning as the steam surrounded us.


    


    Chapter Two


    


    We came out from under the platform glass and the gleam on the regulator doubled all in a moment.


    In winter in Halifax, the smoke and sky were one, but on a good day in summer the sky was the sky and the smoke was the smoke - and every day was a good day for weather in that summer of 1905.


    We crawled down the bank from the Joint. Below, and sometimes to the side of us, and sometimes going over our heads on bridges, was the Halifax Branch Canal. The light was coming and going as we clattered along that groove, under the towering mill walls. Then it went clean out as we rumbled through Milner Royd Tunnel, with all the strange screams of the excursionists.


    We came out of that tunnel with the sun full on us, and Clive began notching us up while pushing his hair back. 'Special train!' he yelled, as the first kick of speed came.


    Well, all our trains were special trains.


    When I'd first started as his mate, Clive was on local goods. That was back in March, but come April we'd been made the excursion link, starting with a run to Aintree for the Grand National, and after that trip all sorts came along: Sunday School outings, club beanos, flower viewings, scenic cruises, at least a dozen Blackpool runs. And that with the holiday time barely started.


    We would often work an excursion to some pleasant spot, then come back 'on the cushions', meaning we would use our footplate passes to return on any Lanky train in our own time, so then, of course, we'd scrub up in an engine men's mess and go out for a glass.


    It wasn't all honey, for there'd still be ordinary passenger turns in between, and we'd often be put to working the branch from the village of Rishworth to Halifax Joint, which had no fixed crew. I said to Clive that this was our bread and butter, and he said 'our bloody penance, more like', for it was dull work. It was not above a couple of miles between the two places, and although all of Rishworth wanted to be in Halifax, Halifax didn't seem to want Rishworth, and we whiled away half our time on those turns waiting at signals outside the Joint.


    On the crawl down from the Joint we had been going south, but we were heading west now, and the Sowerby Bridge Engine Shed - our shed - was coming up. Clive gave two screams on the whistle for swank and, Sowerby Bridge being a small place, the whole town would have had the benefit. Clive wasn't known for scorching: instead, he would put up smooth running, sparing of coal. But he was sure to have a gallop with 1418.


    We were tolerably quick through the little town of Hebden Bridge, and on the climb up towards Todmorden, which was a slog with many an engine, the Highflyer had us fretting about the speed restriction. Here a lot of churches went racing past, and for some reason I had it in mind to lean out and look for the church-tower clock that had the gaslit face at night. Clive banged open the fire door and grinned at me: his way of saying that if I had quite finished daydreaming he wanted a bit more on. Chillier sorts would have done it very differ­ently, but Clive would put a fellow straight in a mannerly way.


    'What's up?' he shouted, as I caught up the shovel once again.


    'Looking out for a clock!' I called back.


    'It's coming up to quarter to!' shouted Clive.


    Like all fellows of the right sort he never wore a watch and always knew the time.


    'I just wanted to see it!' I said. 'It's lit by gas.'


    'Advertising, that is!' said Clive. He was notching up once more, and things were getting pretty lively now. We were running down to Rose Grove, and I had to move about just to keep still, if you take my meaning.


    'Sometimes,' I shouted, throwing coal and feeling the sweat start to spring out of me, 'you can see more at night than you can by day!'


    What Clive made of this bit of philosophy I don't know because he was too busy finding his own feet and looking at his reflection in the engine-brake handle, trying to make out whether the hair restorer was working. I took off my jacket and laid it on the sandbox.


    We were galloping past the black house that always had birds flying over it. That meant we'd crossed over from Yorkshire to Lancashire. Next came the schoolhouse on the hill, the one that always had the big cot in the window, which I didn't like to see because it made the place more like a gaol.


    I looked at the sandbox, and saw that my coat had been shaken off by the motion of the Highflyer. This was the engine's famous roll.


    Clive suddenly stood back and started moving his hands as if he was turning a wheel, and then bang - Clive had seen it before me - a motorcar was alongside of us on the road to Accrington. Clive was laughing. He opened 1418 up a bit more, but this motor was keeping up all right, though it looked to me like a giant baby-carriage. Just then the road snatched the car right up and away, but it came back hard alongside, and I saw the motorist - he might have been laughing, too, behind his goggles.


    But then he started to get smaller.


    'Eh up,' said Clive.


    The car was jumping; the road went out and in again, and this time the motor was left behind us, still moving but only just, and shrinking by the second.


    'What's up?' I yelled.


    'He's changing gear!' shouted Clive.


    Number 1418 steamed like a witch, but our exertions had made the fire a little thin in the middle, so I began patching, calling out: 'How's he doing now?'


    'Picking up the pace again,' yelled Clive, who was still hanging out the side, 'only trouble is . . . the bugger's on fire!'


    We went into a cutting - a quick up and down - and when we came out we were beginning to lose the road. I put down my shovel and leant out to see the motorist and his smoking car spinning away backwards. Clive gave a happy shout and two screams on the whistle. He knew about motorcars but did not like them. He thought they wrecked all the fruit gardens of Halifax with their fumes. I told him I'd never seen a fruit garden in Halifax, wrecked or not.


    Clive was still peering backwards along the length of the rattlers. 'They're falling out the windows!'


    Folk would do that on an excursion - lean right out, and their hats would go flying. But with excitement at fever heat they never minded. Green and gold light was flashing about in our cab as we rattled around the Padiham Loop. It was a great lark, but 1418 was wearing me out - not from the amount of coal wanted, but from the need to keep braced against its rolling.


    Clive turned to me and gave a big grin. He was a dapper dog. Nice necktie just crossed over, so you could never work out how it kept in place; coat not new but perfectly built. . . and the poacher's pockets. 'It pays a man to dress smart,' he would say; 'shabbiness is a false economy.' He once told me the best thing you can do with a pair of boots was not wear them.


    We came through Blackburn and down the old East Lanes line into Preston station, which was all newly painted green and red and gold, like a Christmas tree in summer. A splash on the brakes, and here we came to a stand while waiting for a local goods to leave.


    I heard a door bang from somewhere behind, and Lowther was climbing down to the platform, moving from one rattler to another in search of those without tickets, for he wanted to see those folk most particularly.


    After checking the water level, I climbed down with the oil feeder in my hands, and put a jot in each of the links and glands, wiping away the tiniest little spillages, this being the Highflyer.


    When I climbed up again, Reuben was on the footplate beside Clive. 'You two lads,' he said, in his shaky voice; 'You do know what we have on here ... Don't you?'


    Your mind would race as Reuben spoke. I was thinking: well, what do we have on at the end? A red lamp. That would be the usual thing.


    'There's one First on,' said Reuben.


    'A First?' said Clive, 'on an excursion?'


    Excursions were all Thirds as a rule.


    'And there's only two in it,' said Reuben.


    'Two in the whole carriage?' said Clive.


    Reuben nodded.


    'But they'd have about, what, thirty seats each?' said Clive.


    There was a bit of delay here, while Reuben thought it out: number of seats divided by number of passengers.


    'That's what it tots up to,' he said, after a while.


    'Who are these gentry?' I said.


    'Owner of Hind's Mill,' said Reuben, 'and his old man.'


    That was queer. Mill owners didn't go on mill excursions as a rule. I climbed down and ran along the platform for a look. The excursionists were leaning out of the six third-class rattlers, and some gave a cheer when they saw me, but it was nothing to what Clive would have got with his poacher's pockets and high-class necktie. When the Thirds ran out, I naturally slowed, for I had struck the luxury of space - four doors on the First, not eight, and wider windows, and those windows had curtains, not blinds, and every one of those curtains was closed, like four little theatres at which the performances had finished.


    As I looked back towards the engine, I saw, beyond it, the starter signal go off. With many shouts of encouragement from the excursionists, I ran back, passing a small old lady on the platform whose black dress was out at the sides. I touched my cap to her as I ran and she smiled and said, 'They'll all see the sea today.'


    But the old lady was wrong over that.


    


    Chapter Three


    


    Two hundred and twenty tons we had on, as Reuben Booth had said, and five hundred and twelve souls: Whit Sunday Excursion to Blackpool, booked by a mill - Hind's Mill. It was nothing out of the common as far as excursions went, except that the mill owners were riding with us and our engine was the Highflyer.


    The boards went off at Preston, and we began to be in motion again. I watched Clive standing with one hand lightly on the regulator, thoughtful, like.


    The mighty crunch of the exhaust beats filled the station like something that, though not over-keen to be started, is going to be the devil of a job to finish. Because of our delay in Preston we had time to make up if our five hundred and twelve souls were not to be late for the beach.


    As we came out of Preston station we were running against the County Hall, which was like a red-brick cliff face with twelve flags on top: two crosses of St George and ten red roses of Lancashire, although I knew it had been the other way about when the King had come to open the new docks. Beyond this we were put on the fast road, and Clive really opened up the regulator, and I had to find my sea legs all over again while firing. The engine was a beautiful steamer, but it would dance on the rails, and it seemed to me that sixty tons of iron, flying along at sixty miles an hour, should not be set dancing.


    Clive was suddenly hanging across my bows, and the smell of hair tonic was in my face as he looked out my side. 'The bloody lunatic,' he said.


    It was the motorcar again - going along the street that was hard by the line for a short while.


    'Well,' I said, 'he's only driving along the road.'


    'He should be locked up,' said Clive.


    'Is it the same bloke as before?'


    'It had bloody better not be’ said Clive, notching up for the first increase in speed.


    'Reckon he's following us?' I asked Clive, but just then the motorist passed us, and for a while he was fastest man in Preston. Clive said, 'Bloody sauce,' and gave a jerk on the regulator so that we re-passed the man, but no sooner had we done it than the spire of the parish church shot in and wedged itself between the road and line, like an axe splitting wood, and we were rocking away left onto the Blackpool line with an almighty clattering.


    There was now a bit of a dip in the fire, which I set about filling, but as we swung down the line to Lea Green, I had to keep interrupting myself to hold on. I could never seem to get right on this high-stepping engine.


    Clive looked at me, and grinned. He was at the reverser again, putting us into the highest gear. 'Not up to much, is she?'


    'How do you mean?'


    'Too shaky,' he said. 'Boiler's set too high.'


    So that was Mr Aspinall put in his box.


    'It's fun though,' he said, and he opened the regulator a lit­tle more before standing back, taking off his gloves, and smartly straightening all the many flaps of his many poacher's pockets.


    We were coming up to the signal box at Lea Road, and I put my hand to Harry Walker who was the usual fellow in there, but this wave couldn't come off when attempted at speed. The signal box just seemed to whirl once in a circle as we went by, giving me a sight of blank, shining glass. After Lea Road, we were onto the flat lands of the Fylde - the fields before Blackpool. The first of the windmills was coming into view. When the wind was up and they were really working, they put me in mind of fast bowlers in cricket. I put my head out and tried to hold it still in the hot wind as I thought back to my first trip to Blackpool, nigh on two months before, and how, the moment I'd opened the door of the dining rooms on the Prom, the wind had come in with me, and all the table­cloths had moved towards the tables, putting me in mind of ladies protecting their honour.


    <o>


    The waitress had given me a big grin, crashed the door shut behind me, and shouted to another waitress: 'Eve, have you got a "one" for this gentleman?'


    The other waitress hadn't heard, so I'd been left sort of dan­gling.


    My waitress might have been Yorkshire, and she might have been Lancashire. Even though I suppose I was quite broad myself I couldn't always tell the difference. I sometimes had the notion that Lancashire folk had lower, darker voices that bent like liquorice. They would say 'Lankeysheyore', or 'Black- pewel', putting as many curves as possible into a word. What the two had in common was loudness about the mouth.


    'Eve!' the serving girl had yelled across again, 'have we got a one for this gent?' Then she'd whispered, 'He's come in by his sen!', and I'd been minded to say that I was a married man, and not just some funny bit of goods that couldn't be fitted into an eating house. And not only that, but a fellow freshly promoted too.


    I'd wanted to see Blackpool because, after a short time on goods, I'd been put up to the excursion link at Sowerby Bridge Shed, and Blackpool was the excursion magnet. It was the great demand for holiday trains that had left the Lanky short of firemen, and, seeing my chance to return to my home county I'd snatched at it, after all the complications I'd struck while firing for the London and South Western.


    'Eve!' the serving girl had bawled, 'for crying out loud!'


    That had done the trick, and I'd been led to the table near the window that I'd had my eye on all along.


    I'd ordered six oysters, bread and butter, bottle of Bass.


    Then I'd asked for salt and pepper, and the waitress had said, 'Condiments ha'penny extra.'


    'Ha'penny extra?' I'd said. 'It never is ... is it?'


    But that was Blackpool all over: the wildness of the wait­resses, salt and pepper a ha'penny extra - and Worcester sauce and a slice of lemon another ha'penny on top of that.


    I hadn't minded, though. I was on velvet: going forward in my work (firing at present but with the job of driver in my sights), and happy at Sowerby Bridge Shed, which was just a mile outside Halifax.


    I was newly wed, settled in Back Hill Street, Halifax, with three rooms for me and the wife, and a room upstairs to let, all ready and waiting with bed turned down and a spirit stove for making tea. Marriage suited me very well, in a roundabout sort of way. I liked being with the wife, and I also liked being away from her, for a little while at least.


    My oysters had arrived and I set to. A woman at the next table leant across to give me the news that she 'could sit by this window, supping tea all day long'.


    'Same here!' I said, turning to look out again at a paddle steamer going between the piers. Of course, I thought, they're not real sailors out there, the ones that meddle with wind and wild sea and darkness, but they were coping with quite a swell, for all the brightness of the day.


    I then took from my pocket my Railway Magazine, to read of high dividends on the Furness Railway, new wagons on the North Staffs; and, after calling for the bill, I fell to marvelling for the umpteenth time at my Lancashire and Yorkshire Rail­way footplate pass.


    The Lanky was run from Manchester. Fifth by size of the railway companies, its territory stretched from Liverpool in the west to Goole in the east, but the millions in between made it number one in population per mile. Every new engine was painted black for weeks on end, and that was because it was going to go to work. The Lanky was 'The Business Line' - cotton, wool and coal - but a lot of northern towns now had their own 'wakes' or holiday week, and the Lanky was all for that, because then people wanted to pack up, and they wanted to be off.


    It was the johnnies in Central Timing in Manchester who planned most of the excursions. They would sit over graphs that looked like sketches of long grass bending in the wind: these were train movements, and the fellows would be squinting along the lines looking to see where the holiday specials could be slotted in alongside the ordinary trains, and if they could be they would be. Many of the excursions were put up by the Lanky itself but a good many more were dreamed up by clubs and societies, who would ask for a train to be laid on, and usually found the Lanky out to oblige, for it was all money in the bank.


    One queer thing about wakes was that it was mainly a Lancashire tradition, but Halifax had its wakes. Halifax was honorary Lancashire really - a mill town like so many in Lancashire, and close to the county boundary. It was one of the things that made it foreign-seeming even to those, like myself, from other parts of Yorkshire.


    Stepping out of the dining rooms I didn't bother to look at the top of the Tower, knowing it would crick my neck. I con­tinued along a row of shooting galleries and oyster places, coming to a yard with swinging boats. The swings were on frames with scissor legs. There were four going, each with two ladies in. They all swung at the same rate, and I stood there thinking of them as governors, regulating the mighty engine of Blackpool.


    There were plenty about on that Sunday, the last in April, but the Ferris wheel hadn't yet been set turning, and the twenty-three excursion platforms of Blackpool Central - the busiest station in Europe, come summertime - were sleeping in the sun.


    Further along, on the seaward side of the Prom, I struck a weird-looking building: like a great brick pudding with fancy white icing into which were carved in curly letters the words 'The Seashell'. It was a music hall of sorts. There were three lots of revolving doors and beside each one a potted palm dancing about in the breeze. How they kept them going in that windy spot was anybody's guess.


    As I watched, a little fellow walked up, carrying a carpet bag and a long stepladder, heading for the middle door. I thought: now what's his programme for getting those ladders through those doors? But instead he set the ladder down between two of the doors and climbed it, bag in hand. He was the man who changed the bills, and there was a whole alphabet in his bag. I was quite a one for music hall - I had seen Little Titch at the Tivoli just before quitting London - so I hung about to watch.


    The fellow with the ladder had just taken down the letters spelling out the bill-topping turn 'Three Jinks in a Jungle', when I spotted a little bloke watching alongside me: dirty boater and hardly any teeth.


    'How do,' he said.


    'How do,' I said back. Then: 'What's "Three Jinks in a Jun­gle"?'


    'Concertina band,' he said.


    A tram went past just then, making a noise of a piano, ket­tle drum and a baby screaming.


    'Where does the jungle come in?' I asked, and the man shook his head, as if to say: Blowed if I know. But it hardly mattered, since the Jinks were coming off anyway.


    Then I watched with the toothless fellow as the new ones went up. First came an M, then O, N, S ...


    'Exciting this,' the fellow said.


    Next came I, E, U and R, and the man on the ladder climbed down, being able to reach no further across. As he moved his ladder, Toothless tapped me on the shoulder.


    'French,' he said, and I nodded. 'Glorious day,' I said, and the fellow nodded back.


    I would have gone into the Seashell and watched the show, but I'd promised the wife I would be home before tea.


    Clive had the rattlers jumping behind us now. We must have been up to seventy miles an hour, and the engine had more to give yet. I wanted to see how much, so even though I'd put nearly a ton on since Halifax Joint, and my shirt was well nigh soaked through with sweat, it was no trouble to keep going with the shovel.


    Clive kept looking through the spectacle glass, along the length of the high boiler, aiming the engine. I wondered whether he was looking out for Blackpool Tower, like any tripper.


    Presently, in a kind of dream of speed, I moved over to the side and forced my head out for a bit of a blow. We were between the villages of Salwick and Kirkham, flying through a simple world of grass and sky, with all signals dropped.


    There were two lines: the 'up' (which was ours), and the 'down' alongside. I yelled across to Clive - some word even I didn't know; something like the sort of cries the holiday- makers would give when stepping into the sea. Holding fast to my cap, I twisted about and looked back. All the excursionists' heads were in, and no bloody wonder.


    'Clive ...' I began. But he didn't seem to hear. 'Clive,' I said again, 'the distant for Kirkham


    No answer.


    I knew we'd have this distant signal to look out for soon, but Clive was still looking through the shaking spectacle glass, with his gloves resting on the engine brake. Not his hands, but his gloves, which he had removed. He was studying the speed, frowning over it.


    I put my head out once more but had to bring it in directly on account of not being able to breathe. I had seen sunbeams zooming along the line. Taking a gulp of breath, I tried again, looking backwards this time, and I saw, miles across the fields behind us, a train drifting and daydreaming along, or that's how it seemed compared to our speed. I knew it to be the 8.36 from Halifax Joint, the regular daily Blackpool express, which ran even on Sundays and had followed us all the way but only now come into view, the country being flat in the Fylde.


    Turning back around, I glimpsed the air over our own chimney. It was a smooth grey, steady in colour. I smiled at the sight, as befitting a true-born galloper, but something slammed right into my eye, a bug or fly that set it burning, so I pulled myself back in.


    Then there was a different kind of rushing air, and I was swaying forwards, and then came a duller roar, with the train kind of seizing up. Clive had the brake handle pushed hard over. He was mouthing to me, but with the roar of the brake I could hear nothing. I looked again out of my side and could see nothing up ahead but clear line. But something was wrong.


    I came in again, and was bounced forward once more by the braking motion: the engine wanting to go on and wanting to stop, both at the same time. We were still running at sixty or so, and the brakes had been on for a half a minute.


    I looked out again and saw an extra article ahead: not a signal, not grass, not track, but something on the track - might have been five hundred yards off, and we were fairly speeding towards it, even with the vacuum brake on at the fullest. Clive was at the whistle now, giving two sharp screams for the guard, Reuben, to screw down his brake from his van. I felt that brake come, but still the seven-foot wheels of the Highflyer wanted to go on. We'd be thrown off if we hit the obstruction, no question, and half the fucking train with us. I looked at the reversing lever and Clive was there. It was the last ditch.


    As Clive pulled the reverser, I fell, smashing backwards into the door of the cab locker, and the scream of those mighty wheels filled the blue sky. We skated, screeching for a quarter mile, and I saw through the spectacle glass a wind­mill not turning, a bird not flying but hanging in the sky, the whole world stalemated under this new sound. I looked through the glass at the chimney of the Flyer: the smoke was going up, and then came the sight that's lived in my dreams to this day: not only the smoke and steam, but the chimney rising too, and a horrible complicated bettering going on beneath the engine.


    When at last we came to a halt, Clive looked at me, and said: 'Wreckers.'


    He turned and jumped straight off the footplate. I followed him down, and along to the front.


    Well, it was the wrongest thing I ever saw.


    The engine had tried to make a break away from the rails. Sixty tons, and we'd taken flight. The front bogey - the front four wheels, that is - were off the rails. Its supporting frame was bent, and the iron rods that were supposed to guard the wheels had been pushed back. Underneath the buffers, like something spat out, was a grindstone about four feet across.


    Clive seemed pretty calm, though he was booting the rail twenty to the dozen and kept smoothing back his hair. 'Bas­tards,' he said. He knelt down next to one of the front bogey wheels. 'Flange is cracked,' he said.


    'John Ellerton told us not to break the engine,' I said. 'And now we have done.'


    Not much use, that remark, as I knew even at the time.


    Clive was now looking back along the length of the train: 'They're breaking loose,' he said.


    The Hind's Mill excursionists were climbing down from the carriages.


    'They'd have been shaken to buggery in those old rattlers,' I said.


    'Aye,' said Clive, 'we might have burst a few noses when the reverser came on.'


    The doors were opening all along the train, and some of the excursionists, seeing the six-foot drop down to the grass, stayed put, but others were pitching themselves out. I could also make out old Reuben Booth climbing down from his guard's van. What you can do with when getting off a train at seventy years old is a platform, and Reuben seemed to hang, shaking for a while before letting himself drop. It was strange to see his body fall because normally he was so slow. As he landed, a book he'd been holding spilled out of his hand.


    The excursionists were coming forwards now: Sunday suits, boaters and caps: faces frowning at having stopped somewhere short of Blackpool. They all wore the white rosettes and looked like supporters of a football team that had no name. Reuben was following behind, and he was reading a book as he came.


    'What's Reuben up to?' I asked Clive, still feeling shaken and not seeing things aright. 'He's never reading a book, is he?'


    'Looks like it,' said Clive. 'I'll tell you what, it must be a bloody good one.'


    But then it came to me that the book must be his guard's manual.


    The excursionists got to us first, hot and dusty from the track ballast. They all looked at the grindstone for a while.


    'Who put that there?' said one of them.


    Clive looked at me and rolled his eyes, before turning to the excursionist. 'Wreckers,' he said.


    'You the driver?' said another excursionist, pointing to Clive.


    'Depends,' said Clive. He was reaching into his poacher's pockets, taking out one of his little cigars. 'You're not going to start yammering on about being given a rough ride, I hope. We had all on to stop in time.'


    'Daresay,' said the first excursionist, 'but Mr Hind's not going to be best pleased.'


    Just then, Reuben came up with his book - it was his guard's manual. 'Stoppage or failure of engine?' he said, looking up from the book.


    You could tell the excursionists couldn't quite credit this, but they shuffled out of the road in any case, to let Reuben see the millstone.


    'Obstruction on the line,' I said.


    'Then it's wrong page,' said Reuben, and there was a bit of cursing at this from the excursionists. Blackpool was waiting, and they were watching an old man read a book in the mid­dle of a meadow.


    Beyond Reuben, Martin Lowther was walking towards us in his gold coat, and behind him came the only man in the field wearing a topper. That had to be Hind himself, or was it Hind's father, for he was getting on in years.


    Reuben licked his finger and turned over a few leaves of the manual. '"Should any part of the train in which the con­tinuous brake is not in operation -" No, that's not it.'


    There were two excursionists at my elbow. One of them was shaking his head, muttering 'Premier Line, they call themselves'. I looked him up and down: little fellow, coat over his arm. Still sweating, though.


    'No sir,' I said, 'that is the Great Northern. We are "The Business Line".'


    Well, they fell about at that for a while, but went quiet as Lowther and Hind came up: first a ticket inspector, then their governor - it could hardly have been a worse look-out for the poor buggers. But Lowther stopped twenty yards shy of us. As soon as he saw the stone on the line, he sat down, just sat right down in the bluebells beside the track, all crumpled inside his gold lace. There would be no more ticket inspecting that day. Beyond him, the bathtub was being passed down from one of the middle carriages.


    But the mill-owner continued to approach at a steady pace. He was a big, stale-looking fellow of about sixty: the younger of the two Hinds. The excursionists shuffled down the track bank as he came near. Hind did not wear a white rosette. As he walked, the dust from the track ballast somehow did not land on his boots. His boots kicked it away, and I wondered what he'd hoped to be up to in Blackpool when all his people


    were at the dancing platforms, the grotto railways and hot- pea saloons.


    When he spoke, he sounded like the excursionists, but more used to being listened to.


    'I see we've nearly come a very nasty cropper.'


    'Nearly, sir,' said Clive. 'It was seen in good time though.'


    Hind nodded. You couldn't tell if he was angry or not. 'My father, who is ninety-nine, was pitched from one side of the compartment to another,' he said.


    'And is he quite all right?' asked Clive.


    'He suffers with his heart, but has a very strong constitu­tion . . . which the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway has today tested to the full.'


    Even that might have been a good thing from the way he said it.


    'You'll find it hard to credit,' Hind said, 'but this is Father's first time on a train. He cannot be doing with them, but he'd decided to try the experience once.'


    I thought: Christ, we're for it now. But Hind didn't seem too put out.


    'I'm sure there's been no irregularity,' he went on, 'but I'll have both your names if you don't mind.'


    'Clive Carter,' said Clive.


    'Jim Stringer,' I said.


    'Might we get this stone shifted?' said Hind, 'And then get on? My work-people are to be served with early teas by the Tower Company. And I have most important business to conduct on the seafront at Blackpool in exactly two hours' time.'


    As he turned and walked back towards the engine, Clive said, 'Who does he think he is? King bloody Canute?'


    Reuben Booth, who was still at his book, began reading again: '"When a train is stopped by accident or obstruction, the guard, if there be only one, or the rear guard, if there be more than one ... "'


    Hind looked at Reuben for a while, then turned and walked back towards 1418. As he did so, I looked at the crocked engine. A derailment: it had happened to me. It would be in the papers. The Board of Trade would send down an inspector. I felt like the tightrope walker who has fallen off the tightrope.


    'Reuben,' I said, 'we must get the detonators down.'


    'That's it,' he said, but went straight away back to reading his manual: '"Detonators shall be placed as follows: one det­onator a quarter of a mile from the train -"'


    'Is it a job for guard or fireman, Reuben?' I asked. 'What do you reckon?'


    'It says here,' said Reuben Booth: '"The detonators should be placed by the guard or any competent person.'"


    Clive looked over at me: 'You'd better do it then Jim,' he said in an under-breath, and it was hard not to laugh.


    'It's all in hand,' said Reuben, 'leave it up to me.'


    We watched as Reuben plodded back to his guard's van, climbed up, stayed up there for quite a while, climbed down with the detonators over his shoulder. They looked like belts with boot-polish tins attached. Reuben dropped one, slowly bent down and picked it up, and set off along the track back in the direction of Salwick.


    'What's that bit of kit he's got hold of?' asked a fellow from the crowd of excursionists that was by now standing about us.


    'Detonators,' I said.


    'Explosives, like?' said the first excursionist.


    I nodded.


    The excursionist thought about this for a while. 'He wants one of them up his arse,' he said.


    Clive was puffing at his cheroots.


    'He'll lay the detonators on the track,' I said, 'so that any train coming up behind us will set them off.'


    'What? And get blown to bloody Kingdom Come?' said the excursionist. 'Can we not just somehow warn it instead?'


    It was hard to believe how Hind's Mill turned out any cloth


    at all if this was the class of fellow they had working in it, and Clive was grinning so that his little cigar was at a crazy angle.


    They only give out a bang,' I said. 'But there's no need of them really because the signalman back at Salwick won't let another train in this section until the fellow at Kirkham gives him the bell to say we're clear of it.'


    'So your pal's wasting his time?' said another excursionist, and we all watched Reuben in the distance, walking like a clockwork soldier because he would stick to the track and the sleepers, instead of going along the field, which would have doubled his rate of progress.


    'I do hope he is,' I said, and then I asked Clive: 'Do you reckon we can shift the stone?'


    'We'll have a go,' he said.


    Some of the excursionists offered to give a hand, but there was only room for two to grip it. We had to graft but we got it off the rails. It wouldn't have been so hard to get it on, though, for small embankments rose up from the track just at this point. The stone could have been rolled down onto the line.


    We'd no sooner shifted the stone than the bloody motorist from before -1 was sure it was the same fellow - came skim­ming along through the field next to us, trailing a great cloud of dust and sand. It looked as if he was driving clean through the pasture alongside the track, but there was a road, although a pretty rough sort going by how much the motorist was chucking up behind him. I looked down at the stone.


    'It was brought here along that road,' I said.


    Clive said nothing. He was again booting the rail, looking gormless.


    A train was coming towards us on the other line, the 'down'; it was shimmering in the heat, so that the train itself looked like steam. When it came close, the driver leant out and gave us a wave, then shouted something that was drowned by his engine and gave us a couple of screams on his whistle. It was one engine pulling seven empty tenders - a water special, coming back from filling the water columns at Central.


    An excursionist called to me: 'What's he carrying?'


    'His train's empty,' I said.


    The excursionist thought about this for a while. 'What was he carrying?' he called back.


    I didn't want to talk about this. All of a sudden, I had no appetite for railway subjects. 'Water,' I said.


    'Where to?'


    'Blackpool.'


    'Don't they have enough?' said the excursionist.


    'No.'


    'You'd think they would,' he said. 'I mean, they've the sea for starters.'


    'The engines need fresh,' I said, 'and country round here dries fast in this weather.'


    Clive came up to me and we started walking back to the Highflyer, which was leaking steam and looking embar­rassed at being half off the rails, and walked about by excur­sionists.


    Clive was saying, 'I like these mill girls in their summer toi­lettes.'


    About half of Hind's Mill were down on the pasture by now, and they'd taken their boxes, blankets and bottles down with them. The sun was high; it was about dinner time, and the excursionists were picnicking; either that or they were stretched out reading their penny papers, drinking ginger beer.


    I liked mill girls in their summer toilettes, when you could see a bit more of their hair, spilling out from under their bonnets (in the mills it was kept up all the time). The weavers among them could earn the big penny, even the half-timers, and they always had a lot 'off'. They would dash about Halifax, looking always on the edge of opportunity, while the men would sort of mooch along behind.


    We came up to Martin Lowther, who was still sitting by the track, sweltering in his gold coat. He would not take it off, for then he'd be somebody else. 'It goes down as "exceptional causes",' he said, in his morngy voice, looking out at the field and not in our direction. 'A train can only be stopped by engine, by signals, or by exceptional causes.'


    'Did you find anyone in want of a ticket?' I asked him.


    'Not so far.'


    'It probably wouldn't do to carry on looking,' said Clive.


    Lowther sighed. He'd struck a loser with us. He'd have been better off on that Leeds train he'd been after boarding.


    We were back at 1418 by now, watching all the skylarking excursionists. A game of cricket had been got up in the shadow of the half-wrecked engine; somebody was playing a mouth organ. I asked a gang of them who were just lying about: 'Why do you all have these rosettes?'


    'It's the white rose of Yorkshire,' said an excursionist. 'It shows we're from Hind's Mill in Halifax, and that we're to be served a free tea and a parkin at the Tower when we get to Blackpool.'


    'If...' said one of the excursionists, very slowly.


    'Your governor wasn't wearing one,' said Clive.


    'Well,' said the same excursionist, 'don't think that means he won't be getting a free tea and a parkin at the Tower.'


    'Rum,' said Clive, as we walked on.


    'I wouldn't work in a mill for fortunes,' I said, and then I felt quite lost because for the first time in my life, I wasn't sure that I wanted to work on the railways.


    In the distance ahead I could see Reuben making his slow way back to the train, this time by the side of the track. He'd learnt his lesson about walking on sleepers. You could always bank on Reuben to get there in the end. My guess was that he'd be carrying the chit from the signalman that would let us move on. As I watched, he picked up one of the detonators he'd laid a few minutes before, so I swung myself back up onto the engine.


    The fire was in good order, so I picked up the Courier.


    'Hundreds of detectives guard the King of Spain’ I read, but couldn't be bothered to find out why. I leant out and looked along the track. Clive was in front of the engine talking to a lass, so things were going on as usual with him.


    How was it, I wondered, that Clive had seen the stone so early? I'd been looking out, my eyes were Ai, and I'd not been able to make it out. There again it had been lying flat on the rails. It might not have tripped us up after all; we might have gone clean over it.


    I opened the fire doors and pitched the Courier in. It flut­tered like a bird for less than a second, and was gone.


    You'd read about railway wreckers from time to time: little articles in the corners of newspapers. I had an idea about the death rate on the railways: as a passenger, the chances against being killed were 1 in 30 million. I'd read that somewhere in the Railway Magazine.


    Wreckers ... They wanted to make a train jump - for fun. I banged the fire doors shut. They were kids; or drunks. Drunken kids.


    We were a fair distance from either Salwick or Kirkham, so anyone putting that stone on the rails would have a chance of not being seen; there again you'd do well to have a motorcar if that was your programme. And while you weren't likely to strike a great crowd hereabouts, you'd be exposed to the view of the odd individual for a long time. The stone had been put on one of the fastest stretches of line to be found, so it would have been known that any train coming to meet it would be doing so at a lick. Well, they would have known it if they'd any knowledge of railways.


    I stood up to reach for my tea bottle, and saw through the glass that Reuben was playing the gooseberry, interrupting Clive and the woman on the track ahead. Clive was nodding, so I reckoned we'd been given permission to take our train on.


    And then there was a woman, her head below the level of my boots, looking up. Her hat was off. She did not look like a person on an excursion.


    'Will you come along here?' she said. She was crying. She had a face that should have been happy. Should have been pretty too - would have been when she was younger. It was a sharp, small face. She looked like a sort of older fairy.


    'Someone hurt?' I asked, and she nodded.


    I put down my tea bottle on the sandbox. Then, with a guilty feeling, I remembered the first-aid or ambulance box that ought to be in the locker of any engine. I opened the locker door, and there it was: a wooden box with the word 'accident' hand-painted on the lid. I caught it up, jumped down from the engine and went after the woman.


    As she walked, the words were coming between sobs: 'I didn't want her down . . . didn't want her stifled and jostled in that way ... it was cooler up ... so I left her on the seat. Well, she was sleeping . ..'


    As she spoke, I opened the box. There was a bottle of car­bolic, a roll of bandage (not over-clean), a tub of ointment of some kind, and a little book: What to Do in an Emergency by Dr N. Kenrick F.R.S.E. etc. Price one shilling. I flipped it open as I followed the woman along the side of the carriages: 'Treatment for the Apparently Drowned'. 'Drowning is a very frequent accident,' I read. Not on the bloody railways it isn't, I thought. But this wasn't a railway book at all. I read on, feeling vexed: 'Cases of Poisoning ... A List of Poisons.'


    We came up to the fourth rattler from the engine, and someone was saying: 'Oh she's been terribly bashed.'


    I pulled myself up to the compartment and there was a woman lying across the seats on one side, with three others standing over her, blocking my view of her head and face. They all had the rosettes on; the rosettes were too big, and there were too many of them for this small space. The women shifted, and I got a proper sight of the one lying down: she was very beautiful, with green eyes and fair hair. I could pic­ture her, not in a mill, but as the good fairy in a pantomime, and she looked a little like the woman who had come for me. But as I looked, she moved her head slightly and vomit rolled from her mouth. The stuff was pink. It spread across the red cloth of the seat.


    'Oh!' said one of the women, 'and her so neat in all her ways!' She fell to mopping at the vomit with a shawl.


    There was a boy on the opposite seat with a dog alongside him. On his knees was a book: Pearson's Book of Fun. I looked at him for a second. He was staring straight ahead and his white rosette was bent, as if he'd tried to fight it off. The woman who'd come for me was in the carriage too, talking in a low voice to the women around me. She turned to me and said: 'She was reaching for her box on the luggage rack when the great jerk came. It was to get a book down for her boy. We think she's taken a concussion, but she's not too poorly.'


    'Let me see,' I said, 'I have an ambulance box.'


    At which the woman lying down was sick once more.


    She gave me a half-smile as the woman with the shawl began mopping again. She said something and the woman with the shawl replied: 'You are not holding up the excursion, love.'


    'No,' I said, 'there's other things doing that. The engine's come off the tracks,' I added, speaking directly to the woman lying down, but she'd closed her eyes by now.


    'Just you wait 'til you see that ocean, love,' said the woman with the shawl. 'Just you wait until you do. Like nothing on earth, it is. Why, it never ends you know.'


    She turned to me: 'She's never seen the sea, you know. She's a widower, and she's always stayed at home with her boy when we've had excursions in the past. She particularly wanted this compartment because it had views of the sea.'


    Above the seats, there were photochrome pictures of the Front at Blackpool.


    I said, 'I think the boy should climb down ... And the dog.'


    'Why?' said another of the women. 'Whatever are you going to do?'


    They all looked at the ambulance box that was in my hand. The rosette on the bosom of the woman lying down rose and fell in an uncertain way.


    I turned to the lad and said, 'Want to see the engine, mate? She's a Highflyer, one of Mr Aspinall's . . . quite a beast, you know.'


    The kid just stared back. He had a complicated face, the sort that can frown without trying. He also had too much hair, and his coat was too short, and too thick for the weather.


    As I looked at the boy, I could hear his mother being sick for a third time.


    'Oh, may God help her,' said the woman with the shawl, and I knew this was a bad lookout, with God coming into things.


    The woman with the shawl was mopping again. I thought the boy was about to cry, so I said: 'It's a handsome dog. What sort is he?'


    'A very good sort,' said the boy.


    I looked at the dog, and all in a moment the sun coming into the carriage had turned its eyes to glass circles.


    'He's an Irish terrier,' I said.


    'If you knew,' said the boy, 'why did you ask?'


    'I wanted to see if you knew.'


    By turning his face about an inch away from me the boy made it plain that he thought this a low trick, but he said nothing.


    'Oh, she looks a little brighter now,' the woman with the shawl was saying.


    'My dad had one when I was a young lad,' I said to the boy. 'He was a butcher. All butchers have got dogs.'


    'I know two that don't,' said the boy.


    'Well ...'I said.


    'I can think of three that don't,' said the boy, and he added, with a look of fury, 'Most butchers don't have dogs.'


    I turned back towards the woman lying down.


    'First thing,' I said. 'Let's give her some air.'


    At this, one of the women told the boy to get down, and with such meaningful force that he obeyed, taking the dog with him.


    'Now’ I said, putting down the ambulance box and the book, 'let's help the lady sit up a little.'


    And I heard a word from the one who'd come to collect me: 'No,' she said. But she said it quietly and I paid her no mind.


    I leant forwards and helped the woman into a half-sitting position. Nobody moved to stop me. Directly I touched her head, my hand was both wet and dry: blood. There was a deeper red stain on the red cushion on which she'd been lying too. There was a sort of bony rumble and the woman with the shawl had fainted. I turned back to my patient. She opened her eyes, and the beautiful, surprising green-ness of them came and went all in a moment. The eyeballs had rolled up and she was white as paper. No human should ever look like that.


    One of the women shouted: 'May God rest her soul.'


    All was confusion after that, with everyone fighting to get to the woman and to bring her back to life, but it could not be done.


    At the end of this scramble, with the compartment filled with the sound of screaming, the elderly fairy, the woman who had come to collect me from the cab and who by rights ought to have had a happy face, looked at me: 'What is your name, Mister?'


    'Stringer,' I said. 'Jim Stringer.'


    'Well, Mr Stringer,' she said. 'You've just killed the sweet- est-natured, most beautiful lass I've ever known, and you've left her boy an orphan.'


    


    Chapter Four


    


    The Halifax Parish Church clock was striking six when I stepped out of the Joint station and lit a small cigar. Clive smoked small cigars. They fitted the bill for a fellow of the right sort. A cigarette was too dainty and fashionable, and a big cigar was for semi-swells: the smaller the man the bigger the cigar, my dad - who did not smoke at all - had once told me.


    My way home was along Horton Street, which climbed up from the Joint, and there were many temptations on that cob­bled hill, starting with the Crown Hotel that gave 'meals any hour', for although my wife had many virtues, cooking was not one.


    I carried on up. Sugden's ice-cream cart was over the road, with the little white pony that looked as if it was made of ice cream. I hadn't seen him for a few days, for he would often get a lad to hold the horse's head when he went into the Crown for a glass of beer. The lad would get a penny lick for his trouble.


    Sugden saw me coming and called out: 'Weather suiting you?'


    'Champion,' I called back, for that's what I always said to Sugden.


    Next came the works where Brearley and Sons made boots; then the moving crane, which had stopped, then the old warehouse where they posted the bills. There was a new one up there: 'a meeting to discuss questions', I read, just as though I didn't have enough questions on my mind to be going on with. But I read the ones set out: 'Blackpool: A Health Resort?', 'Wakes: Curse or Blessing?', 'The Co-operator . . . Does He Help?' At the bottom, the poster said: 'Mr Alan


    Cowan, founder of the Socialist Mission, has the Answers', and I wondered what sort of crackerjack he was. The meeting was fixed for 18 July - which would be the Tuesday following Wakes Week - at the Drill Hall in Trinity Street.


    I walked on, past a grand pub called the Imperial. This I had never been in, but you sometimes got the most wonder­ful prospect if the two front doors happened to be open as you went by. The saloon was jungly inside with twisted metal lights and big plants moving under electric fans. All seemed to go on very smoothly and quietly in the Imperial Saloon, where the waiters crept about in their patent-leather shoes. One pull on the beer pump, it was said, would give a pint of bitter in an instant.


    But I didn't bother to look inside this time.


    Alongside the Imperial was my own haunt, a pub called the Evening Star. There was one room, with barrels on stools behind the bar and sawdust on the floor. Most of this room was taken up with a handsome billiard table with red baize - it was as if one day the shavings on the floor had miracu­lously flown together to create this marvellous article. I was no great hand at billiards so I never played a game on it, and the queer thing was that nor did anyone else.


    I walked into the Evening Star and asked for a pint of Ramsden's. It was three days after the stone on the line, and we'd been on the Rishworth branch ever since, but late that afternoon some bit of business with a broken ejector end had kept me back in the shed. Try breathing kerosene and oil inside an engine shed with fires being lit all around you, and the glass rising towards eighty - it's the only thing for dis­comfort and sick imagination, and puts you in sore need of a pint.


    On the billiard table was a folded Courier, left behind. I picked it up, and there at last was the report. It was very short. 'Railway Outrage' in big print, then 'Lady Passenger Killed' in smaller, and 'Who is the wrecker?' smaller still.


    A special Whitsuntide train to Blackpool, which left Halifax Joint station on Whit Sun­day, had a narrow escape from utter disaster near Kirkham. With admirable speed the driver applied his brakes on seeing the obstruction, which proved to be a grindstone placed squarely between the rails. Some minutes after the train was brought to a halt, a woman was found to be suffering a con­cussion after a fall in her compartment. At first she seemed to be merely shaken, with bruises about her forehead, but she fell into unconsciousness and died within a short time of the train coming to a halt. A reward of £5 for information leading to the appre­hension of the culprits is being offered by the railway.


    


    To speak of a 'narrow escape' was wrong - that would have been something else altogether. Clive had been going too fast.


    Then again, was it right to blame Clive for the way things had come out? I knew that I had not shone myself on that day. I took from my pocket the note I had made from the book, What to Do in an Emergency, for I had found the right page half an hour after the woman had passed away, and while waiting for the engineers to come out from Blackpool Central had copied down the important part. It came under the heading: 'About Unconsciousness and Fits', and Dr N. Kenrick had not minced words. 'If the head is not getting its full supply of blood, as you see by the pale face, surely it is only a matter of common sense to keep the head low ... I will go further, and say that if it is a delicate person you are dealing with, to put him or her suddenly upright may cost your patient his or her life.'


    That's what I'd found, having looked in the book for reassur­ance. The woman who'd come to collect me from the engine had been right, and that was all about it. I'd read the passage time and again as the engineers had jacked up the front of 1418 and got it back on the rails, hoping that somehow the words would change, and the meaning bend the more I read it over.


    There was to be a Board of Trade inquiry, and the smash had set the police on the move after a fashion. A constable had come to Sowerby Bridge Shed and questioned Clive and myself. Clive had kept pretty quiet, but I'd spoken up to the copper, talking about how the grindstone might have been got to the line, mentioning the motorcar flying past. I wanted salt put on those who had done it. But I had the notion that the constable wanted as little information as possible, because information meant hard graft for him.


    I folded up the paper. The mill girl who'd fallen had not been named but I'd learnt it while waiting for the ambulance to come along the meadow track: Dyson. Margaret Dyson, weaver. And the boy she'd left behind was Arnold Dyson.


    The ambulance had taken her, and the boy too, rocking over the meadow. We'd started away ourselves then, rolling at five miles an hour - owing to that cracked front wheel - into Blackpool Central. We'd got in two and a half hours late with the 8.36 coming behind, and down by the same amount. The Hind's lot would have missed their teas under the Tower, and the white rosettes would have gone for nothing. But I guessed they would soon have another taste of Black­pool, for any good-sized mill sent its people there at wakes, and the Halifax wakes was in the second week of July, less than a month off.


    I put down my pint pot, and my eye fell on the folded Courier once more, bouncing from the words 'Robbed Another Lady' to 'Giant Strawberries Expected' to 'Excur­sionists Alarmed'.


    


    A North Eastern train carrying excursionists from York and district to Scarborough was required to brake with unwonted suddenness before Mai ton yesterday, as a large branch lately fallen from a tree lay on the line ahead of it. One man, who appeared to have hurt his back in the sharpness of the jolt, was removed by ambulance staff to the hos­pital at York. No other passenger sustained injury beyond a serious shaking.


    The travellers, who were members of excursion clubs at York, were delayed some­what but nonetheless enjoyed a full four hours to sample the delights of Scarborough before their return.


    


    This train had been heading to the east coast, we'd been heading west, and it had been on the North Eastern, not the Lanky. But it was an excursion, just like ours: a special train. No connection had been made between the two items. According to the Courier they were not connected. I'd seen the editor of that paper about town: a big chap with a silk beard and a silk hat; I'd seen him stepping in and out of the Imperial, and he looked nobody's mug. But how much thought had he, or the fellows on his paper, given over to the matter?


    A branch lately fallen from a tree ... It had a kind of hollow ring to me: words too easily put together.


    I put the peg in after the second pint, as usual, and walked back out into Horton Street. At the bottom of the road, Sugden was sitting on his cart, dreaming of a pint of plain. The dazzle was gone from the day but the heat had not abated. It checked me as I started to walk, and seemed to be slowing down the smoke from the mill chimneys on Beacon Hill.


    Back Hill Street is not far above the Joint as the crow flies. It wasn't the best part of town, and it wasn't the worst. We were more fortunately placed than many working people, as I sup­posed. I had twenty-five shillings a week. I would have been better dressed on the rates of the Great Northern, but it wasn't bad; and the wife had come into fifty pounds on the death of her father.


    Our house in Back Hill Street was No. 21. It was an end- terrace, but we weren't side to side with the others. Instead we looked outward and down, so we fancied we were like the prow of a ship sailing into the next street, Hill Street, which was like a continuation of Back Hill Street but with houses of a better class: bathrooms, gardens and electricity laid on.


    The house was probably made with the leftover bricks of the terrace: an odd piece, so to speak. There were the two rooms and a privy downstairs and two more biggish rooms up. An outside iron staircase leading to the bigger of the two upstairs made the house more like a place of work than a home, but it was ideal for letting. This was the main reason the wife had wanted the place, although she hadn't said so to the house agent. I used to fancy she was a little ashamed of landladying, even though it was how she'd got her money down in London too.


    The wife called the outside stairs 'the balcony'. I would stand on it with one of my small cigars, which she didn't like in the house, and look out at the backs of Back Hill Street. There would be washing on all the lines. When she'd first come up to Halifax the wife had said every day was like a washday. Now every day was a drying day.


    Back Hill Street ... It was just two rows of net-curtained windows to me. One net curtain - at No. 11 - had a fishing rod propped against it. Everyone who lived there had lived there for ever, except for me and the wife, so, while we were pleasant and gave our 'Good mornings' or 'Good evenings' to whoever we passed by, we didn't really 'neighbour'.


    They were a daft lot living there really, as far as I could make out, and seemed dafter still in the light of what had happened to Margaret Dyson. Your typical household in Back Hill Street might be one half clerks, but let down by the other half, who would be weavers. Front steps were likely cleaned at night, in secret, so nobody could say for certain that a skivvy hadn't done it. We were the exceptions over this, for the wife just didn't clean the front step. We had our net curtains downstairs of course, but the wife didn't bother with them up, and we were alone in that as well.


    I let myself in. The wife was in the chair by the stove read­ing the Courier. I had told her all about the grindstone on the line, but not about my efforts in the carriage. I suppose I just didn't want her to think she'd married a chump; or worse still a killer.


    'Your accident's been reported here,' she said happily, from behind the pages. 'It seems you did very well to stop in time.'


    She turned the pages of the Courier. It was only one article out of many to her. I wondered if she'd clapped eyes on the item about the Scarborough trip. It wouldn't do to let on about it.


    The parlour was painted green. It was meant to be the fin­ished job but always looked like an undercoat to me. Having pushed the boat out for the boiler, we were light on furniture: we had the cane-backed chair the wife sat in, and the red sofa. There was a continental stove instead of a fire, and we meant to have that taken out and the old fireplace brought back into use. The old mantelshelf still stood, and the old Couriers were put beneath it, ready for the far-off day when the fireplace would go back in, and the other far-off day when the weather would be cold enough for it to be used. That was the house in which we were to make our future, and to the wife it was too important a matter to be rushed. We had a tea caddy in the bedroom in which, on the wife's orders, we were saving for all manner of household goods of a superior kind.


    'They ought to give a bigger reward,' she said.


    I walked through to the scullery, and the jug, basin, towel and soap had been laid out by the wife as usual. It was always Erasmic Soap, 'The Dainty Soap for Dainty Folk'. The wife wanted me double clean, for she knew I would always scrub down at the shed after booking off, but she hated the smell of the axle grease and the yellow soap I used to take it off at work. In fact, she didn't want me a railwayman at all, and if I was clean she could forget I was in that line, at least for a while. To the wife, trams were the thing. She was all for things of the future.


    'Cape gooseberries from the stores’ the wife called out.


    The store meant the Co-op.


    'Are we to have gooseberry pie?' I called back.


    'They're a delicacy just as they are’ she said.


    She always bought things for tea that weren't quite the thing, and she always bought them from the Co-operative Stores. She was a great co-operator, but she liked the idea of it more than the actual buying, so we'd quite often end by going out for a knife-and-fork tea.


    'Five pounds for information’ the wife was saying. 'Twenty would be more like it, but that would be too go-ahead for the Yorkshire and Lancashire Railway. Why, it would be twenty pounds less in the pockets of the directors!'


    'It's the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway’ I said. She always got that wrong - on purpose, I believed.


    I ate a gooseberry and was rather knocked. No pips. But I would rather have had a chop.


    I walked back into the parlour, and the gooseberries were at once forgiven. I even forgot about the accident for a second, for the wife was standing and smiling, looking just the size and shape of a person you could put your arms around.


    'Oh yes?' I said, half smiling myself, but a little nervous at the same time.


    'Two items of news’ she said. 'Number one. Do you remember that I said I might have let the room?'


    'Yes.'


    'Well, the gentleman called this morning to confirm that he would be taking it.'


    We kissed over that. We'd had all on with this let: adverts in the Courier week after week at half a crown a go. The wife had seen five or six folk over it, and every one she said would turn out a flitter. Unknown to her, I'd also written up adverts and placed them about the Joint in hopes a railwayman might be interested. We were handy for the station, after all.


    'He's coming on Saturday and has sent the ten-shilling deposit. He has even begun getting his mail sent here.'


    We looked across to the old mantelshelf. We had up there the wife's gold crucifix on a chain, which hung across our marriage lines, and a picture showing two kittens playing with a flower, and words along the bottom reading: 'Never a rose without a thorn' - this bought on one of the few occa­sions that the Halifax Co-op had run to art.


    In front of the picture was the little fat envelope that I knew contained my Railway Magazine, which would have arrived that day, and a letter addressed to 'Mr George Ogden' care of 'Top Floor Apartments, 21 Back Hill Street.' I picked it up.


    'It came by the five o'clock,' said the wife, meaning the 5 p.m. delivery that brought most of our letters and packets.


    'He's giving out that he's taken apartments,' I said. 'It's an apartment at best, and I would have thought it was more accurate to say that it was a room, and a pretty small one at that.'


    'Well it's a very good job you weren't put in charge of let­ting it out,' said the wife.


    She stood up and smoothed the green sash around her waist, letting me see her trimness. I liked the way I was not supposed to notice what she was about in this.


    'Would you care for a stroll?' she said. 'And I'll tell you my other news.'


    I never knew what was going forward with the wife, but on occasions like this I expected her to say that she had fallen pregnant. One day she had given me a most mysterious look, and said that we must clear out the foreign stove immediately because it was dangerous, and I had been ready for it then.


    I looked on the back of the envelope for the lodger, and saw that it had been sent by the 'Institute for the Diffusion of Knowledge'. 'He's quite a cultural sort, is he?' I asked.


    She gave some thought to this, and as she did so a hundred possible images of this Ogden formed in my mind.


    'No,' she said at last. Then: 'Are you ready for off?' She had her bonnet in her hand.


    'What line is he in?'


    'He works for your show’ she said.


    'The Lanky?' I said, wondering whether he'd seen one of my notices down at the Joint.


    She nodded, saying, 'Come on now, bustle up.'


    'Engine man?'


    She shook her head. 'Certainly not,' she said. 'He tells me he has very great prospects.'


    'But what is he now?'


    'Ticket clerk,' she said.


    There were battalions of clerks at the Joint. I would nod at the odd one, but they were all in a different world.


    We stepped out of the door, and the wife turned to me before we'd gone three paces along the street. She was hold­ing a folded piece of paper, which she passed to me. It was a very short letter: 'We have decided,' I read, 'to give you the situation of office clerk at our mill on the terms named, that is £1 15s. per week starting wage. We would suggest you com­mence duties on Monday next.'


    I would not continue to mope over the accident. I kissed the wife, saying: 'I knew you would do it.'


    When I'd brought her up to Halifax just after we were married, I'd said she shouldn't work, but had soon thrown up the sponge over that particular battle. In some northern towns, if a man let his wife take a job, folks would turn up their noses at him, but in Halifax the women worked because the mills needed them. And the wife went her own way in any case. To her, typists were the best thing out because they were part of the modern world. She'd been doing a course at the technical school, typing and short­hand, and was up to . . . well, a certain amount of words a minute. A lot of words as far as I knew. But when she'd gone to see about any situation there'd always been someone else who could do more, and the letters sent back had always begun: 'We have filled up the situation coming vacant. . .' She'd had dozens of those, and the more she got, the harder she grafted at her shorthand and typing.


    Shortly after she'd started I had bought her an India rub­ber, and she'd said, 'Thank you very much,' while opening the window and shying it all the way to Hill Street. 'I will never get on with one of those in the house,' she'd said, to which I'd replied, 'Well how will you remove your mistakes?' 'By not making them,' had come the answer.


    I had never seen anything bounce like that India rubber.


    For weeks afterwards, I would find half-done letters about the house that she'd brought back from the technical school. 'Dear Sir, My directors wish me to convey to you . . .'; 'My directors wish to inform you that the matter you name . . .' - all with imaginary directors named and supplied with hundreds of initials. Or: 'Replying to your letter of the 5th inst, our reqxxxxmentx .. .' And then might come a long line of bbbbs or !!!!!s, for there was a lot of ginger in the wife.


    It had not been easy for her to come to Yorkshire from London, and at first she had seemed in a daze, and, when not in a daze, blue. The rain was like prison bars. She told me she thought that Halifax and places around were like Red Indian villages thrown up all in a moment on the side of a hill. To her, coming from London, they were fly-by-nights, not real.


    Slowly, she had begun to make her corner. Through ladies at the parish church - to which we went most Sundays, the wife to pray, me to guess the engines coming into the Joint (which was just over opposite) by their noises alone - the wife had joined the Women's Co-operative Guild, which had suited her philosophy to a tee. Equal fellowship of men and women in the home, the factory and the state: this was their line, and it was all quite all right by me, except it meant I would frequently miss my tea, for the wife would be off to some talk on 'Cheaper Divorce', or 'The Air We Breathe', because they were not afraid of tough subjects. I would then go off to the Evening Star or to the Top Note Dining Rooms, which was where the two of us seemed now to be heading.


    We walked on through the little streets between our house and the middle of town. It was very hot, but there was nothing in these streets to catch the gleam of the evening sun. You'd see children in all the back alleys. The poorer sort were bare­foot, and the wife would say, 'Poor mites, I don't know how they manage to live.'


    They seemed to me to manage all right, going all out to make a racket as they did so: rattling the marbles in empty glass alley bottles, skipping in the sun and counting end­lessly, or echoing about unseen.


    The wife was always pleasant to the kids, and told me not to speak of a child as 'it', which I was in the habit of doing, but I noticed she would always walk fast until we got out of the back streets, which happened when we struck the Palace The­atre at Ward's End. This was all Variety, and I would usually stop to have a look at the bills. I'd been inside twice, but never with the wife. She preferred lonely sounding ladies at the piano, of the sort they sometimes put on at her Co-op evenings. She'd once said to me: 'What's funny about a little man in big boots?' and I said, 'Well you must admit, it's fun­nier than a big man in big boots.' But no. There was no funny side to boots at all as far as the wife was concerned.


    Looking quickly at the Palace bill for that week, I saw the word 'Ventriloquist', and resolved to go along later. After comedians, ventriloquists were my favourite turns; there'd been one on at the Palace just recently, and I'd meant to go along. A good show would be just the tonic I needed.


    Next to the bill, another of the advertisements for the 'meeting to discuss questions' had been pasted up. I pointed it out to the wife, and she said, 'Why do they ask: "The Co-operator ... Does He Help?'"


    'How do you mean?'


    'Why "he"', said the wife, 'and not "she"?'


    'Well,' I said, 'it's mankind, isn't it?'


    The wife snorted, and turned away from the poster, saying: 'They don't like excursions.'


    I stopped and looked again at the poster. 'Blackpool: A Health Resort?' I read. You could tell they had a down on the


    place. I wondered what they thought of Scarborough, for that was the same thing on the other side of the country. 'Wakes: Curse or Blessing?' I read once more. 'Mr Alan Cowan, founder of the Socialist Mission, has the Answers.'


    'Mr Robinson,' the wife was saying a moment later, as we waited for a gap in the traps and wagons racing along Foun­tain Street; 'that's the gentleman at the mill who gave me the start... He said that he would prefer me a little faster at the keys, but that I was the only one he'd seen over the position who knew what worsted was.'


    The wife looked at me, but I was miles off, thinking of Mr Alan Cowan and the Socialist Mission.


    'What?' I said.


    'Mr Robinson’ she said, 'who interviewed me for the job, said I was the only applicant who knew what worsted was.'


    'Doesn't say much for the others’ I said.


    'How do you mean?'


    'Well, they must have been a lot of blockheads if they didn't know what worsted was - and them living in a mill town, too.'


    'What is it then?'


    'What's what?'


    A tram was coming along Fountain Street, keeping us pinned to the kerb. The driver standing in his moving pulpit - for that's how it always looked to me - had been burned by the sun.


    'Worsted’ she said.


    'Worsted?'


    'Worsted, yes.'


    'Well... it's a sort of cloth.'


    'Cloth made of what?'


    'Wool.'


    We were dodging through the traffic now. Happening to glance backwards I noticed that all the little high back win­dows of the Palace were open on account of the heat - a sight I had never seen before.


    'What sort of wool?' the wife was saying.


    'Well, you know ... sheep's wool.'


    'Long staple’ said the wife. And she looked away, and then she laughed. 'Eh, you daft 'aporth,' she said. She was practis­ing her Yorkshire. 'You wear it every day but don't know what it is,' she said, straightening her white bonnet with her thin, brown hands.


    'You could have said something quite clever there you know,' I said.


    'I believe I did,' she said, smiling at me. The hat was righted now.


    'You could have said you'd worsted me over worsted -' I said.


    'You're loony,' said the wife.


    '- if you really had done of course.'


    We were now outside the Hemingway's Music Shop in Commercial Street. It was the wife's favourite shop, along with the Maypole Dairy at Northgate, where they had very artistic cheeses, kept cool by fans, like the drinkers in the Imperial Saloon. The Maypole could draw quite a crowd in the evening, although whether it was the cheeses or the fans that did it, I never knew. At Hemingway's, the wife always liked to look at the Hemingway's Special Piano they had in the window that was £14. She wanted to have only the best items in our home, and the Special Piano was on the list and some money towards it was in the tea caddy. Meanwhile we had no items, or very few. Whenever we struck this subject of furnishings I always pictured the shop in Northgate that had the sign in the window saying: 'homes complete from £10 to £100'. It was the ten pound part that interested me, but the wife would have none of it. 'I will not equip the house from a cheap john,' she would always say.


    'The marvellous thing’ she said, still looking in the win­dow, 'is that it looks just like any other piano.'


    'That's one of the things that worries me,' I said.


    'But for fourteen pounds’ she said.


    'That's nigh on three months' wages,' I said. 'There'll soon be two of us earning’ the wife reminded me, 'and now that the room's let...'


    'But what about the extras . . . tuning it, and the two of us learning to play the piano.'


    The Top Note Dining Room was two doors up from Hem­ingway's Music Shop, which might have explained the name. Nothing else did. The tables went the whole width of a wide room, and the people eating at them looked like workers in a mill. But they would give you ice in a glass of lemonade without waiting to be asked. The wife and I took our places. We both had steak and fried onions with chipped potatoes. It was the first good meal I'd had since the smash, which had put me off food in lots of ways.


    'You see it's not that I don't like Cape gooseberries,' I said, 'I just don't want to eat them for tea.'


    'Well,' she said, 'it's just that I've had so many interrup­tions.'


    'I would be willing to make my tea for myself,' I said, 'I would . . . almost.'


    'Oh, we can't have you living on Bloody Good Husband Street’ said the wife, 'you the dolly mop!' Then: 'Would you like to see the mill where I'm to go on?'


    It was one of those lonely ones up on Beacon Hill. The trams couldn't get up there, so we took one as far as the Joint, sitting on the top for a bit of a blow. The sky was a greenish pink with the sunlight leaving it only slowly, and the smoke still coming out from the mills, snaking into the sky, adding to the heat and weirdness of all as they made their slow S's. The smell in the air was twice burnt.


    We passed Thomas Cook's excursion office in Horton Street. It was still open for business. The people of Halifax could not do without their outings. I couldn't imagine for a minute how they'd got on before the railways and the excur­sions started.


    'I could make a stew at the start of the week,' the wife was saying, 'and it would keep. Do you like stews?'


    'Yes,' I said firmly.


    'What kind? What do you like in them?'


    'I'm not faddy. Anything at all. You should buy the meat on Saturday night.'


    'Oh’ she said suspiciously. 'Why?'


    'It's cheaper then.'


    She said she'd think it over.


    The wife was smiling. She had taken off her hat, and as we came to the tram halt, I thought: she looks still more fetching without it, and will look more fetching again when she puts it back on, and so on for ever. She was wrong over trams, how­ever, which were forever either racing or jerking to a dead halt. They seemed to go on by jumps, and I found myself - for the first time ever - a little anxious riding one.


    We got off at the Joint, and as usual the wife paid no atten­tion. She did not like railway lines, partly because her house in London had been underneath one. When I first took up lodgings there (for she was my landlady before she was my wife) I used to say: 'What do you expect, living in Waterloo?'


    We took the little stone tunnel that went under the plat­forms of the Joint, and under the canal basin, and under the Halifax Flour Society mill, and a good deal else beside. We came out and began climbing the Beacon, going by the one zigzag lane - half country, half town, with rocks lit by their own gas lamps, and sometimes black thin houses like knives along the way. There was one mill above us all the time as we walked, and this was our goal.


    Just then a bicyclist came crashing along. 'Evening!' he called, which was gentlemanly of him because by the looks of things he had all on staying alive. I thought his lamps were going to shake right off his machine, and he did look worried, but he wanted to keep up the speed. All my work started and finished down in that groove he was racing towards. There was too much life down there, and too much death too, because that's what the smoke was, and the black smuts floating along: that was your death certificate coming towards you. One in thirty million passengers might be killed on the railways, but your chances of coming a crop­per if you worked on the railways, or anything that moved, were a good deal higher, and you could not avert what was coming.


    The black mill was right above us now, made up of three buildings chasing each other in a circle, like a castle in a child's story book. A fellow in a gig was waiting outside in the darkness. As we looked on, a small door within the main door opened; light came out like something falling forwards and just stayed there for a while.


    Presently, an old man emerged from the door, walking with two sticks. Well, he was practically a spider, or a little rickety machine. The man in the gig climbed down, and he didn't help the old man, but walked alongside, looking on very closely. He did give him a hand up into the gig, though. The old man was wearing a heavy black coat in spite of the heat, a high white collar that shone like moonlight, and a black necker. He looked all ready for death. His face was small and crumpled, almost a baby's again; he had one lock of no-colour hair going across the top of his head and, as he took his seat in the gig, this fell forwards like the chinstrap of a helmet or the handle of a bucket.


    'What's the name of this show?' I asked the wife.


    'Did I not tell you?' she said. 'It's Hind's Mill.'


    I looked at the wife, but decided to hold my tongue for the time being.


    'That must be Mr Hind Senior,' said the wife. 'He's the chairman and founder.'


    As we watched, the manservant leant across to put the old man's hair straight, like somebody training a vine. Then the mill door closed and the light went. A moment later, the trap rattled off into the hot night.


    


    Chapter Five


    


    The rest of the week I spent dreaming back and forth on the Rishworth branch, and trying to read a book by a fellow called Rider Haggard, for I was out with the Railway Maga­zine, having developed a strange fear of coming across an item about obstacles placed on the tracks.


    Most of the time, the stone on the line was on my mind, and I had made my little speech to the wife after explaining that she had been taken on by the mill that had suffered the smash: 'You go and work at Hind's Mill if you like, but you are not to go on their summer excursion.' 'Why ever not?' the wife had said, and my words had seemed completely daft in an instant. But I had not taken them back.


    The Board of Trade had come to Sowerby Bridge Shed. Rather, Major Terence Harrison had come, late of the Royal Engineers. Clive had said the Board always took its inspec­tors from that show if possible. The major had worn a very good, very tight suit. He was not a full inspector, but a sub- inspector, yet all the fellows in the shed gave him a very wide berth, fearing he was trained to detect ale on a railman's breath at fifty paces. He had talked to Clive in John Ellerton's office, and Clive had come out laughing. Then it had been my turn. Speaking to Major Harrison, I did not sound like myself. I kept saying things like: 'I jumped down from the cab to see whether I could render any assistance.'


    He had not wanted to know about my medical attempts, but was concerned only with the engine, the track, the stone and other things not living. He told me he would write a draft report, and that this would be properly finished off when the police investigation was completed. I told him I thought the culprit would most likely be someone owing a grievance to the mill, and Major Harrison said he was sure they would turn out to be from Blackpool. 'It's a damn strange town, you know,' he said.


    Well, I thought he was a blockhead, but he did pass on two handy pieces of information after I'd got up the nerve to question him a little. The train before ours over that two-line stretch had been a Blackpool to Preston. It was an ordinary train, not an excursion, and it had gone between Salwick and Kirkham a full hour before we'd arrived there. Nothing out of the way had been seen on the opposite line. So the stone had been placed an hour or less before the smash.


    As for the North Eastern train that had hit the branch on the way to Scarborough, he said that to his knowledge no investigation would be held, because the engine had not left the tracks.


    He asked me why I'd asked, and I said: 'Well, perhaps it was put there on purpose.'


    'You can't drag a great branch down off a tree, you know,' he said, and it was as if he'd tried.


    No, you clot, I thought to myself, but you can shift one that's already fallen.


    ------- <o>---


    Come the Friday, knowing that the wife was off to a meeting of the Women's Co-operative Guild, I fixed on the idea of going up to the Palace directly after booking off, but I was all in, and it seemed to take an eternity for me to walk up Horton Street in the late hanging heat. Sugden was there, with his ice­-cream barrow and his little white pony.


    'Weather suiting you, chief?' he called.


    'Champion,' I said, and it was then that I saw a long-haired man, halfway up the hill, handing out newspapers. He was not one of the Horton Street regulars. He wore a cap on top of his long black hair, so that his head was somehow very crowded. I walked towards him, and he put one of the papers in my hand.


    'Cop hold, guv,' he said.


    The paper was called the Socialist Mission, and there were no more than about four pages to it.


    'Take it,' said the long-haired bloke. 'Gratis.'


    I looked at the front page. At the top of one column were the words: 'Speech by Alan Cowan at Hull Dock Gates'. The rest of the page repeated all the questions that had been on the poster - for it was the same show - but with words beneath: the answers, I supposed. The answers according to this Alan Cowan.


    'Are you Alan Cowan?' I said to the long-haired fellow. He took off his cap and brushed his black hair back with a shaky long white hand. He seemed quite surprised to be addressed.


    'Me?' he said; 'no, though I keep in touch with him by tele­gram and letter. We're in the Mission together, the Socialist Mission.'


    I looked again at the paper, and the words: 'Blackpool: A Health Resort?'


    'Where is Alan Cowan just at present?' I said.


    'Dunfermline,' the long-haired fellow said instantly. He was thin and white, like a plant kept out of the light. All the energy and life that might have gone into giving him a bit of colour had instead been directed into the growing of his hair. 'He's at a speaking engagement.'


    I nodded.


    This fellow could have taken the bottom ends of his hair, and put them in his mouth. But the hair was something for­gotten about, like his suit.


    'Do you work for him?'


    'Publicity Officer,' said the long-haired fellow. 'Mr Cowan pays me fair wages.'


    I knew I'd already missed Early Doors at the Palace The­atre, but I said: 'I've a couple of questions of my own, if that's quite all right?'


    The long-haired fellow said, 'Aye', though he looked a little anxious.


    'What's he, Alan Cowan, I mean . . . What's he got against folk going to Blackpool?'


    'Well,' said the long-haired fellow, 'I'd better start at the beginning of you're asking that.'


    'Will you step in here for a pint?' I said, nodding towards the Evening Star.


    The long-haired man shook his head. 'Don't drink,' he said.


    'Would you not have a lemonade or something?' I said, and his eyes fairly lit up at that, so we stepped into the pub.


    'It's been so hot out there today,' said the long-haired fel­low, putting his hat and his papers down on the edge of the red billiard table. But it was no cooler in the pub, of course: just a different heat, with beer smell and cigar smoke mixed in.


    Looking across at the papers, my eye caught the words beneath 'The Socialist Mission'. They read, 'Formerly "The Anarchist Dispatch'".


    I had a glass of Ramsden's for myself, and the socialist mis­sionary took his lemonade, which he drank off in one. Then he fell to looking at me, sideways, like, half trying to see round his hair, and half hiding behind it.


    'You're anarchists as well as socialists, are you?' I asked. I was talking as if there were many, but before me was just the one fellow.


    'The two go along a little way together,' he said, and then he was off, talking at me, but not looking at me once.


    He started, as threatened, from the beginning. It was all about how the liberal-labour men had not improved the con­dition of the working man as they had promised, and nor had the trade unions, and so a new type of organisation was wanted. What was needed was the socialisation of the means of production. 'We must have a straight-aiming struggle,' he said, and 'Alan Cowan believes that class war is its most effi­cient locomotive.'


    Well, at that word I cut in: 'Where do you stand on the rail­ways?'The long-haired fellow moved his hair about for a while, steeling himself to say something. He had rather long, fine fingers, and I thought: he's never done a hand's turn. He was not part of the working life himself, but a kind of shadow, or echo of it.


    'Railways ...' he said at last: 'Run by crooks, and should be nationalised.'


    'And as to Blackpool and wakes and holidays, and so on?'


    'Blackpool?' he said. 'Well, I don't call that a very worthy holiday place. The working people go there and what hap­pens? They loiter on the sands by day, suffocate in some cheap place of amusement by night.'


    'Been to Blackpool yourself, have you?'


    The socialist missionary gave a kind of shrug, as if he didn't knozv whether he'd been to Blackpool. 'What's that got to do with it?' he said at last, and with a little more of the brass neck to him.


    'If not Blackpool, where might they go instead?' I asked him.


    'Well, they might get out into the country once in a while, but that's not... I do wish Alan was here because he puts it all over so much better than I ever could, but the question is: does Blackpool help the working class fight or does it hinder?'


    'I don't know,' I said.


    'Take this town, Halifax,' said the long-haired fellow. 'It's like a bottle with the stopper in. Fifty-one weeks of the year, everyone's cooped up in the mills, prisoners of the wage slav­ery. Then for one week - wakes - the stopper comes off and it's the mad dash to the seaside. Now if that didn't happen there's a fair chance the bottle would explode.'


    'Why?' I said. 'Why would it explode?'


    He sighed, looked down sadly at the empty lemonade glass. 'I forgot to say the bottle is a bottle of selzer, or maybe beer. Something volatile, any road. Something likely to explode. Alan has it right but I can't remember exactly how he puts it.'


    'Selzer will not expand in the bottle in any circumstances,' I said, finishing my Ramsden's.


    'Well,' said the socialist,'... we'll see about that.'


    I put down my pint pot. 'So you're dead set against Black­pool because folk like it?'


    'In a way yes,' said the long-haired fellow, who now brushed his hair right back from his face as if he'd suddenly lost all patience with it. 'Everything that increases the dissatisfaction of the working man must push him in a revolutionary direction.'


    'And what do you think of Scarborough?'


    'That's another . . .' And here he muttered something I couldn't catch.


    'Another what?' I said, and he came out with it this time, for he was a fellow who warmed up by degrees.


    'Another latrine,' he said.


    'Well then,' I said, 'would you blokes in the Socialist Mission ever stop a train that was carrying working people to Black­pool or Scarborough? Would you ever wreck it, I mean?'


    At this, he walked over to the billiard table and took up his newspapers again. 'Why do you ask that?' he said turning around, the newspapers once more under his arm.


    I told him.


    'Well,' he said. 'You must come along to our meeting to know more, and you must speak to Mr Cowan himself. But I'll tell you here and now that one difference between us and the standard run of liberal-labour idiots is that we under­stand there is a fever for action in the mills and factories of all the working towns in the country, and if the workers won't rise of their own accord they must be pushed to it.'


    I stared at the fellow, with the happy ringing of the till in the background. Had he just owned up to murder?


    'But no,' he went on. 'We didn't wreck your excursion.' He half smiled in a way I didn't much like; I'd seemed in a funk, and that had galvanised him in some way. The smile changed as I watched, though, becoming something a little pleasanter. He was only a kid; good-looking, in a way; and Clive Carter


    would have killed for that hair of his. He should have been out courting on a Friday night like this.


    'What's your name?' he asked me.


    I was tired of being asked for my name, for I felt I was being written down in all sorts of bad books, but I gave it him any­way. 'Jim Stringer,' I said.


    'Jim Stringer,' he repeated. You felt he wasn't given a name very often, and that when he was, he made the most of it.


    'What's yours?' I said.


    'Paul,' he said. And he nodded to me before walking back out into the street.


    I took up the paper he'd passed to me and read it over a lit­tle. It was all a lot of big, windy promises: 'There will be a general expropriation of vast proportions'; 'All distinctions between classes and nations will be lost', and so on. Half the articles were headed: 'Alan Cowan writes', others were 'by a comrade'. I knew there was something queer about it from the outset but for a little while I couldn't say what. It was like looking at a night sky and slowly working out that there was no moon. Somewhere or other, there should have been a little complicated dull part where you were told who it was printed by and where, and how you might get in touch with the editor. But there was no such thing to be seen.


    Chapter Six


    


    I was too late for Early Doors at the Palace, and too late for the start, come to that, but I was let in after the first turn.


    I was put into the one seat left, which was in the stalls and directly in front of the orchestra. As I sat down, I knew I'd made a bloomer in coming, for I could hardly breathe. There were too many hot, red people in the theatre and not enough air to go round.


    The sweat began rolling off me as a board was put up announcing a dog circus. The fellow in charge of the dogs wore a tailcoat and high collar. He had long hair flattened to his small head by Brilliantine and sweat. He stood still and sweated, swaying slightly as his dogs jumped about him. He looked like a tadpole, and his dogs would leap and hang quivering in the air like jumping fishes. At the moment that any dog made a jump, the fellow with the big drum, who was about four feet away from me, would hit the biggest of his cymbals, worsening my brain ache by degrees. Why can't those damned mutts keep down, I began muttering to myself. And why would the old fellow next to me not keep still?


    After the dog circus came six men who were a German or Hungarian band. Oompah music. As they played, the orches­tra played along, doubling the noise and doubling the heat; there was a lot of cymbal stuff from the drummer, and I would have liked to belt him with one of the bloody things. The band played against a painting of a pale-blue mountain; the colour dazzled, and I could not look at the mountain top, which was blinding white.


    The bill-topper was the ventriloquist, the one I'd come to see, but he turned out to be the sort I don't like: the kind with a walking figure.


    As the floods went up he was leaning on the figure, or the figure was leaning on him. It was an English Johnny, or Champagne Charlie. You could tell by the tailcoat and high collar. The head was weird: round, white and lumpy, like the moon or some great fungus, and the grey eyes seemed to be sliding to the side, as if the figure was sad and ashamed at having a perfectly round head. The ventriloquist was also got up like a toff: frock coat and top hat. He was breathing deeply, trying to get a breath in the heat like all of us, and preparing for the walk. The doll, of course, was not breathing at all. Any sort of weather was nothing in his way.


    The walk started, and as usual a great cheer went up at the same time as the walking music started up. It was as if a famous cripple had got to his feet and taken his first steps in years. The ventriloquist's left hand was at the figure's back, and he was working the levers that swung the legs. The figure moved by a forward jerk of the left leg, which woke up the right one, and brought it swinging along behind, and the left arm rode up towards the chest every time this happened. The doll's right arm was in the hands of the ventriloquist.


    They were heading for two chairs half involved in darkness in the middle of the stage, and you could see that disaster beckoned because the ventriloquist's legs (which were shak­ing) and the legs of the figure were moving further and further apart, so the two of them were starting to make the shape of an A.


    In walking ventriloquism, the figures were always the Johnny or Champagne Charlie sorts, so that their funny walks could be put down to them being cut. It was all so samey, but there was an extra sort of desperation with this pair, and I really wanted them to get to the chairs without a collapse.


    Part of the trouble was that the ventriloquist wasn't such a great hand at walking himself. He was a big fellow, but trembly from nerves. At one moment he lost control of the figure's head, which swung from left to right, as if saying:


    No, I will not go on with this. But they did reach the chair, and sat down to great applause. The ventriloquist beamed out at the audience. He had a red face, shining with sweat, a wide grey moustache held out by wax, and a sharp, pointed beard, the two of them together making a cross on the lower part of his face. He looked so completely jiggered that really you did not want him to have to do any more work. But he presently produced a cigar and put it in the figure's mouth, saying, very loud, 'Well here we are at the eye doctor's!'


    While everyone took that in, and puzzled over it maybe, and the worrit next to me continued with his infernal fidget­ing, the ventriloquist produced from his waistcoat a Wind Vesta, and saying, 'A light of course, we must have a light,' he lit the figure's cigar.


    Two things now happened that brought more applause: the lights came up to show a line of figures on seats, stretch­ing away to the side of the ventriloquist and the figure, which was now shooting out puffs of smoke from its mouth. The other dolls in the row were an old lady, a rustic type, a darkie and a costermonger. One was moving: the old lady. Her head rocked up and down, as if she was saying: Well, here we are but we must just make the best of it.


    I wondered whether folk were clapping because they thought it was good or bad, because it was bad, shocking bad. If you were a ventriloquist you ought to be funny - that was the only way you could get away with it. I had seen no ends of funny ones down in London, but they were mainly the fellows with the knee figures: schoolboy, little Johnny, Jack Tar. But it was always funny business, with the figure saucing the man, instead of this slow, exhibition stuff.


    The ventriloquist took the cigar from the figure's mouth, and the figure said something that I worked out was: 'Can we speak in confidence?'


    The ventriloquist looked along the row, and, looking ahead again, said: 'I doubt it, you know.'


    I watched the nodding head of the old woman, which ticked like a clock, and watched the orchestra sweat as my own head clock ticked.


    The ventriloquist was saying, 'Well, my vision is perfect, how about yours?'


    It struck me that at this rate it could be as much as ten min­utes before the end, and I couldn't take it any more. I was far too hot, and after the conversation with the socialist I'd been quite unable to put away thoughts of the stone on the line.


    I stood up and walked out into the foyer, which was a red and gold circle of bars so that I was surrounded by barmen, who were all lining up glasses, waiting for the rush that would come at the end. I picked out one at random and walked over to him feeling strange, with my boots sinking into the carpet. I asked for a glass of water, and he said: 'You look jiggered, mate.' I told him I'd had quite a few days of it. He said, 'How's that then?' and I said, 'Well, I was in a train smash for one thing.'


    I told him about the stone on the line, and the death of Margaret Dyson, but the barman wasn't interested in her: 'You, though,' he said, 'you were on the front of the engine, and you weren't hurt even a bit?'


    'Well, no.'


    'Cor,' he said, 'You're all luck, you are.'


    This struck me as the wrong way of looking at things, and made me feel worse about Margaret Dyson. I heard a noise behind me, and was aware that all the barmen in the circle had got hold of the story now and were leaning forward and listening.


    'I bet you were shitting yoursen,' said one of them.


    'How did the stone get there, then?' one of them called out.


    'Put there,' I said.


    'You suspect... a spot of mischief, then, do you?' asked the same fellow again.


    'I reckon it was socialists,' I said, 'socialists or anarchists who've got a down on excursions, because they're put up by the bosses ... So the stone might have been put there as a sort of warning to the railway company.'


    'Well, that's all fairly choice,' said one of the barmen. Another said, 'Anarchists,' very slowly, as if he was trying out the word for size.


    Just then I felt extra heat and the ventriloquist was standing right next to me. It was powerful strange to see that marvel­lous beard and 'tache at large in the real world.


    My barman handed him a glass of something mustardy coloured, and nothing was said. The ventriloquist was red, shining with sweat, and panting as if he'd run a mile: he was a fellow not meant to be seen at close quarters. He began to drink the mustardy stuff, whilst looking at nothing. He was bigger than he'd looked on stage, especially in his upper half: he looked cut out for something more than ventriloquism.


    'A warning by anarchists!' said one of the barmen, slow on the uptake, and the ventriloquist continued to drink and to look at nothing, but the nothing had now moved further into the distance.


    The ventriloquist finished his drink, turned, and disap­peared through a door between two of the bars.


    'I thought that bloke was on stage just now,' I said to my barman.


    'He generally takes a little summat just about now for his vocal organ.'


    'He gets through heaps of lozenges, you know,' said another of the barmen.


    'But that was whisky and honey he had just there,' said the first.


    'What's he doing out here, though?' I said.


    'There's a bit where he leaves the dolls to it,' said the first barman. 'They're all waiting there at the hopticians -' (he said the word very carefully, and put an 'h' in front of it) '- and they start up with these coughing goes. First one, then the whole lot.'


    'How do they cough if he's not there?'


    'The movements are all worked from off by the fellow does the props. Rubber tubes and air valves and all that carry on. And property's mate, junior properties - he does the coughing.'


    'While Monsieur Maurice drops in here for his little brain duster,' put in another of the barmen.


    'And it won't be the last of the night,' added the first.


    'Monsieur who?' I said.


    'Maurice,' said the first barman, and it came out like 'more ice'. 'Very Frenchified, he is.'


    'But not really, though,' added another of the barmen.


    'I've seen his name before,' I said; 'it was being put up out­side a little hall in Blackpool.'


    'Very likely,' said my barman.


    I looked at my glass of water and enquired about the price of a pint. On hearing the answer, I told my barman I'd nip back to the Evening Star for my last of the night, if that was quite all right with him. He grinned, and all the barmen watched me walk through the main doors and out into the hot night.


    There might have been thirty people in the Star by now, and every man jack avoiding the billiard table. The Ramsden's was off, so I put away a pint of something else that I didn't much care for, and it didn't knock the stone on the line from my mind, so I took another, and that seemed about the right dose.


    I came out of the Evening Star for a second time, and a tram went racing past like a comet with advertisements, or the fast drawing-back of a curtain. Looking far to my left, I saw the Joint and Hind's Mill, a black modern castle at the top of Bea­con Hill. To the right, at the top of Horton Street, was another beacon of sorts, the Palace Theatre, but the show was done long since and, as I watched, the lights began to go out. I made towards this disappearing target anyway, and turned off before reaching it to enter the side streets.


    The wife would have been home an hour since, or more, so I was late. I didn't like to be late back for the wife, and I didn't like to be bothered about being late back.


    There was a quarter moon, lying on its back, lazy and not giving out much light; there were flies around all the gas lamps, and too much life in the streets, though none of it to be seen: just far-off shouts and cries, and all doubled by the echo of the houses. The shouts always seemed to be shadows of sound, around the corner, or in the alleyways behind the houses.


    I turned down a snicket that cut a terrace in half, then pushed along a particular back alley because I liked the racket my boots made on the cobbles, but the clanging of the segs on my heels was presently doubled, so that the sound was more the clip clop of a horse. I turned, and there seemed to be a fast-travelling shadow, but no sound. I carried on walking, and was back to hearing the sound of my own boots. I turned into another snicket, and then I was in Back Hill Street.


    The gas was up in the occasional house. I came to ours, which gave out no light, and saw a man or a shadow of a man beyond, in Hill Street. Something about him made me look behind me, and there came a shout from that direction that seemed to jump, so that it was two shouts, and then the noise of something happening in Hill Street, and then nothing.


    I unlocked the door, walked into the house and sat down on the sofa, not breathing. It came as a relief, a few moments later, to hear the steady chimes of midnight coming up from the parish church. I stared at the closed door, and thought about how a good cold snap would put an end to all this nonsense in the streets. When the chimes ended, I stood up to put on a brew, and as I did so the letter box flipped open. I flew at the door and looked up and down Back Hill Street, but that's all I saw: the street and the quarter moon, looking like a painting.


    


    Chapter Seven


    


    Bright sunlight and the clanging of hooves woke me up early the next morning, the Saturday, and, as I climbed out of bed, I thought: did I go and see a ventriloquist last night, or did he come and see me? I ought not to have been standing next to the fellow in the bar like that. It was against all the rules. Then there was Paul of the Socialist Mission. I knew I'd said too much to someone. Or had it all been just kids in the streets and bad beer?


    Leaving the wife to sleep, I stepped out, and saw a pan­technicon drawing up. The remover was in the driving seat but there was no sign of our lodger.


    The remover leapt down, and said: 'Upstairs, is it?' He opened the doors at the back, took out a chair, and darted into the house with it. I watched as the remover took in various articles and, as he did not see any need to say anything, it was like watching a burglary in reverse. Just then a young fellow in a black suit came wandering into the court, and he looked a George Ogden somehow: biggish and rather round. He was wearing a high collar even though it was a Saturday, and he was all waistcoat, the garment in question being shiny black with many little secret slits and vents and special pockets for small things. Laced into it through special holes was a watch chain, which hung across this fellow's belly like a golden banner. I knew that I had marvelled at this waistcoat before - and that I must have done so down at the Joint.


    He was about of an age with me. He stuck out his hand: 'What's your label?' he said, and he not only shook my hand but clapped me on the back.


    'Jim Stringer,' I said.


    'Which makes you the master of the house.'


    'I am the man of the house’1 said, carefully.


    George Ogden gave me a look - curious, like, but friendly. He had a round face, and a lot of curly hair which looked like smoke that had tumbled upwards from a chimney and stopped.


    The remover was toiling away in the background, now carrying a bundle of George Ogden's books. I caught sight of the title of one: Letters of Descartes. They were all from the Everyman Library.


    'I've come along to see that this man takes proper care of my things’ said George Ogden loudly, and just then he turned to the remover: 'Good morning to you.'


    The remover made no reply, but carried on removing.


    'Very independent unit, that chap’ said George Ogden.


    'The wife tells me you work at the Joint,' I said. I didn't like to say: You're a clerk, because to my ears that sounded unkind. 'I wondered if that's where you saw the advertise­ment?'


    He nodded. 'Presently in the booking office,' he said, 'but I like to think I have the steam in me to go a good deal further. What line are you in?'


    'Engine man,' I said, and for the first time since beginning on the footplate I said it without boastfulness.


    'What... driver?'


    'Hope to be in time,' I said automatically. 'But just at the moment firing.'


    'I like to think I'm a ticket clerk only on the outside,' said our lodger, at which I took a good look at him, thinking: well, there's a lot of your outside.


    'Are you on goods or passengers?' he asked. 'Don't say you're on the express runs?'


    I fancied he half wanted me to be on the expresses, and half not.


    'I'm on the excursions,' I said.


    'Oh yes ... Do you think one of us should hold that horse?' he said, nodding towards the removal man's nag.


    'It's standing perfectly still’ I said.


    'I know’ said George Ogden, and then he seemed quite lost again for a second. 'But there are some valuable items in that van, I don't mind telling you.'


    Wondering about what sort of goods we were getting here, with this funny fellow, I inched my way around to the back of the van so I could get a clue to his character from his posses­sions, saying as I did so: 'I suppose you spend half your time selling tickets for our show - the excursion runs, I mean, espe­cially the Blackpool trips. There was a stone put on the line to Blackpool last week. Did you hear of that? My mate and me were the ones who found it in our way.'


    'Yes,' said George, 'I did hear of that.'


    'A lass was killed when we clapped on the brakes,' I said.


    Thoroughly bad show,' said George. 'Not quite cricket, if you see what I mean.'


    'We'll find out who put it there,' I said. 'You can bet your boots.'


    'You've a lot of plants,' I said, for I had now inched my way around the back of the van, where there was a whole forest of ferns and rubber plants.


    'They're all new,' said George Ogden proudly. 'I'm a lover of nature, Mr Stringer.'


    'Well I'd say they needed a drink.'


    'Reckon so?'


    'The leaves of that fern - they're sort of crinkly, and look


    A book had been pitched in among the leaves of the fern: a book of plays by George Bernard Shaw. I picked it out.


    'They're going brown at all the edges’ I said.


    'What? The books?' said George. 'Better get 'em read, in that case.'


    'The plants’ I said.


    George was looking up at such quantity of sky as could be seen between the two rows of houses in Back Hill Street, which was a small amount, but at that moment very blue.


    'Every Sunday,' he was saying, 'I mean to be on my bike, getting to know the beginnings of Derbyshire.'


    'What bike?' I said, for there was none in the van.


    'It's to be sent by the Nimrod Cycling Company,' said George.


    'Oh yes?' I said, scrambling down from the van.


    'When they've built it. You see, the kind I've put in for is in advance of any of the machines they have presently avail­able.' He took a little bag of sweet stuff from one of his many pockets and held it out for me. 'So far,' he continued, 'their models are all just so much ironmongery. Comfit?' he said.


    'Thanks,' I said, and I put my hand into the bag, but all the comfits were stuck together in the heat so I gave it up after a second, but George Ogden continued to hold out the bag.


    'Carry on, old man,' he said, 'you haven't quite gained your object.'


    I shook my head and smiled, at which he took the bag in two hands, and began straining to break a lump of comfit off for me, going rather red in the process.


    The remover was back in the van again as the comfits cracked. George handed a lump of them to me, and we both stood there crunching away as the removal man worked.


    'Interesting what you say about those plants, old man,' said George, very thoughtfully, through a mouthful of comfits. 'I thought the leaves were supposed to go brown at a certain time?'


    I tried to give him a few points about plants, as the remover came and went, grumbling in an under-breath, sometimes dropping things and not always picking them up. The subject came back to railway tickets. George said that the ticketing at the Joint was all pills, and that with a brand new way of going on, which he had thought up the night before, the Lanky would be able to double its profits, but I was prevented from hearing about this plan by the removal man, who came up to George when the van was empty: 'That's you in,' he said, at which George Ogden reached into his waistcoat (I wondered if there were as many pockets inside as on the outside), and produced a pocket book. In this he found a ten-bob note, which he handed over to the remover. He was given some change in the form of one coin, which he looked at for quite a while, before giving it a home in his waistcoat and saying to the remover, 'I'm very much obliged to you, sir, you can be certain that I will be recom­mending you to all at the office.'


    As the remover drove off, George bent over and picked up a boot that the man had dropped, saying: 'Did you smell the ale on his breath? And to think I could have hired the van and done the job myself for half the price.'


    'Where did you get him from?' I said.


    'From the small ads of the Courier,' said George, 'the very small ads. Should have known not to take a chance on a fel­low who can't run to a line of bold type.'


    'He did seem a bit surly,' I said.


    'Devilish surly,' said George Ogden, 'and a butterfingers to boot.'


    He then lowered himself down to pick up a book that had also been dropped.


    This, I saw, was Letters of Descartes again - in Everyman like the last.


    'You've two copies of that, you know,' I said. 'I saw one earlier.'


    'Well,' said George, 'I take six a month from the catalogue, and sometimes I pick one I've had before.'


    'Why?'


    'Oh, you know, I do it by accident . . . I'm nuts on litera­ture,' he went on. 'I've got twenty-four Everyman's now, and when I get up to thirty, I'm going to start reading them.'


    We had stepped inside the house by now, and the kettle was screaming. I walked into the scullery and called to George: 'Cup of tea?'


    'Don't mind if I do.' I made a pot, and as it was mashing took George upstairs to show him to his room; I pointed out the door at the back that gave on to the iron staircase leading down into the yard. 'You'll probably want to use these mostly, so you can come and go under your own steam,' I said. 'The outside privy is yours; there's use of the scullery, and if you want a sit down in the parlour from time to time, that'll be quite all right I'm sure.'


    The stuff had just been put into the room in any old way, with most of the plants off their tables and sitting at crazy angles on the truckle bed. And there were heaps of packets of biscuits on the floor. George Ogden trooped through all this rubble towards the door leading to the outside stair, and the thin window alongside looking out to Hill Street and beyond. Well, the window may have been thin but as much as possi­ble was trying to come through it. You could see across the mill tops to Beacon Hill, with its own few mills, including Hind's, from which this bright morning smoke was dreaming away to the right; and then, more directly below us on the hillside, were all the things the factories had made: the Drill Hall, the courts, the hotels, the Palace Theatre, and all the lit­tle houses in between, cluttering the place up like the pawns on a chess board. I threw open the window for George and the room was filled with the blaring of a barge on the canal wharf, and the faint cry, rising up from the Joint, of 'Halifax!', which a certain old porter set up whenever a train came in.


    The wife was at the door of the room; George was looking at her, and it was strange to think that another man was see­ing her morning self, with a sleepy delay in her eyes, and her hair tangled. 'Good morning, Mrs Stringer,' said George, and he bowed. There was no other word for it.


    'Halifax!' came the cry from the station once again, and it was as though we were all just waking from a dream, and needed to be reminded where we were.


    'I hope you will be quite comfortable here, Mr Ogden,' she said. 'Of course you will always use the stairs at the back.' She had a paper in her hand, which she gave to him.


    'They're good quarters,' he said, 'just what I need to be going on with.'


    'Please remember’ said the wife, 'there's use of the scullery, but do please knock before entering if the door should be closed. You must keep to the outside privy. You may use the paraffin stove for heating water up here if you like but you are to ask first if that's quite all right. I have taken the liberty of typing out our agreement.'


    I liked hearing the pride in her voice as she said that. I knew that she had stayed behind at Hind's on her second day and put in over an hour on this job.


    'I will give this my attention very shortly,' said George Ogden, who took the paper, folded it and placed it inside the leaves of Letters of Descartes, which was a very bad sign from the point of view of his ever getting around to glancing at it. He then turned to the window again, and we all looked out.


    A lot of pride had been put into the building of Halifax, and the builders had a powerful liking for columns and domes, so that to my mind every other building looked like a giant mau­soleum, something built in memory of someone or something very grand that had gone before and must never be forgotten. I would always think of Halifax as a town that was down by one person, and that on account of me. But it looked grand this Saturday morning.


    George Ogden turned to us and said: 'God's in his heaven, and all's right with the world.'


    'It's ten shillings down’ said the wife.


    George Ogden took out his pocket book and handed over the money much as the Shah of Persia might if that gent were ever called on to pay ten bob for a lodge. 'Brand new address,' he said, 'and a brand new start.'


    And this remark of his bothered me.


    


    Chapter Eight


    


    I saw that we were down for a Scarborough excursion when I read the weekly notices the following Monday. It was booked for the Wednesday - 21 June.


    As we were rolling away from the shed mouth on that day, and heading for the coaling stage with a tank engine clanking under us, I saw that John Ellerton, shed superinten­dent, was walking alongside. It had been misty when I'd booked on at seven but that had cleared, leaving the smoke to battle it out with sunshine. The mills and the houses of Sowerby Bridge climbed the hills in zigzags, and there were golden flashes of sunlight coming off certain windows like messages being sent over the rooftops, across the patches of rocks and grass, over the horses' heads. There was nothing much to Sowerby Bridge - it was mostly Town Hall Street - but it looked fine in the sun, just like its mightier neighbour, Halifax.


    It was the tenth day after the stopping of the Highflyer, and this was our first excursion since then. The trip was booked by a show called White's, another Halifax mill.


    Of all my particular worries, I'd been thinking of that report in the Courier speaking easily of the 'lately fallen tree' that had lain on the line ahead of the North Eastern Railway excursion to Scarborough. We were about to run over those very metals.


    After leaving Halifax, we would make first for York, where the Lanky territories gave out. The rest of the trip being over foreign territory - that of the North Eastern Railway - we'd have to pick up somebody who knew the road.


    'I have the name here of your pilot,' John Ellerton yelled up; 'fellow called Billington!'


    We had the board for the Halifax line now, and Clive was opening up the regulator.


    Ellerton stopped trying to keep up, but looked at his watch, then yelled out: They've given us him before!' he called. 'And he's a right pill!'


    'What's he on about?' said Clive as we began rumbling towards the Joint station.


    'He said the bloke we're to take on is a pill.'


    As we crawled along, I looked down at a patch of coal, cin­ders and bright weeds - green and black nothing. But there was a paraffin blow-lamp and grinding wheel there, with a spare grindstone about the size of the famous one from ten days ago. I had never noticed either of these items before, but I somehow knew they had always been there. The question was: had there been a second spare? I would ask John Eller­ton, who was standing watching us go, with his bowler right back on his head, pleased at the sight of another engine going off to be at large in the world. Everybody liked John Ellerton: he had very honest blue eyes: Irish eyes, as I thought of them for some reason.


    'I believe I know him,' said Clive.


    'Who?'


    'The pill. They always give you the same bloke at York - he's like a sort of warning not to come back.'


    I was more than a little anxious over the run. Paul, the socialist missionary, and his governor, Alan Cowan, were down on excursions. Paul had denied having anything to do with the wrecking of 1418, but would be hardly likely to say so if he had been behind it. But no. If you were wrecking trains to make a point, you would own up to it, providing you knew you couldn't be found.


    If the wreckers were after mills then here was another: White's. Then again, if they were after Hind's Mill only, we'd be all right.


    The wife had settled in there quite nicely, working for her Mr Robinson and not either of the Hinds. She'd told me they were trying to discover for themselves who'd placed the stone. I'd asked her if they knew she was married to me, the fireman of the engine, and she'd said, 'I don't know. I keep mum over that.'


    Could it be that the wreckers owed a grudge to Highflyers, or big engines in general?


    That was something that had come to me in the Evening Star, and if it was the case, we were in for a trouble-free day, for we had under us one of the standard radial tanks of Mr Aspinall. They were a little longer than your common run of tank, but were to be counted a close cousin of a kettle put up against a Highflyer.


    Clive, doing his checks, had found dust on the regulator, on the engine brake - all over the shop, really - but he'd smiled at it. I fancied that after a few long days on the Rish­worth branch he was feeling light-hearted at the thought of Scarborough. It was a pretty spot, and something new in that we'd not worked an engine there before. Also, we were not booked to do a double trip, so the two of us would be able to try some of the pubs before 'coming back passenger'.


    Our carriages were waiting at platform six at the Joint beside the blackboard on which Knowles, the stationmaster, had written 'special train, white's mill', and so on, with all the fancy underlining, even for this little tank engine. He was just finishing off as we came in. He could have farmed out this job, but he had a better hand than anyone in the Joint, and he knew it. As we floated up alongside - Clive had got the cut-off just right, as usual - Knowles looked up fast, then away. I looked at Clive, but he was miles away, holding his leather book and staring at the pressure gauge, even though it was at the right sort of mark. It struck me there and then that I'd never seen Clive pass a single word with Stationmaster Knowles.


    Old Reuben Booth was our train guard once again, and he was now waiting below for the coupling up and the vacuum- brake test. Knowles was walking away along the platform. You'd think he'd stay to look over a vacuum test once in a


    while. It was more important than getting the blackboard right. There again, he would have to talk to us in the process. Maybe he was a shy sort really. Maybe he knew we were up to the job, and could be left to ourselves.


    Reuben told us the train weight, then said: 'A hundred and fifty souls,' and as he did so his colour fell and he gave a sigh. He looked all-in.


    'What exactly is this trip in aid of, Reuben?' I said.


    'Holiday,' he said, and then, breathing hard through just standing still, he looked along the line towards the Beacon Hill Tunnel, which we would be entering presently. After a while of doing that he took out a paper from his coat pocket, saying: 'I have it all set down here . . . Founder's birthday, White's Mill. . . Trip's out to Skegness .. . No, sorry, to Scar­borough.'


    'Much obliged, Reuben,' said Clive, who turned and rolled his eyes at me. Then he looked back at Reuben, asking: 'Is the founder coming with us, sitting up in first class all on his tod, like that slave-driver Hind?'


    'Hind was with his old man,' I reminded Clive.


    'From what I've heard,' said Clive, 'that tots up to the same thing as being on his own.'


    'No, there's no First on,' said Reuben, 'and, no ... founder's not coming along today.'


    'Why not?' I said.


    'On account of... fellow's been dead this fifty year.'


    So he was one of those kind of founders.


    The mill hands were coming up to the carriages, trooping along in gangs of half a dozen at a time from the Lamb Inn on platform five, which always opened early for excursions.


    'What do they make at this place?' I called down to Reuben.


    'Blankets,' he said. 'White's blankets . . . Red they are, gen­erally speaking.'


    The excursionists all gave a cheer when Reuben waved his green flag, which he did in a way all his own: like a man very carefully drawing a diagram in the air. They were all still


    leaning out when we got the starter from Halifax, but they dodged back in sharpish when we reached Beacon Hill Tunnel, into which fifty years' worth of engine smoke had rolled, and mostly stayed. It was cool inside, but you got the shaking, shrieking darkness into the bargain. For the first time I felt a little of my new nervousness in the tunnel dark. It was the stone on the line that had done it.


    In the tunnel, I took off my coat. Turning about, I felt for the locker. Although stone blind I worked the catch without dif­ficulty, but when I tried to shove my coat in there it wouldn't go. I threw open the fire door, but the red shine came only up to my knees, and did not help me with the locker, so I leant out of the engine, watching the dot of light grow and resolving to be patient.


    We came out of the tunnel and the mystery was all up: a carpet bag was crammed into the locker, taking up all the space. Clive was looking across at me from the regulator. 'Not the common run of stores,' he said, 'I know.' He took a pace towards me and heaved at the bag so that it went further inside the locker. He then fished out a book that was in there alongside the bag. He handed it to me, saying: 'Reuben gave me this. It was left behind on the Hind's excursion.'


    It was Pearson's Book of Fun.


    'I've seen it before,' I said; 'it belonged to the kid whose mother died. We'd better get it back to him.'


    Clive nodded, in an odd, dreamy kind of way, and I guessed he must be thinking I was nuts: the kid had lost his mother, so he would not be in want of Pearson's Book of Fun. I had not told Clive how I had botched things in the compart­ment after our smash, so he could not see what was driving me on: guilt.


    'What's become of the lad?' I asked him, though I had a fair idea.


    Clive shrugged and said, 'I reckon Reuben can tell you.'


    I could have guessed he would say something of the sort. Clive coasted and glided; he put away all serious stuff.


    The pill was waiting for us at York all right. Full name: Arthur Billington.


    'Now then’ he said, climbing up.


    Then, before we could say anything back, the starter signal came off and he bellowed: 'Right then, you've got the road, so frameV


    He had a very loud voice.


    He was leaning over the side straightway, barging Clive out of the way and eyeing up the big signal gantry we were rolling up to. I happened to give a glance over in the direction of York Minster, which, I always fancied, was sitting on an island, and which seemed to rotate as we went past.


    Billington was shouting about signals. 'One, two, three, third from the right - that's the bugger you want. And he's come off! He's come off! You're right as rain for Haxby now.'


    Clive gave one of his gentle pulls on the regulator.


    'Open her up, lad,' said Billington.


    'Would you like a turn yourself?' said Clive.


    'Aye’ he said. 'Shift over, shift over,' and Clive came across to my side.


    Billington gave a great tug on the regulator, and straight­way I knew his kind: all hell and no notion. Two weeks before I would have laughed at him. Now, I wanted Clive back at that regulator. He'd been going too fast over the Fylde, but he'd stopped the Highflyer in time, after all. Well, nearly.


    'There'll be a nice big hole in your fire now,' Clive told me, in low tones.


    I saw that he was right, so I took up my shovel. We ran crashing through the little station at Haxby, and as we did so that tranquil spot was filled with the voice of Billington, roaring: 'What have we got on?'


    'Excursion,' I said.


    'You two blokes work spare, do you?'


    We were rushing through the village of Strensall now, at


    such a rate that I caught sight of a porter on the platform pushing half a dozen people back from the edge.


    'We work excursions,' said Clive, as we shot out once more into countryside. 'We're the Sowerby Bridge excursion gang,' he added.


    I thought how much I used to like the sound of that.


    'At York,' said Billington, 'you'd be called the spare gang. Do you have a spare gang at Sowerby Bridge?'


    'No,' said Clive.


    'That's because you're it,' said Billington.


    Clive was giving me the eye, smiling but frowning at the same time.


    'What do you do when there's no excursion on?' Billington was shouting.


    'Relief,' I shouted.


    'Relief, spare ... Comes to the same thing!' yelled Billington.


    Clive showed me by hand signs that he wanted the foot­plate given a spray with the slasher pipe. I was glad of any distraction, and as I set to he hung out of the side with his blue jacket fluttering, looking along the line ahead. Very noble, he looked, with his grey hair lashed back. Was this the thing between him and Knowles the stationmaster? Clive was a handsome sort but just a little bald; Knowles was a well set up fellow, but not so fetching to the fillies (I guessed). They both dressed up to the knocker, so there it was: deadlock.


    I hosed down the footplate with the boiling water, calling out to Billington to mind himself, but he was too busy squint­ing through the spectacle glass and talking thirteen to the dozen about how we had Kirkham Abbey coming up, and how the signals all about there were a mare's nest.


    'The only blokes who might be called "spare" at Sowerby Bridge', Clive was saying when he swung himself back onto the footplate, 'would be the pilots.'


    Well that hit home, shut Billington up for at least two minutes.


    But then he bellowed out: 'Now you've got distant, outer home, and home signals to look out for!'


    'How far short of Malton are we?' I asked him.


    No answer.


    'It was shortly before Malton that a smash nearly hap­pened,' I went on. 'I read of it in the paper.'


    'Kirkham Abbey's five mile short of Malton,' Billington yelled back, presently. 'But don't bother thissen about that, you've the fucking signal to look out for.'


    So we were in the danger zone. And I wasn't over-keen on the name Kirkham Abbey either - too like Kirkham in the rival county of Lancashire where Margaret Dyson had come to grief at my hands. I would not give it up yet.


    'But where was the tree on the line?' I shouted.


    However, Clive was at Billington's shoulder now. 'You can shut her off for a bit now, can't you?' Clive asked him; 'let her cruise through.'


    'What do you think this is?' said Billington. 'A bloody yacht?'


    Clive shook his head and sat down on the sandbox to read Pearson's Book of Fun. I carried on with the shovel, trying to fix the fire. With the sun right overhead it was very hot work.


    'Natty dresser, your mate!' roared Billington.


    I was trying not to look along the line, for I had no control over what might be placed there.


    'Shabbiness', I shouted back at Billington, 'is a false econ­omy.'


    'Is it buggery,' said Billington. He had views on everything.


    We were now running up to Kirkham Abbey station, and we would have been touching seventy when I spied the dis­tant signal through the scratchy spectacle glass. It was off.


    'Did you spot that?' shouted Billington.


    'Aye,' I said, and he seemed put out. I wished he would slow down. A distant signal, even when off, meant proceed with caution.


    'Now the "home" is the hardest spot on the whole bloody line,' Billington was saying. 'Half hidden in the bloody


    woods ... It controls the level crossing that's just around the bend here.'


    'All the more reason to slow down, then,' I muttered, shov­elling coal. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, if the distant was off then the home would be off too, and there'd be no trouble, but a cart stuck at that level crossing would put the kibosh on all right.


    We were really galloping now, and the damned wood seemed more of a forest, unwinding endlessly around the bend on the 'down' side, with no sign of the home signal. You could see very well how a branch might have fallen. There were so many of the buggers, after all.


    I was glad to see Clive put down the book and stand up.


    'I'll take her back now if it's quite all right,' he said to Billington.


    'What for?'


    'Well it's just that we've only got three ton of coal and the way you're going -'


    'It wants some knowing, this signal does,' Billington was saying, and the words seemed to be shaken out of him by the motion of the engine. He was refusing to give up the regulator.


    On the 'up' side was the ruined abbey. I caught a glimpse of white stone and white dresses against the bright green fields, a parked motorcar and some toffs standing within the broken walls, as if they were downhearted at having got there before it all collapsed.


    We were being shaken to buggery, running far too fast for this stretch. Billington should not have been at the regulator. I fancied that he was racing because he wanted me to miss seeing the signal. Then he could point it out and get the glory. We should have told him about the stone on the track the week before because it might have checked him, made him think us jinxed.


    I looked across at Clive, who was sitting on the sandbox. He would be going through hell at what Billington was doing to the engine, but he was back at the Pearson's Book of Fun.


    Billington was shouting to me: 'Signal's coming up your side. Got your eye out?'


    Clive looked up, and I thought he was going to say, 'She wants a brush on the brakes!' Instead he began to read aloud from the book: '"Why"', he shouted over the rattling of the engine, '"is a football round?'"


    'What?' I called out, because I couldn't credit this.


    Then three things happened: Billington yelled: 'Any sec­ond now!' Then he gave a cry of 'Bang off!' and there was the home signal for Kirkham Abbey, half hidden as promised. It was off so we were fine, but Clive was back at the regulator, Billington was tottering away towards my side, and we were slowing down. Clive hadn't exactly crowned him. There could have been nothing more than a shove, but it might have been the devil of violence, for I had never seen Clive riled before, or even move fast, come to that. Why, he must have risked crimping his trews, and Pearson's Book of Fun was left lying before the fire door. I put my shovel down, picked it up and brushed the coal dust off. I was going to return this to the kid, and I meant to return it clean.


    The book was mainly riddles and the solutions were at the back. I was so light-headed that I searched out a poser from the first pages. 'Why is a football round?' I said, as we went through Kirkham Abbey station at a speed moderate enough to let me see a puzzled look coming onto the face of the porter.


    At first Clive didn't answer, and I asked again, this time nodding to Billington - who was sulking like a camel behind me - to let him know that he might have a hazard too, but of course he wasn't game after what had gone on.


    'Because if it were square,' Clive shouted back, 'the players would be kicking too many corners!' He turned to me and grinned.


    When, not long after, we came up to the great signal gantry at Scarborough, which must have had fifty boards mounted on it, Billington spoke up for the first time since Kirkham Abbey: 'Work it out your bloody self,' he said.


    The tracks going under the gantry were a mass of X's, and I wished we could look up the answer at the back of Pearson's Book of Fun, but we picked our way by degrees to the right excursion platform, and Billington bolted as soon as we got in.


    But the queer thing was that so did my mate. No sooner had Billington scarpered than Clive was jumping down from the footplate, with the carpet bag in his hand, joining the steeplechase of excursionists racing down the platform for the ticket gates.


    'Sign off for us, will you?' he called back.


    I looked at the platform clock. It was nearly midday.


    'Who's to put the engine in the shed?' I shouted at him.


    'Thissen,' he said, with a big grin.


    'Won't we take a pint?' I called, feeling quite dismayed.


    'Sorry, Jim!' he called back. 'Got a bit of business in hand!' And he was off along the platform, but he turned after a few seconds, and with the excursionists flowing away on either side of him he called back once again: 'Scarborough and Whitby Brewery Company - South Shore.'


    'Shall I see you there?'


    He shook his head. 'The pale ale,' he said. 'It's the best thing out!'


    I opened the fire doors, put on a bit of blower, then I stepped down with Pearson's Book of Fun in my hand. There were about twenty excursion platforms in all at Scarborough. Three-quarters were taken, and the rakes of silent carriages were like empty streets, but streets standing under glass in a milky light. Reuben Booth was coming towards me along the empty platform, moving dockets from one hand to another, like a conjurer trying a card trick he can't remember. It was all luggage-in-advance business.


    As soon as he saw me he stopped and looked at the book. 'Pearson's Book of Fun: Mirth and Mystery, edited by Mr X,' he said slowly. 'Clive gave it to you then, did he?'


    'I mean to return it to the lad,' I said.


    'Right you are’ said Reuben, and he nodded to himself for quite a while. 'The boy's been left -'


    Here he stopped to wheeze for a time, and I thought for one crazy moment that he was about to say, 'He's been left a thou­sand pounds.' But no.


    '- orphan.'


    That word again; the fairy-like woman proved right again. Why couldn't that old bitch take the kid in herself?


    'So it's Crossley Porter House for him then?' I said to Reuben.


    The Crossley and Porter Orphan Home looked over Savile Park in Halifax. It was a school with orphanage above. The orphans were looked after by matrons or masters who were all immense; the masters all had big beards, and the women would've if they could. Or maybe it was just that the orphans were so small. The orphans slept on the fifth floor; everybody in Halifax knew that. If you were left without parents, or even just fatherless, you would be climbing those stairs.


    Reuben looked down at his dockets.


    'And what's to happen to his dog?' I asked.


    'The dog?' said Reuben. 'That's at my place.'


    Reuben was a kindly, untidy fellow - just the sort to have dogs. He lived in a house on the edge of Halifax which you could see on the run down from the Joint to Sowerby Bridge. It was on its own hill: tall and thin in the middle of tall and thin trees, and looking liable to topple forwards into its own garden.


    'It won't be the first I've taken on,' he said.


    'No’ I said.


    'Folk put them in the van, label on the bloody collar: "Give water at Bradford", "Put off at Hebden Bridge", and I'll tell you what... half the time there's no bugger at Hebden Bridge to collect.'


    'Don't they give a name and address when they hand a dog over?'


    'I'll tell you summat else for nothing,' said Reuben sound­ing quite galvanised just for a moment, 'I've no notion of this beast's name.'


    'I'll ask the boy,' I said. 'I'll take him back the book, and I'll ask him. I could take him a bit of sweet stuff too ... Comfits,' I said, remembering George Ogden, 'only they don't like the hot.'


    'Farthing Everlasting Strip’ said Reuben, 'that's the thing for a lad. Mind you, they en't really everlasting -' He stopped here, and seemed to be thinking of something a million miles away before continuing:'- but they really do cost a farthing.' He was smiling, which I had never really seen Reuben do before, and all over a bit of toffee.


    I asked him if he'd have a drink with me, and he said he would, so we fixed up to meet in the station booking office after I'd disposed of the tank engine.


    I uncoupled it and ran it round to the Scarborough shed, where I signed my own name and Clive's. It was a sacking matter if discovered and reported, but you'd do it for a pal. Then again, you usually knew why you were doing it.


    They didn't have an engine men's mess at Scarborough shed. They had an engine men's 'lobby', which sounded fine, but in the washroom there was no soap: plenty of Jeyes smell and acres of white tile, but not a smidgen of yellow soap. I'd known country stations where they'd lay on a pail, but even in those spots there'd always be soap.


    When I met Reuben back at the station, he was looking at himself in the window of the booking office, a steady look with a tired sort of question in it.


    'Do you have any idea where Clive's off to?' I asked him, and it came out quite short, for I was still vexed over the soap.


    Reuben gave me one of his looks which meant he was get­ting ready to say nothing.


    'The fellow's been moving in narrow ways all day’ I said.


    Reuben was still looking in the window, but now sly, like. There was gold lacing on his coat and cap, but it meant nothing to him. His beard was like what's left of a thistle after the flower has gone.


    'There was no soap over yonder’ I said, 'so all I could do was take a piss.'


    'Aye,' said Reuben, looking away from the glass and towards me at last, 'well tha must do what tha can.'


    Where was Clive? And why had he not seemed put out by the smash or anything that had happened since? Why had he come out laughing from his interview with Major Harrison of the Board of Trade?


    I looked down at my grimy hands. Clive could not have put the grindstone on the line because he'd been with me since first thing that Whit Sunday morning, and the stone had been placed within the hour before we struck it.


    And anyway: why would he do it?


    

  


  
    
Chapter Nine

    


    You'd have guessed the weather was set fair even under the glass of the excursion platforms, but when I stepped out of the station with Reuben I was startled at what I'd been missing: rows of glass charabancs waiting under the high, burning sun; the widest of clean blue skies somehow letting you know that the sea was at hand, though not for the present to be seen; and, across the road, the Westfield Hotel, fairly dazzling in its whiteness.


    When we were clear away from the shadow of the station, Reuben stood still for a while, nodding and saying over to himself, 'Gradely . .. gradely,' even though it was hardly the weather for old men in gold coats.


    We were now on the Valley Road leading down to the South Shore: Italian gardens, lily ponds, rock pools, bamboos and all vegetation out of the common; white ladies with the smaller sort of parasols in the miniature zigzagging roads, laughing at all these corners they were made to turn in order to get nowhere at all. But it didn't matter because whatever way they faced gave postcard views: the Valley Bridge con­necting fun with more fun, the mighty Grand Hotel high on its own cliff - a cliff all to itself! - with its stone starfish and dolphins all around the roof. I'd been born just along the coast at Baytown, and the one telegraphic address I knew as a boy was that of the 'Grandotel Scarborough'. Many messages under that head, it was said, were sent out in code for they were starting wars, or finishing wars, and all that kind of carry on.


    The harbour, down below the hotel, was like a sort of cir­cular village in the sea, and the beach was a creamy brown - sand, I mean - whereas at Baytown it was rocks, and the sight of anybody sitting on it was a sure sign a drink had been taken.


    We walked on, and the sound of a brass band floated up to us and expanded to fill the sky. If you could imagine a whole town saying, 'I am first class -1 am in the pink,' well, that was Scarborough in the summer.


    Reuben was next to me as we took it all in. At large in his guard's uniform, he looked like an old campaigner from some forgotten war, which to my mind he was, having had a hand in the building of the Settle-Carlisle line. I had read that the winds on the high viaducts there could stop a locomotive in its tracks.


    As we walked on, I fancied I could feel the heat of the sun and an extra heat on top - the coal dust burning on my skin. I took my coat off, but my shirt and my undershirt were like a further two coats, and these I could not take off. How Reuben was managing under his thick coat I could not imagine. The further we walked, the more my boots and my woollen trousers became my enemies, but we eventually struck the Scarborough and Whitby, the pub Clive had spoken of. As we walked towards the door, I noticed a torn scrap of a poster on its wall: 'see monsieur maurice', it read, 'the ventriloquial paragon at the floral hall, scarborough'. The bloody man cropped up everywhere.


    Stepping into the Scarborough and Whitby, you saw the truth of the day: everybody's face was red. The sun had fairly exhausted them, or beaten them in a fight.


    'What's yours?' I asked Reuben.


    'Shilling of brandy,' he said, in a thoughtful sort of way.


    I took a glass of pale ale, as recommended by Clive, while wishing he'd been on hand to take one with me. It was very hard to talk to Reuben, because everything he might have to say was buried so deep.


    'Clive's gone off,' I said again. 'Don't know where.'


    There was a bit of a question put into that, but Reuben said nothing.


    'Odd that he shouldn't let on’ I said.


    Reuben didn't seem to have heard this, but something must have progressed in him, for he said, nodding: 'It's a rum


    go-'


    Nothing was said for another short while. Then I had an idea: 'Reuben’ I said, 'why is a football round?'


    It was a quarter to one by the clock over the bar as I said this. At getting on for five to, Reuben said: 'Well... it would have to be.'


    'But why?' I said, and I saw the daftness of the whole thing. The riddles in Pearson's didn't work without speed.


    Reuben had finished his brandy. 'Thinking on . . .' he said, '... I had two of these, last time I came here.'


    'Will you take another, Reuben?' I said.


    He shook his head. 'Just thinking, like.'


    'When were you last over here then?'


    'Nineteen hundred,' he said.


    I nodded, hoping he might continue, and he did after a lit­tle while.


    'Generally speaking,' he said, 'I'll only take one drink.'


    'But the last time you were in Scarborough, you had two?'


    He nodded. 'Aye.'


    We were back to square one. I bought another glass of pale ale and Reuben watched me drink it. There were so many questions I could have asked him that in the end I asked none at all.


    Reuben made his way back to the station when I'd finished my beer, and I walked out a minute later. It had been a mis­take to have a second drink, as I learnt the minute I struck sunlight. I walked past the Spa, which had four domes and was like something out of Arabian Nights. It was all French windows at the front and a black and white floor inside that I knew was supposed to be a marvel of the age. They didn't charge you for standing on it, but walk in there and order a cup of tea and you'd get a nasty shock when the bill came. That was all on account of the fancy floor. It had cost fortunes to put in, and they had to be got back. There was a band playing, which put me in mind of the Hemingway's Special Piano that might one day be sitting in my parlour. The wife would enjoy a trip to the Spa. She would hate it but she would enjoy it too. And that went for the Grand Hotel in spades. The Spa was nothing compared to the Grand.


    I carried on, going uphill now towards the Esplanade: all the South Shore was the superior end of town, and the Esplanade was the pinnacle - home of the seaside gentry. I looked across the South Bay towards the castle, where a lot of dressing up in olden-day costumes went on, maypole goes, and things of that kind. There were benches along the Esplanade, and not one without its spooning couple. But one bench was longer than the others, meaning that the lovebirds were a decent distance away.


    I sat down, feeling like the filthiest thing out, and the lad was saying to the lass: 'Oh do let on, Rose.'


    It was strange to think, from their closeness on the bench, that they could have any secrets from each other, but there it was. They were not factory folk. He would be a clerk, a George Ogden sort, except without the appeal of that funny fat fellow. The pair of them had fallen to staring at me now, and I wondered what they made of me: a collier let loose from his mine, they were probably thinking; the wrong sort for the South Shore, any road.


    Rolling away below the bench was a hillside park with rockeries and tinkling little streams looked after by a gang of men in uniforms. Below the park was the South Bay pool, which was really just a walled-off section of sea. On the landward side of it were smartly painted blue chalets for changing - and every time a swimmer came out it was a dif­ferent story: sometimes they would be straight in with no shilly-shallying, sometimes one foot would be dangled down followed by a lot of walking about the edge and thinking. There was no skylarking in the pool because this was the South Shore, and everybody swam very daintily, their heads tipped sideways. I looked out for the prettiest doxy, of course, but it was hard to spot the faces under their water bonnets. And then my eye fell on a head I knew. It was Clive's.


    I stood up and called down to him, but all that happened was that one of the park keepers half looked up and the clerk alongside me on the bench said to his girl: 'Would you like to see what's going off at the aquarium?' which really meant, Let's get away from this vulgar fellow.


    As I watched, Clive pulled himself out of the water and, with not a glance at the lady swimmers (which was not a bit like him), walked into one of the blue chalets. By now, I could feel the skin of my face tightening. I was being burned by the sun, but I would not move from my post. After ten minutes, Clive came out of the chalet, and I lost him in the throng standing about the turnstile of the baths. But I got him in my sights again as he began walking up the paths of the park.


    He still carried the carpet bag, and his swimming costume (an article I would not have expected any fellow of the right sort to possess) must have been in there, but the bag looked emptier than before. He kept putting his hands through his hair. He wanted the sun to dry it, but he wanted the sun to get it right.


    As he climbed towards the Esplanade, I made up my mind: if he saw me I would be friendly, otherwise I would keep back and watch.


    He did not spot me, and I began walking back in the direc­tion of the Spa and the Grand. I fretted that I ought not to be spying on a pal, but I knew that my reason for doing so was in some way connected to the stone on the line.


    I followed Clive back up the Valley Road towards the sta­tion. He stopped for a while under the Valley Bridge. He started walking again, and I thought he might be making for the station, but he turned off before he got there, or dissolved into air before he did, for the next time I looked he was gone.


    Clive couldn't have put the stone on the line, but he could've asked somebody else to do it. He could have paid them fair wages, just as he paid the cleaners to put a hexagon shine on the buffer plates of the engines he fancied; just as the socialist missionary, Paul, was paid fair wages by Alan Cowan.


    
Chapter Ten

    


    We were back on the Rishworth branch the Thursday and Friday after the Scarborough run. I was able to get nothing from Clive over his movements at Scarborough, and had eventually given up.


    On the Saturday afternoon, the wife went off to the Co­operative ladies to hear about 'Health in the House' and 'Thoughts on the Minimum Wage', and when she'd gone I took down my Railway Magazine and lighted on an item about 'the largest signal gantry in New Zealand'. It wasn't very big, as even the Railway Magazine admitted: 'From the photo it is evident that New Zealand is far behind the mother country.' It was meant to be a joke, I supposed.


    The words of Dr N. Kenrick came back to me: 'It is only a matter of common sense to keep the head low.'


    I would take a stroll. And I would try to find some com­pany. I walked upstairs ready to tap on George Ogden's door, but I saw that it was ajar. I was full of curiosity about this fellow, who I had seen nothing of all week. He had use of the scullery, but he never did use it. He would go up by the back stair late at night and very quietly, but it was a kind of quietness - by which I mean not very - that told me he'd taken a drink.


    I pushed the door and George was inside, sitting on the truckle bed, with the plants - half of them quite dead - on the floor around him.


    'George,' I said in an under-breath, and he came to life, like a penny-in-the-slot mannequin.


    'What ho!' he said.


    'I'm off up to the Albert Cigar Factory. If you knock on the back door they give out cigars that have got a bit bashed.


    They've usually only had a little nick and they come very cheap, less than half price.'


    'They're quite all right, are they?' said George, standing up. It was heartbreaking to see him so galvanised over such a lit­tle thing.


    'They have 'A's and 'B's,' I said.


    'Good,' said George, 'I'll have an 'A'. This will be our first step to better acquaintance. I'm to book on at two, but I'll have plenty of time, won't I?'


    He stood up, collected his hat, picked up a letter that was lying on one of his boxes, and caught up one of the packets of biscuits. 'Care for a cream biscuit?' he said. He sounded like an advert, and his face looked like an advert too as he bit into the biscuit: a big smile decorated with crumbs and bits of white sugar cream.


    'Don't they sell those down at the Joint?' I said.


    'That's it,' he said, 'from the penny-in-the-slot machine.'


    'I didn't think it worked,' I said. 'Well, the excursionists can never make it work.'


    'Excursionists?' said George. 'Daft lot! I expect they just put their money in and hope for the best!'


    I said I thought that was more or less the recommended procedure.


    'It is if you're a juggins. Now listen, there's an address on the side of the machine’ said George. 'You write in to it if the thing is not giving out biscuits, and they send you any num­ber of them back, gratis. Duggan's Sweetmeats, 54 New Clarence Road, Bradford.'


    'You have it by heart,' I said.


    'That's the best way’ said George. 'You ought to give it a go.'


    'But I've never put money in the machine,' I said.


    George said nothing to that. 'You get a very gentlemanly letter of apology too,' he went on, 'signed in person by the chairman himself.'


    We were crossing Ward's End, dodging the darting wag­ons and traps and their hot, cross drivers. All the pavements were chock full, as if the heat had turned the whole town inside out.


    'You're very lucky in your Mrs Stringer,' George said.


    'Yes,' I said, 'I know.'


    'She's rather pretty.'


    I thought to myself: now that's going a bit strong, but I did­n't really mind it coming from George Ogden. It would have been different if a dog like Clive had said it.


    'She stops at home as a rule, does she?'


    'Used to,' I said. 'She works at a mill now.'


    I could not bring myself to say the words 'Hind's Mill'.


    'I wouldn't fancy that myself,' said George. 'You'll see a lot of weavers in some pub of a Saturday night, crowding around the "Try Your Fortune" machine, startled at whatever comes up, and it's enough to make a fellow weep. I mean to say, the tickets might just as well read: "You're a weaver in a mill, you will stay a weaver in the mill, and when you are quite worn out you will leave the mill, and then you will die.'"


    After that little lot, I found that I didn't quite know George Ogden. I would have to think on.


    I said, 'The wife is in the offices at her mill, you know?'


    'Of course she is, old man,' he said. 'Don't mind me at all.'


    A tram was stopping outside Victoria Hall, and George Ogden suddenly made a run for it. It was an unnatural sight, George running. It was like a man having a fight with himself while on the move, and it seemed that half the street came to a halt in order to marvel at the spectacle. He jumped onto the tram then jumped directly off with the conductor bawling at him. There were post boxes on the trams, and George had just posted his letter. You weren't supposed to do it like that though. The boxes were for fare payers only.


    As he strolled back to me, the conductor was giving us the evil eye, but luckily his tram was carrying him further off by the second.


    'You want to watch he doesn't open the box and take your letter out,' I said.


    'How will he know which is mine?' George said, and then he smiled and then he frowned.


    'It's a letter to my best girl,' he said.


    'Where does she live?'


    'She's out in Oldham,' he said.


    'Do you get over there very often?'


    'Not so very ... It's a fair way, you know.'


    'Matrimony on the cards, is it?'


    George, who had wandered onto the road, now had to scuttle out of the way of a delivery bike and was nearly flat­tened in the process. His legs were too short. He was all brain and belly.


    'That's . . . it's never quite settled,' said George. 'Your Mrs Stringer,' he said. 'She's got her own mind, hasn't she?'


    'It's all the woman's role, and so on,' I said. 'She's ardent for freedom.'


    'Bit hard on you though, old sort?'


    'Well, she wants better conditions for all.'


    'What about lodgers?' he said, quite sharply.


    'How do you mean?'


    'It's just that I'm in rather low water in present, financially speaking, and -'


    'If you want a rent cut it won't wash, George,' I said. 'You've only been in a week.'


    'But with all her beliefs about fairness -'


    'No,' I said. 'As far as all that goes ... You see, a part of free­dom for her is being able to charge you five shillings a week rent.'


    'Oh,' said George, and he stopped dead on the pavement, looking quite abashed. 'Anyway, it's quite all right,' he said, starting to walk once again. 'I'm a socialist myself, you know.'


    'Yes,' I said, 'so am I, but I will not go to lectures on the minimum wage on Saturday afternoon.'


    And I will not put grindstones on railway lines on account of being one either, I thought, and it came to me that I hadn't seen Paul, the socialist missionary, hanging about Horton Street since our conversation of eight days ago.


    'There's just nothing to be done about it,' said George, who was still thinking of his rent. 'I shall have to reduce my sav­ings.'


    'Well you could stop going out for knife-and-fork teas every night,' I said. 'You do have use of the scullery, you know.'


    'I do not have knife-and-fork teas,' said George, 'I have damn good suppers.'


    'And I suppose you'll have a bottle of wine too?'


    'I will take a carafe,' said George, and he said that last word with very great care. 'That would be nothing out of the way.'


    'What is a carafe?' I asked him.


    'It's a sort of small jug,' he said, and then he stopped and smiled: 'But not too small.'


    We walked on, skirting past People's Park, where all the benches were full. I was trying to spy the rainbow in the foun­tain, while thinking violently about George and money. He either had too little or he had too much.


    'Where did you lodge before, George?' I said.


    But he ignored this question completely.


    We were by now at the Albert Cigar Factory, whose two chimneys did look like cigars puffing away, but nothing had been made of this for advertising purposes. I took George round to the back of the factory, where there was a small blue door with a broken metal sign on it. The only words remain­ing read: 'always delightful to inhale'.


    I knocked, saying to George, 'You sometimes have to wait a while.'


    But the door was opened straightway by a young fellow in a dust coat. He was standing in a kind of shop - a take-it-or- leave-it kind of show, not out to please, where the goods were just left in crates and kicked about as needed.


    'What ho!' shouted George, and the cigar man sprang back. For a minute I thought he was going to crown George.


    "A's or 'B's?' the cigar man asked.


    "A's for me', said George. 'Take a dozen.'


    "B's for me,' I said. 'Half a dozen.'


    Mine were two shillings, George's four, and they came to us in boxes without lids.


    'Do you have any tubes?' said George to the cigar man.


    'What sort of tubes?' came the reply.


    'Cigar tubes,' said George.


    The man turned to one of the crates and George turned to me, muttering, 'Extraordinary fellow!'


    George got one tin tube, gratis - which he thought a great thing to bring off - and as we walked away he took a little clasp knife out of one of his dozens of pockets, chopped the end off his 'A', and lit it. It was more than twice the size of one of my 'B's.


    'Sound smoke,' he said after a while, and he carried it off pretty well. Folk looked at him as he walked by. Then he stopped, and with the smoke racing into his eyes, unlaced his watch from his waistcoat: 'Fancy a stroll down to the Joint?'


    I said that I did, and we set off down Horton Street, carry­ing our cigar boxes.


    'You really ought to get 'A's, you know,' said George.


    'Why?' I said, even though I'd been thinking the same thing myself.


    'They're bigger,' he said, taking a puff, 'and better. You're an Ai fellow, so have an Ai cigar.'


    'Thank you,' I said, because there didn't seem much else to say.


    After a few paces he turned, with a flaring match in his hand, saying 'Won't you join me, old man?'


    So I bit the end off my 'B' - which George frowned at - and started smoking it.


    I might have taken two draws on the cigar when we came alongside the Thomas Cook excursion office in Horton Street. They were queuing out the door as usual, but the window was boarded.


    'Hey!' I called to George. 'That's been smashed.'


    George didn't even stop walking; didn't even remove his cigar from his mouth. 'Friday night, old man!' he called. 'High spirits!' Then he added: 'I've no use for that place myself. I won't go in for your whirligig holidays. Besides, the trains can be dangerous from all I hear.'


    'It's not the trains,' I said, staring at the boarded window. 'It's the loonies with the bloody millstones.'


    Without a word to George, I stood on my cigar, crossed over Horton Street and began pushing towards the front of the queue of excursionists, apologising as I went. As I did so, I realised that George was behind me, not apologising, but say­ing, every now and again, 'Step aside there', and the funny thing was that his big cigar allowed him to get away with it.


    There were three clerks inside the excursion office, all look­ing very hot and bothered, and surrounded by posters of peo­ple standing at the seaside in golden sun, and grinning fit to bust under straw boaters. There were some Lanky posters up there as well, and two or three of the same one: a poster show­ing a steam packet, and the words: 'step on at goole for the continent'.


    'Who smashed your window?' I asked one of the clerks, who was in the middle of serving an elderly party in a dinty bowler.


    'Mr Bloody Nobody,' he said, and then, after a quick glance at me, 'It wasn't thissen, by any chance, I don't suppose?'


    George was right behind me, smoking into my ear. 'Bloody sauce,' he said. 'Why, it's slander, is that.'


    The clerk now turned to George: 'And will you get out of here, and leave off poisoning us all with that dratted great cigar.'


    'That was slander as well,' said George, when we were back outside in Horton Street.


    'Come here,' I said, and I led him back across the road to the wall of the old warehouse. The poster was still there: 'a meeting to discuss questions'.


    'I reckon it was that lot that smashed the window’ I said. "Ihey want to stop all excursions, and they want to frighten the railways off.' And I told George all about Paul, the socialist missionary-cum-anarchist, and how there might be a connec­tion with the stone on the line.


    'Anarchists . . .' said George, when I'd finished. 'There's a lot of those blighters in Germany, from what I read in The Times. Bomb-throwing's meat and drink to them, you know. Then there's the bloody Fenians too.'


    'Well, that puts my mind at ease, I must say,' I said. 'Why do they do it?'


    George puffed on his cigar, using it to think. 'Get in the newspapers’ he said.


    We walked on, heading for the Joint, and George said, 'Do you care to know my theory on your little bit of bad busi­ness?'


    'Go on then,' I said.


    Walking down a hill didn't suit George Ogden any more than walking up a hill. With every step the breath was knocked out of him, escaping with a little whistle, which was sometimes accompanied by a jet of smoke from his 'A'.


    'It was wreckers’ he said.


    'I know that’ I said.


    'But this is what you don't know,' he said, quite sharp: 'they were going for the next train.'


    Above the station, the flag of the Lanky and the flag of the Great Northern slept side by side in the great heat.


    'Why would they be doing that?'


    'Beats me.'


    'Well, what makes you think they were?'


    'Simple,' said George. And the next speech he made stand­ing still in Horton Street, with his fingers in his waistcoat pockets and his cigar always in his mouth: 'The next train was knoivn of. The Blackpool Express. Runs every day, even Sun­day: eight thirty-six. Famous train, and the only timetabled one of the day from Halifax to Blackpool. It was in the timetable, do you see, there to be found by anyone picking up the month's Bradshaw. Yours -' Here he took one hand out of his waistcoat, to point at me,'- yours was an excursion, and a late-booked one at that. Some excursions get into the Bradshaw's, those known of long in advance. Yours didn't. Some - those known about a little less in advance - get into the working timetables. Yours didn't. Some get into the fort­nightly notices, but yours missed that as well. The first we all knew of yours was in the weekly notices.'


    'Do you fellows in the booking office get the same weekly notices as us engine fellows?' I asked.


    'Wouldn't be much point in having different!' said George.


    That was true enough.


    'Wreckers are sometimes just kids out for fun,' I said. 'They want to make the train jump. They wouldn't be particular as to which train they tripped up.'


    'No,' said George. 'But another sort might be. If they had planned to send one particular train galley west, odds on it would have been the second.'


    'Yes,' I said slowly, 'unless they had seen the weekly notices, and they knew of our train.'


    'Yes’ said George, even more slowly.


    'But that's half the Lanky,' I went on. 'Every stationmaster and signalman from here to Blackpool, and everyone who reads a stationmaster or a signalman's notices, which, since they're pinned up all over the shop, is hundreds.'


    'Thousands!' said George.


    We now carried on walking towards the station, with me wondering where this conversation had got us, but thinking very hard over it, and over the broken window of the Thomas Cook office.


    


    Chapter Eleven


    


    There were two booking offices at the Joint: one for the Lan­cashire and Yorkshire, one for the Great Northern. That's why it was called the Joint. They were on a sort of wooden bridge, in a building that was like a pier pavilion and went over the tracks and platforms. You climbed dark dusty steps which smelled exciting in some way, and fanned out to left and right, depending on whether you wanted the Great Northern ticket window - which you would if you wanted a connection to London - or the Lanky side.


    Between the ticket windows was a door, which I supposed was as good as invisible to passengers, for it was through this that only the ticket clerks came and went. Once through the door, things split into two again. To the left, small letters on a door said 'gn ticket office'; to the right, small letters on another said 'l&y office'.


    As I prepared to follow George through this second one, I asked him: 'Have you ever been through the other door?'


    'Wouldn't care to,' he said, shaking his head.


    'Why not?'


    'Because it's exactly the same as this show, except with dif­ferent printing on the tickets.'


    As he said the word 'tickets', that's what I saw. The walls of this big wooden room were made of them, and they muffled any noise. I could hear the station below but it might have been a mile away. All around the walls were dark cabinets with wide, thin drawers, and above the cabinets were racks in which the different types of tickets stood in columns. The tickets, thousands upon thousands of them, were imprisoned in their long thin racks. They were dropped in through the top and could only be slid out from the bottom.


    In those few wall spaces where there weren't ticket racks, there were pictures. One was the famous Lanky poster that had been in the Thomas Cook excursion office, 'step on at goole for the continent'. I thought of holidays, and again of the broken window at the excursion office. Had Paul done it? Or even Alan Cowan himself?


    There were two other clerks in the office: one sitting at the ticket window, another leaning against one of the racks. George introduced them as Dick and Bob, and as he did so, all of their voices sounded lost, as if they were outnumbered and beaten down by the tickets on all sides.


    I had seen this pair before and secretly thought them a very medium pair of goods. They might have been in any line of business. There was nothing railway-ish about them. They both shot me funny, complicated looks, because they knew me for an engine man, and an engine man does not wear a stiff collar. But he does start at the head end of the train, and that's the important thing. Or so I'd believed until the smash. Being at the front end put you in the way of trouble. I had struck trouble, and been found wanting.


    I shook their hands, and then they fell to staring at George and his cigar. 'Better not let Dunglass or Knowles see you with that thing in your mouth,' Dick said.


    Dunglass was the chief booking clerk.


    'Smoking's only allowed in the general room,' added Bob, rising from the seat at the ticket window. The ticket office had the wooden, empty smell of a cricket pavilion.


    'Nonsense,' said George, who now took Bob's place at the ticket window.


    In front of George at the ticket window was a great wooden guillotine that could be dropped down at the close of busi­ness, or, as I was to learn, at any time that suited. George also had a money drawer, and at his elbow a date stamp which looked like an iron head with a thin mouth for the tickets to go in.


    There not being any passengers to be dealt with, George swivelled around in the chair, which was set on wheels, and, using his cigar as a pointer, indicated the racks, saying very loudly: 'First-class singles


    There were lots of these.


    'Second-class singles ...'


    More still of these.


    'Third-class singles ...'


    Yet more - a good two dozen racks of these.


    'Heaps of Thirds, aren't there?' I said.


    'What?' said George, sitting back, taking a pull on his cigar. 'Well, nine out of ten passengers go Third. It's a third-class world, I'm afraid . . . except for some of us.' At this, George swivelled right round in his chair, with his boots lifted up off the ground, and the face of a kid riding a whirligig. Bob and Dick looked at each other and smiled. George was the star turn of the booking office.


    'First-class returns,' George continued, putting his feet down to stop the chair and pointing to another part of the booking office, 'Second returns ... Third returns, policeman- on-duty tickets, clergymen tickets, staff privilege, angling tickets, market-day specials, platform tickets.'


    He was going on rapidly now, his cigar jumping about; I couldn't make out where he was pointing.


    'Now,' said George, 'your first-class singles are white, your second-class singles are red, your third-class singles green. Your first-class returns are white and yellow, your second- class returns are red and blue, your third-class ...'


    'Tell him the interesting stuff,' said Dick, or Bob, very timidly.


    'What do you think I am doing?' said George, quite indig­nantly.


    'No, the really interesting stuff.'


    'Is there any way of recalling who's bought a ticket on any particular train?' I asked the office in general.


    George frowned. 'You can say which tickets have gone,' he said, 'but not who's had 'em.'


    'Unless you happen to remember the person,' said Dick.


    'Or the ticket they get,' said Bob. 'A notable ticket number might do it. I sold a ticket for Todmorden this morning: third- class single, number one, two, three, three. That's a highly interesting ticket.'


    'Why?' I said.


    George answered for him. 'Because the next one's going to be one, two, three, four, see? Collector's item.'


    If George was right, and the wreckers had been aiming at the 8.36, the regular Blackpool express, the train after ours on that day, it might be handy to know who was riding on it. But I would not find out here.


    Just then, somebody tapped on the ticket-window glass and George swivelled around to face the customer.


    'Good afternoon, Doctor Whittaker,' he said, thrusting his cigar-holding hand down below his counter. 'Second-class return to Bradford?'


    At this he gave a sudden kick with both legs and his chair went flying backwards so that he was level with second-class returns to Bradford, or so I supposed. Bob and Dick gave me silly smiles as he did this. George reached across to the rack, and suddenly the ticket was lying in his hand. He had the trick of flicking it from the bottom of the rack. Then, by means of a strange, sitting-down walk, he dragged himself and his chair back to the ticket window, sliding the cigar into its tube as he did so.


    'Ninepence, Doctor Whittaker,' he said.


    But then he had to lean again towards the window, for the doctor - evidently a regular customer - had further require­ments.


    'Cycle ticket in addition?' said George. 'That'll be one six­pence, Doctor Whittaker.'


    He gave a greater kick this time, sending himself back a good fifteen feet, the cycle ticket being a more out-of-the-way sort of thing than a second-class return, therefore kept further from the window. George took one from the rack, and went back to Doctor Whittaker, who it seemed was not done yet.


    'Cycle insurance also?' asked George, quite peeved after listening for a moment at the window.


    The doctor then had something else to say - something pretty sharp, too, that I could almost hear through the glass. When the speech had finished, George said: 'It is no trouble at all, sir, only you might have said first time. If you had said, you see, I would have known ...'


    He shot himself backwards once more, towards bicycle insurance, muttering as he went: 'Not being a great hand at mind-reading.'


    When the sale was completed, George wheeled around to us all once more, beaming.


    'Quite a card, our George,' said Dick.


    Just then there was a knock at the door. It was a kid I'd never seen about the Joint before. 'Any of you blokes come across a photographer?' he said.


    Everybody said they hadn't, and the fellow left.


    'Rum sort of question,' said George, frowning when the fel­low had gone.


    On the other side of the room, Bob, who was looking down onto the platforms through one of the windows, gave a cry: 'Hi! She's back!'


    George left off fiddling with his cigar and dashed over to the window along with Bob. I walked over more slowly.


    'What's going off?' I asked.


    'Mrs Emma Knowles,' said Bob, grandly.


    'Who's she?' I asked. 'Stationmaster's daughter?'


    'Wife!' said George. 'If you can credit it.'


    A tank engine was pulling out of platform two and a lady in white was walking along the platform in the opposite direction: little clouds of steam were flying towards her from the engine, like blown kisses. From the ticket-office window I could only see the top of her hat, but some hats promise beauty beneath, and this was one.


    'She looks lonely today,' said Bob.


    The finest woman in the town’ said George very sadly, as he walked back to his rotating chair at the ticket window. 'One day, I'm going to go down there and talk to her.'


    'You ought to, George,' said Dick, 'she couldn't eat you, after all.'


    'Actually’ said George, 'I wouldn't mind a bit if she did, you know?'


    'What would you talk to her about?' asked Bob.


    'I could put her straight about this show’ George said, indicating the whole of the booking office.


    'You'd talk to her about railway tickets?' I asked.


    'Only at first’ said George. 'Just to break the ice.'


    Emma Knowles walked on, disappearing under the build­ing in which we stood.


    'Oh we do like her,' said Bob, turning away from the win­dow and folding his arms.


    'Why does she come here?' I asked.


    'Take the air?' suggested Bob.


    'What air?' I said. 'It's all smoke, like any station.'


    'Old Knowles likes to show her off’ said George. 'Just rub­bing it in, you know, look at me: villa looking over People's Park, housemaids, company cab at my door each morning, and this vision in my bed every night.'


    'She's quite often seen at the station’ said Bob. 'And she doesn't just come here to see Knowles.'


    'Why does she come then?' I asked him.


    'Catch a train,' said Bob.


    'Where to?'


    He shrugged.


    'Being married to the SM she has a pass all over the line’ said Dick.


    'So you see,' Bob put in, 'because we don't sell her the tick­ets, we don't know.'


    Now all was quiet in the booking office. George seemed half asleep in his chair all of a sudden, with the cigar lodged in one of his waistcoat pockets. Dick was leafing through a


    book of accounts. Bob was looking out of the window with his hands in his pockets.


    There was another knock on the door and Dick opened it. A grinning kid stood there with a box in his hand. 'Afternoon, mates,' he said. He uncombed his hair by smearing his hat across his sweaty head, then he passed the box to Dick, hand­ing across a docket at the same time. 'Fleetwood singles,' he said, 'numbers five hundred to six thousand on the nose.'


    Bob passed a book to Dick, who'd begun unwrapping the parcel, which contained bundles of tickets tied with white ribbons.


    But George was scowling from his seat as Dick began to record receipt of the tickets in the ledger. 'We're counting on a full complement this time, old man,' George said to the kid.


    There was something funny about the way Dick wrote in the ledger. At first I couldn't see what it was; he just looked greedy to get the words and numbers down, but it struck me after a second that he was holding two pens, writing with both hands.


    George saw me watching. 'Like a blinking octopus, en't he?'


    Bob, who seemed proud of Dick over this, said: 'He can do sales and receipts at the same time.'


    'Five hundred to six thousand exactly,' said Dick, looking up from the ledger and turning to the ticket bundles. 'Looks like they're all here.'


    'Have you lot seen the show they're putting on down there?' said the kid, pointing at the floor, but meaning the platforms beneath.


    'What show, old man?' said George to the kid (even though he didn't look more than fifteen).


    'Picture-taking,' said the kid. 'Photographic artist. He has all the brass lined up.'


    Dick walked over once more to the window.


    'You'll not see it from there, old man' said the kid, who then gave a funny look towards George.


    'I'm off down to look,' said Dick, and Bob went too.


    'Good fellows if they can be turned the right way,' said George, when they'd gone. 'Not a lot of steam in them really, but. . .' He got to his feet and began putting away the tickets from the new parcel, or trying to. He couldn't quite reach the top of what I took to be the rack for Fleetwood singles. I asked if I could help, being six inches taller than George. 'It's quite all right,' he said, and took a stool from the other side of the room. 'They must be put into the racks in a certain special way.'


    'Well, yes,' I said, 'in number order, lowest number at the bottom.'


    'Bit more to it than that, chief’ said George.


    But there wasn't, as he knew very well.


    'Where do the tickets come from?' I asked.


    'From Headquarters in Manchester, of course,' said George. 'They're sent over here in parcels as needed.'


    'All in number order?' I said.


    'That's the idea: in number order, and parcelled in batches of two hundred and fifty.'


    With none of the Fleetwood singles put away, George walked over to his revolving seat once more and sat down. Just as he did so, there was a passenger at the window, and he had to sell a ticket.


    When the sale was complete, George pitched the coin into the wooden drawer and turned again towards me: 'They go in runs of ten thousand, you know,' he said, and then gave me a sideways look to see whether I did know. Well, I had a vague notion but didn't let on, so he continued talking like a penny book. 'It's the Edmondson ticket that's used. Has been for donkey's years. For every type - Liverpool singles, let's say - the run is ten thousand, but the system only allows four digits to be printed on the tickets so how can that be since ten thousand is five?'


    I gave a shrug, for I really didn't know.George smiled. 'Rather a pretty little catch, en't it? Well, what's the number of the first ticket in a run, would you say?' 'One’ I said, looking again at 'step on at goole for the continent'.


    'Nought, nought, nought, one, you mean,' said George, 'because remember that even though you can't have more than four digits, you can't have fewer than that either.'


    'I see,' I said.


    'So that's your answer, is it? First one in a run's nought, nought, nought, one?'


    'Yes,' I said.


    'Quite sure of it, are you?'


    'Well it's obviously not,' I said, 'from the way you're carry­ing on.'


    George was grinning like a street knocker.


    'Very well then,' I said, 'what is the first number in the run?'


    'Fish and find out,' said George, and he spun around in his chair.


    I could have brained him there and then. 'I give it up,' I said.


    'Oh come on,' he said. 'Take a shy.'


    Something I'd read in the Railway Magazine came back to me, and I knew the answer, but I had a queer feeling that it would have been quite crushing to George if I'd come out with it, so I said again: 'No. Can't work it out.'


    In celebration of his victory, George gave one more spin on his chair, and said: 'The first number's nought, nought, nought, nought. That way, the last one's the ten thousandth even though its number's only nine, nine, nine, nine. I must say, old man, it should be no riddle to anyone of normal intel­ligence. It's a very good thing you're not in this line of work.'


    I was not having this. I had let him have his victory, and now he was making me eat dog over it. 'Well, I knew that all along,' I said.


    'Oh leave off,' said George. He sat still in his chair, took his cigar out of his waistcoat and looked at it. 'See that the cigar bears the name of the registered star band,' he muttered quietly to himself, and when he looked up at me again, his he said, 'I'll buy the ticket myself, as long as it's not a really expensive one like a First to Liverpool, and then I'll let you have it, old man. Gratis. Folks will give worlds to get 'em.'


    'Well,' I said, 'no need to trouble yourself over that.'


    I wanted to put our little set-to behind us, and I thought of a question that would help me do it: 'You said there was some trouble over the tickets coming in?'


    'It's just this,' said George. 'Some blockhead in Manchester keeps sending us short batches - causes the devil of confu­sion, puts all the ledgers out. It would turn your hair pink in streaks if you knew the half of it . . . everybody kept back hours after booking off time ... as if it's not bad enough, being stuck in this poky hole.'


    I looked again at the steam packet on the Goole poster, and, to change the subject, said: 'I have hopes of taking the wife to Goole.'


    George nodded. 'As a shipping centre, it's hard to beat,' he said. 'The barges go along the canal like trains - all tied together, and when the ride is right there's some big ships to see.'


    'The company keeps its own fleet of steam packets there I believe,' I said. 'It's a bigger show than Fleetwood, and I've not yet been out that way.'


    George looked at me very gravely for a while, then took his plunge: 'Would you like a ticket for yourself and Mrs Stringer?'


    'Staff privilege, you mean?'


    George nodded.


    'Well, I have my footplate pass for getting back from turns, but staff priv . . . Three a year you're allowed if you're an engine man, and you've got to put in for them weeks in advance. They're like gold dust, aren't they?'


    'They are rather,' said George.


    I tried to keep a carefree tone, but I had a bad feeling over this. 'And they must be signed by Knowles,' I said.


    George nodded solemnly once again. 'I put 'em under his nose, and he generally signs 'em without looking.'


    'Well -' I said.


    'Only sometimes I don't bother.' George picked up a pen, stood up again and walked across to one of the racks - the one holding the staff-privilege tickets. He flicked a ticket out from the bottom and returned to the ticket window with it. He had burnt his boats now, for he would not be able to put it back except at the top of the stack, and then it would be out of order. 'I know Mr Knowles has got a lot on, and so to ease his burden a little I sometimes do the job myself,' said George. He was waving his pen over the blank ticket, working himself up to the moment, and I was looking at a new George. Except that some­how his being a little on the fly was not so very great a surprise.


    'It's quite all right, old boy,' I said, thinking to soften the blow of my refusal by putting it in his own sort of swell talk.


    'Oh that's quite all right,' said George in turn, putting his pen back into his coat pocket. He then began walking back over to the rack from which he'd taken the ticket. 'I was only skylark­ing in any case,' he went on. 'Now of course, it does sometimes happen that we take one out, and it turns out not to be needed ...' He laid the ticket on the little ledge at the foot of the column from which it had come. 'So it stays there until it is required.'


    I could've split, and George would have been stood down immediately, with worse to follow. So in a way I should've felt flattered, because he was showing me trust.


    'Do you know what I'm going to have in my apartments at Back Hill Street?' George asked, suddenly.


    'Your room, do you mean?'


    'Damask curtains. I've got a mind to have 'em,' he said, standing up, 'so I'm jolly well going to have 'em.'


    I nodded. 'The wife doesn't really hold with curtains,' I said. I wanted to keep talking to get the ticket business behind us. 'She won't do things in a sixpenny way,' I said. 'She must have the best of everything, and so she will wait until opportunity calls.'


    'And do you know what's wanted in this office?' said George.


    I shrugged, still a little dazed.


    'What's wanted is a revolving ticket cabinet to go next to this revolving chair. That would save me having to sail back­wards every time.'


    'Wouldn't things become a little confusing, with you and the tickets both revolving? You might end up going one way, the tickets another.'


    George stood up and walked over to the window. 'Glad to know your view on the matter,' he said, but of course he was­n't in the least. He looked through the window for a while, before turning to me and saying: 'Shall we go and watch the photographer?'


    'But what about anyone coming to buy a ticket?' I said, at which George turned about and slammed down the hatch.


    'They can buy 'em on the trains,' he said. He then lobbed a small amount of coin into the money drawer and took out another ticket from the racks. This he handed to me. 'Take it,' he said. 'It's a present. All paid for.'


    It was the third-class single to Todmorden mentioned ear­lier: number 1234.


    'Thanks,' I said.


    'Come on,' said George, who was holding the booking- office door open for me.


    -------- -<o>-----


    We walked along under the canopy of platform two. It was all shaded, and I wanted to be out of it quickly, into the world of light beyond where the photograph was being taken. That's the thing about sunshine day after day. It spoils you. You get so as you can't do without it.


    The camera was set up at the platform end. Knowles was there, his two assistant stationmasters, the head porter and a handful of other high-ups. The photographer was at his camera, looking down into it through a sort of concertina tube. He had his own assistant alongside.


    'It looks smart to have an assistant even if you never use him,' said George, as we stepped up to join Dick and Bob.


    Knowles was at the front of the group, and Mrs Knowles was looking on. She was beautiful and she was smiling. Knowles was not.


    'You small fellows go to the side,' Knowles was saying.


    'All he wants is a whip,' George muttered.


    Knowles had a brown, square face and a thin black mous­tache which was there to prove the care he took over shaving and everything else. He spoke fast, with a mouth that was like a machine. 'Where do you want me, sir?' he was asking the photographer. 'In the middle?'


    At this George turned and rolled his eyes at me. 'A station- master isn't gentry, you know,' he said.


    'How do you mean?'


    'Just watch him.'


    The group was all ready, like a small army in gold, except that too many of them looked like farmers.


    'Now stay quite still,' said the photographer. Then he said, 'Stopping down', and began fiddling with the camera, while the assistant looked on, flinching every now and again. The photographer looked up, half towards the sun with a hand shielding his eyes. He looked away, very downhearted. The day was too bright.


    Presently the photographer looked into his camera once more, then looked away again and took up glaring at his assis­tant. He then returned to his camera, but broke off at some small gust of wind that seemed to bring with it a change of light.


    'Fellow's making a meal of it, en't he?' George whispered to me. 'I've messed about with a hand camera in my time ... a touch of portraiture ... Nothing to it really.'


    Knowles coughed, being the only one in the party of pho­tographic subjects who dared.


    'The pharmacy up on New Bank has a dark room,' George continued in an under-breath. 'I have use of it at special rates.'


    The photographer went back to his camera and peered into the rubber tunnel once more. 'Busy day for you fellows?' asked the photographer after a while. He was still looking through the camera.


    This is a railway station, sir,' said Knowles, and just as he was doing so the photographer pressed a button and the cam­era clicked.


    'Oh, heck!' said the photographer, and, standing up straight, he said to the party: 'Look, if I ask a question don't answer it, all right? I'm just thinking aloud.'


    Meanwhile the assistant had gone live, darting towards the back of the camera, from which he removed something, smuggling it into the black bag. Then he smuggled something out of the black bag and fitted it into the back of the camera where the earlier article had been. The photographer was standing with his face tipped up towards the sky, eyes closed.


    'Fellow's a perfect fool,' George whispered.


    The photographer now walked a fair distance away from his camera, and just stood there with his hands on his hips.


    'I've an important train expected in on platform six in three minutes,' called the stationmaster, 'and I zvill have to attend to it.'


    'Yes,' said photographer, 'well now the sun's in the wrong place.'


    'I expect Mr Knowles will be able to sort that out for you,' said one of the assistant stationmasters. It was a jest, so a bit of a risk, but Knowles's wife laughed - a lonely tinkle like breaking glass - and Knowles himself gave a smile. Well, nearly.


    'Look at him now,' said George, 'dignity maintained at all costs. But I saw him in the Imperial once with Dunglass, and it was all "thee" and "tha", and when the waiter asked if they wanted beer or wine, he said, "nawther". He's teetotal, you know.'


    George looked again at Emma Knowles. 'If I could just once .. .'


    Knowles was now giving George the evil eye. Then his stare shifted to Dick and Bob, who both looked nervously


    back at George, waiting for him to speak up for them.


    'Ogden’ said Knowles. 'Who is presently in the booking office?'


    'Just at this present time, sir?' said George, and two untidy red marks had appeared on his cheeks, like two maps of India. 'Well, fact is that business is rather light, sir, and we all came down very briefly to see whether we could be of assis­tance.'


    'I am standing here, Ogden,' said Knowles, 'and I am trying to smile for this gentleman -' he pointed to the photographer '- and the cause is not helped by -'


    But just as George was about to get what-for, the 'impor­tant' train - which didn't look in the least important to me, being a little local with three rattlers on - came bustling into platform six as threatened. Knowles broke away from the picture group to see to it, or to pretend to. As he dashed across the footbridge, I saw a man stepping off the train with a bulky portmanteau in his hand. He wore a cap and had too much hair. It was Paul, of the Socialist Mission. Close behind him walked a tall, thin man in a homburg hat. This one, who'd stepped off the same train, carried no bag, but had a bundle of papers under his arm.


    'Hi!' I yelled. But it's a tall order to shout across four plat­forms with an engine in steam close by, and the two fellows were quickly up onto the footbridge.


    I edged up to Bob. 'Where's that one from?' I asked, point­ing to the train that had come into platform six, and was now rolling away.


    Bob looked at his pocket watch and thought for a second. 'That's in from York, I reckon,' he said.


    That was good enough for me. It could have connected there with a train down from Scotland. I was blowed if the second fellow wasn't Alan Cowan, leader of the Socialist Mis­sion. Well, he looked just the sort. I gave a general nod towards the photographic party and began to give chase.


    


    Chapter Twelve


    


    I fell in behind the two as they walked past the cab rank outside the Joint. The thin man wore a suit of decent brown tweed. I could picture him in Scotland; I could see him in Dunfermline.


    He kept a dozen paces behind Paul, and I thought: they don't want to be seen together. I couldn't go up to him, for I didn't know the fellow, so I ran past him and stopped Paul at the foot of Horton Street.


    'Remember me?' I said. 'I stood you a lemonade at the Evening Star,' and even as I spoke, I thought it was a pretty poor beginning.


    He put down his portmanteau. The long hair, coming out from under the bowler, made him look old-fashioned, and then it came to me from childhood books: Richard III.


    I pointed back down Horton Street, and said, 'Would that fellow be Cowan, because if so ...?'


    But even as I looked, the man in the brown suit was step­ping into the Crown, looking just as though he was after a spot of dinner, and I knew I was wrong.


    'Who?' said Paul.


    'Sorry,' I said, 'made a bloomer.'


    And the nasty smile went crawling across his face.


    'Where's Alan Cowan just at present?' I said.


    'Piccadilly Circus,' Paul said, instantly. 'Well, that's where he was speaking at midnight last night. Meeting of the unem­ployed.'


    If they're unemployed, I thought, why must they wait until midnight to hold a meeting? 'Keep pretty close tabs on him, don't you?’ 'I'm not the only one,' said Paul. 'He's a world-class ideo­logue, is Alan.' 'Would you take another drink with me?' I said.


    Nasty smile as before. 'All right,' he said, and he picked up the portmanteau once again.


    In the Evening Star, he left the bag with me at the bar and went off to the Gentlemen's. As the barmaid came up, I was torn between looking into the bag and another plan, and it was the second that won out.


    I ordered a Ramsden's for myself, a lemonade for Paul, and a tanner's worth of gin, which I dashed quickly into the lemonade. The concoction was surging up as Paul came back and threatening to overflow the glass, but he didn't seem to pay any mind, and just drunk the stuff down at once as he had done before.


    'You've been to York, then?' I said.


    'No,' said Paul, and he smiled.


    I thought: damn, the drink's taken him the wrong way.


    'Why Piccadilly Circus?' I said. 'Why was Alan Cowan speaking at Piccadilly Circus?'


    'It's one of the usual propaganda patches,' said Paul. Then: 'You laid hands on your train wrecker yet?'


    'No,' I said. 'The whole of the company's on the look-out for the culprits,' I continued, 'and there's a retired army offi­cer leading an investigation.'


    Paul gave a snort: 'Let me guess. Stumped, is he? We have plans for his sort, I can tell you . . .' He looked at his empty glass, maybe with a bit of curiosity. 'We mean to make very short work of that class of gentry, and the coppers, and all the upholders of law without order.'


    'But they have the guns,' I said.


    The smile once more. 'Oh we have available to us certain chemicals and clever mechanics, certain lead patterns for the manufacture of certain items.'


    'Did you pitch the stone through the excursion-office win­dow?'


    He turned away from me to look through the door of the pub, which had been propped open on account of the heat.


    'We'll make a bonfire of this place’ he said, looking out at Halifax; then he picked up his portmanteau. 'Take my advice,' he said, 'and leave the railway slavery. It'll be worse for you if you don't.'


    'What's your game exactly, mate?' I said.


    'Propaganda,' he said, already turning away. 'Propaganda by deed.'


    A tram came clattering past the door of the Evening Star, and the fellow was out and on it with bag in hand, all in a moment.


    


  


  
    


    
Chapter Thirteen

    


    It was the following Monday, but only just, it being three o'clock in the morning. George had been moving about upstairs in the night. I'd already been awake, and the wife had stirred after a while, saying: 'What about him. Do you think he's flitting?'


    'I wouldn't think so,' I said.


    'He was late with his first week's rent.'


    'But he did pay it?'


    'He did.'


    'Well then.'


    We talked for a while about a subject first raised the evening before: about how she might compose a letter to the Crossley Porter Orphanage asking whether I could see the boy, Arnold Dyson, to return his book.


    'It'll be neat enough,' she said. 'As to the wording, we have a book of letter forms at the mill, but it doesn't include writ­ing to an orphanage about the child of a dead employee.'


    'No,' I said.


    'It should do’ she went on, 'with the number of folk put into an early grave by the work.'


    Then she said, rather slowly and carefully: 'Mr Robinson, who took me on at the mill, has been stood down.'


    'The one who asked you about worsted?'


    She nodded.


    'Why?'


    'Over a new line of suiting. At first I thought he was on leave, but he's definitely left. It's all solicitors' letters now.'


    'Just out of interest,' I said, 'was he on the excursion?'


    'I don't know.'


    'So you're now at the mercy of Hind, father and son?'


    The wife sighed: 'Looks like it.'


    'How are you going along with old Hind?'


    'Do you mean old Hind or really old Hind?'


    'Really old Hind, I mean.'


    'Old Hind barely moves, let alone speaks to the likes of me. The other one's all right, though I don't like the way he car­ries on with some of the lasses.'


    'How do you mean?'


    'I'm not saying.'


    At this, the wife rolled over and gave me a kiss.


    'The next excursion,' she said, 'the Wakes one . . . It's all fixed. It goes on the Sunday of Wakes, comes back on the Fri­day. The mill starts up again on the Monday.'


    'You're not aiming to go on it yourself though, are you?'


    'The office must keep going, so I'm to work that week,' she said.


    'Good,' I said.


    'But I do have the Sunday off, so I'll make a day trip of it. I'll go with the lot of them on the train, and come back by myself in the evening.'


    'You bloody won't,' I said.


    'Why ever shouldn't I?'


    'You're itching to see a train wreck at close quarters, are you?'


    'There won't be another outrage,' she said. 'That's why they're called outrages, you know, because they don't come along so often.'


    The wife then went downstairs for a cup of water.


    It was two weeks 'til Wakes. But I had a Blackpool excur­sion before then - an evening go, coming up in just about fourteen hours' time. Paul had smashed the windows of the excursion office, of that I was sure. He was out to get the excursions. That was his mission, which he called socialism. He was a nutcase, him and Alan Cowan both, but just because they were crackers, it didn't mean they weren't dab hands at killing.


    When the wife returned she was fretting about the Stan­dard typewriter, which she had at the mill but which they wouldn't give to another office girl, which she thought was unfair. 'The Standard is a very superior typewriter’ she said, climbing back into bed.


    'Then they should call it the Superior’ I said. 'What is the advantage of it?'


    'The keys go down quicker, so it's much faster.'


    'Well then’ I said, 'it's only making you do more work.'


    The wife thought about that for a while.


    I said: 'Would this other office girl be so worried on your account if you were the one without it?'


    'I don't know,' said the wife. 'And what's that got to do with it anyway?'


    She then asked me why the Co-operative Society should not be allowed to use the royal crest. I said 'Why would you want to?' and she said 'We jolly well don't want to.'


    I put a stop to this subject by starting a bit of love-making, after which she went off again: this time to do something I knew to be connected with a little booklet she had called How to Check Family Increase. At first this had stayed at the bottom of the wooden box at the foot of our bed, and I'd thought it was being held in reserve, because doesn't there have to be an increase before an increase can be checked? But since she'd started at Hind's I'd seen it half hidden in several places about the house, and guessed it was being read. The wife had passed on no instructions to me concerning checking family increase, and it was an embarrassing matter to speak of, so I had carried on as normal.


    When she came back, I wondered whether to tell her about George Ogden being on the fly, but it would only bother her. Instead, I said: 'George told me something I never knew: all railway tickets come in runs of ten thousand, they all carry four digits only, so you can guess the number of the first one in a run.'


    'One,' said the wife, sighing.


    'No’ I said, 'nought, or rather four noughts in a row.'


    Her interest was not picking up.


    'Can you imagine why it's nought?'


    'I'm sure there's some perfectly good railway reason which is perfectly idiotic’ she said.


    'It's because if you started with number one you'd get to number ten thousand.'


    'So what?'


    'Well, ten thousand is five digits, isn't it?'


    Talk of railway tickets sent the wife drifting off to sleep, but I lay awake fretting. Blackpool was a dangerous place. It was just because it was such fun. There was no reason for Black­pool except fun.


    I don't recall whether I then slept for a little while, but I know that I was awake at four and staring at the bedroom window as the hour chimes floated up from the parish church. It was a second after the fourth one that the stone came bursting through the window and, as if kept in the air by the wife's scream, sailed over the bed and crashed directly into the mirror on the opposite wall.


    I moved straight to the window, but checked myself, for there was glass all over the tab rug we kept beneath the sill, and I was bare-footed. Hill Street - where the stone had been pitched from - had the look of a place somebody had just left. The warm air rolled up and in through the broken window.


    I moved to the bedroom door and saw across the corridor that George's door was half open. He was peering round the edge of it. 'What the blazes was that, old man?' he said. He had on a nightshirt, and his hair looked wild, which made me think he must wear something on it by day.


    'Stone,' I said. 'Came through the window.'


    'Christ on a bike’ said George. 'Drunks, was it?'


    'Happen,' I said.


    'Anything I can do, old man?'


    I shook my head, and George closed his door.


    I walked downstairs but thought better of going out.


    Instead, I caught up the brush and pan and a couple of old Couriers. When I got back upstairs, the wife was already pick­ing up glass. She gave me a look, and it was one big question.


    What to do in emergencies.


    'It was two fellows,' I said. 'They were canned. I just got a glimpse as they scarpered.'


    'Did you?' she said.


    'Yes,' I said, and I reckoned she didn't believe it any more than I did, but she wanted to.


    We picked up the glass together, wrapped it up like fried fish.


    'What did they look like?' asked the wife presently.


    'Two swells,' I said, and I began to see them in my mind's eye: a pair of Champagne Charlies like in the music halls. 'They were a pair of proper chumps,' I said. 'One fell as he ran off, and had to be helped up by the other . . . The trouble is, you see, we had the gas up, and we've no curtains ...'


    The wife was back in bed now. There were little particles of glass in my hands from picking the splinters out of the tab rug. I walked over to the gas and looked at my finger ends: it was like a kind of frost. I climbed up next to the wife. I couldn't touch her because of the glass in my hands.


    We sat back on the bed, both wide-eyed and not saying much, but listening to the sounds of Halifax that came in through the burst window.


    At five we heard the clattering of the milk cart, then came the rattle of clogs - a sliding, shuffling, slithering - as the weavers of Back Hill Street set off to their mills, which was followed by a noise of metal fighting against stone: the first tram of the day coming down Horton Street.


    'It's odd that anybody should be drunk at four in the morning,' said the wife at one particular moment. 'I mean, midnight, yes. But not four.'


    'It's quite possible to be drunk all night,' I said.


    'Well you'd know,' said the wife, and gave a grin. She didn't seem too downhearted. Perhaps my story had taken, after all.


    'We'll pay for the new glass out of the tea caddy’ she said, as I thought: if this is the work of Paul, why does he not go off and smash a boss's window instead. Old Hind's would do - any one of the hundreds he had to his name.


    Presently, the sunshine came spreading, and then, when all the cobbles were quiet and the hands were inside the mills and fit to be baked or roasted, came the heat, which sent the wife off to sleep for a little while. She woke at seven to go off to Hind's Mill, very sadly removing a ten-shilling note from the tea caddy and saying, 'This puts Hemingway's Piano fur­ther off than ever.'


    She said she knew of a glazier up on the Beacon near the mill, and she would call in on her way to work. She said she would be back from work at the usual time in the evening, and I told her that I would be late back because of the evening run I had coming up. I told her it wouldn't hurt to lock the door from the inside when she got back; she asked why, and I couldn't think of a way of putting it. Then I gave her an extra special goodbye kiss, for I knew I was about to come a crop­per on the Blackpool line.


    
Chapter Fourteen

    


    Beginning shortly after dinnertime, I spent a lonely three hours in the shed fettling up 044 tank engine No. 7 (not one of Aspinall's but one of Mr Barton Wright's) for an evening cruise to Blackpool. It would be the first Blackpool Special from Halifax Joint since the occasion of the stone on the line.


    As I bundled the paraffin rags into the firehole and after­wards the baulks of timber, the same thoughts revolved endlessly. The stone could only have been thrown by Paul. He'd followed me home on the night after we'd first spoken, so he knew where I lived. He wanted to make news over the stone on the line, whether he'd put it there or not, and the stone through the window was another push to get the whole matter in the papers. Then again, the poster advertis­ing 'a meeting to discuss questions' was still in place on the wall of the old warehouse. That was pretty brass-necked of them, if they really had turned terrorists. You either fought or you held meetings. You didn't go in for both.


    Why didn't I tell the papers? Then the Socialist Mission might leave me alone. And why didn't I tell the coppers, which would come to the same thing? But what was there to tell?


    As I lit the fire, my mind moved on to the bigger matter, the question of wrecking.


    The odds were that any engine man would meet no more than one attempt at wrecking in his life. But what good were the odds? One out of thirty million had been killed on the rail­ways in the previous year, 1904, but what good was that to you if, like Margaret Dyson, you happened to be the one?


    I thought of her again. It was crazy to go through your life without seeing the sea: seeing it only in photographs. Margaret Dyson was not down-to-date. She had not caught up with the railway world. But then it had caught up with her.


    Question after question came as I lit the fire, and one of the big ones was this: Where had Clive disappeared to beyond the Valley Bridge at Scarborough?


    That gentry swung his snap-bag, followed by himself, up onto the footplate at 3 p.m. He just grinned at me, and began checking the oil pots as I fettled the fire.


    We came rolling out of the shed in the bitter blackness of our own smoke, which broke and cleared as we came into the light like blackbirds appearing one after another out of nowhere and rising off our chimney top. I looked up into the little valley town of Sowerby Bridge, at the blue shining sign: van houten's cocoa. It should have been a sign for seltzer or dandelion and burdock; better still, ice. Some fellows were skylarking in the open-air water tank on top of the coal stage as we took on coal. It was strange to be in an engine underneath men swimming. They were getting cleaner by the second, and we were getting filthier as the coal smashed into the bunker. The coal would always come in like an acci­dent; I could never get over the din.


    As we rolled on, readying to go off shed and make for the Joint, I knew why Clive had been swimming in Scarborough. He'd done it to get clean.


    Just then, I looked back and saw John Ellerton coming towards us from the shed, waving his hands. He wanted to see us in his office, so Clive braked the engine and we climbed down.


    John Ellerton's office was full of light and full of paper. It was built onto the front of the middle of the shed, like a sort of toll booth. The engines went in and out on the roads either side, and the office was three-quarters glass, so John could see all the comings and goings. He stood behind his desk and passed papers to Clive and me. It was the draft report into the smash by Major Harrison, sub-inspector of the Board of Trade. It started: 'I have pleasure to report...' Then the facts of what had happened were set down. Next came the write- ups of the interviews with Reuben Booth, Clive and me, and finally the conclusion, which I jumped straight to. Skimming it over, I read: 'It is found that no want of caution was shown in the operation of the engine. The fireman is a young man of twenty-two, only recently put up to the job, but the driver is experienced, and appears to me deserving of commendation for preventing a far worse disaster.' And this was the last word of Major Harrison: 'It is not possible to say how the obstruction came to be placed on the line.'


    'Well I don't reckon much to that,' I said.


    'I think it's first rate’ said Clive, grinning all about his head.


    I said nothing, but the report was wrong even as regards the known facts. Clive oughtn't to've had to use the reverser. It was throwing on the reverser that had done for Margaret Dyson. That, and me not knowing what to do in emergencies.


    'There's one other matter’ John Ellerton was saying.


    I said: 'I know what it is,' but nobody paid any attention.


    'I've just had the Halifax Courier on the telephone regarding a telegram they've received’ said Ellerton. 'Now I'll read it out.' He picked up a paper and read: '"Hind's Mill Blackpool Excursion checked by Socialist Mission. Similar to follow. End wage slavery.'" Ellerton then gave a pleasant, embar­rassed sort of smile, adding: 'How it ends wage slavery to stop a train I do not know. And why did they not say they'd done it straight after instead of waiting 'til now?'


    'Is the Courier going to print that?' I asked.


    'Course not,' said Ellerton.


    'The coppers should go to the Drill Hall in Trinity Street,' I said. 'This lot have a meeting booked there. They're anti- excursion. There's posters for it all over.'


    John Ellerton nodded. 'I know,' he said. 'A constable was sent along. The meeting was booked, and the money taken, but no address was given. And summat else ... it was up to the hall to sell the tickets, and there've been no takers at all.'


    I looked over at Clive, and he was gazing out of the win­dow - at one of the radial tanks being led out of the shed by the two horses that were kept at Sowerby Bridge. When he turned back around, his grin had gone, but not completely. 'Well they either did it,' he said, 'or they read of it in the paper, and thought they'd like to've done it.'


    'That's what I first thought,' said Ellerton, 'but it was apparently not mentioned in the Courier that it was Hind's Mill on the excursion.'


    'They knew of it,' I said, 'because I told them.'


    So it came out about my chat with Paul, and this character Alan Cowan somewhere in the background. And I was the chump all over again. I would certainly not make matters worse by mentioning the stone that had come through the bedroom window.


    'Unless,' I said, 'I was only telling him in that pub about something he knew of because he really had been the cause of it.'


    At that, Clive drifted over to the window again with a sort of sigh, and John Ellerton had a good laugh. Irish eyes, I thought: they might be a good thing on balance, but they can get you down sometimes.


    'At any rate, I think we should have extra gangers walking the routes to the coast,' I said.


    'He's like a monkey on a stick, this kid,' said Ellerton to Clive, who was still at the window. 'The cops have been informed, and I'm advising the pair of you now to go steady today over the stretch where you came to grief last time. And that's about all I can do.'


    As we walked back to tank engine No. 7, I asked Clive: 'Who is it we're taking to Blackpool?' It hadn't been clear from the notice I'd read.


    'Don't know exactly, but I reckon they're toffs,' he said.


    Not wage slaves, then.


    'How do you make that out?' I asked.


    'It's an evening cruise,' he said. 'Think about it.'


    'I am doing,' I said.


    'Evening,' he said. 'What do you do of an evening?'


    'Sit at home with the wife, generally.'


    'All right, but what would you like to do of an evening?'


    'Just that,' I said.


    He gave me a long, steady look - something new for him. 'Very well,' he continued, 'but most working fellows are in the pub come seven, and they have no great hankering to take a train cruise.'


    All was explained when we got to the Joint, for as we backed onto our carriages on platform two we came to rest alongside the stationmaster, Knowles, and one of his artistic blackboards. He muttered something as we stopped - could have been speaking to himself - and moved away, leaving us to read the word 'special' done in the usual fancy way. Underneath was written: 'halifax Sunday observance


    society - evening theatre cruise to blackpool.'


    'Rum,' said Clive, when he saw it.


    We collected our guard. He was a Bradford lad, so I'd never seen him before. As I gave him my good evening, a new thought came to me: if it were not the socialists who were the wreckers, but some fellows who were after old Reuben Booth, our usual guard, then we would have no trouble on this trip. But who would want to put Reuben's lights out? Anyone wanting him dead had only to wait, and not for very long.


    Twenty minutes later we were well on our way to Blackpool, and climbing towards the little school just before Todmorden. The children were in the yard, doing exercises, making letter Ts. They jumped, and the Ts became Ys; another jump, then Xs. It was too late in the day for them to be doing that. Why were they not at home? The giant cot was there in the high window behind them, and I imagined them all put into it every night, imprisoned by the sheets and blankets. I thought of Arnold Dyson, and Pearson's Book of Fun, and the wife's letter to the Crossley Porter Orphanage.It was a beautiful evening, and all the chimneys of Accring- ton, Blackburn and Preston could not put a stop to that. On every section the signals were favourable, as if to say: hurry on, we want to see what happens to you next. But Clive was back to his steam-saving, smooth-running ways, and there was not that wildness to the shaking of this engine that we'd had with the Highflyer, or with the Scarborough engine when that blockhead Billington had been aboard.


    When we saw the first windmill of the Fylde I became a little anxious, even so. But this anxiety was checked by a friendly wave from the fellow in the signal box at Lea Road, and my mind was put onto a different channel completely when Clive, who'd just finished putting the reverser back to its full for our launch across the fields, said: 'I'm to have a medal, you know.'


    'Like Ramsden's bottled beer,' I heard myself saying. (Advertisements were forever telling you of the prizes won by that class of ale.)


    Clive gave a grin on hearing this, which proved the white­ness of the man, because by rights I ought to have been shaking his hand. 'It's for saving the train when the stone was on the line . . . Extraordinary vigilance and presence of mind in the conduct of duty, that sort of thing.'


    I'd seen words like that written under the pictures of the engine men who got into the Railway Magazine. As a rule they were older than Clive, and wore beards.


    'You must be chuffed,' I said.


    'I'd rather have a day off any day,' said Clive.


    'Is there to be a big do when it's presented to you?'


    'Give over,' said Clive. 'It comes by post.'


    'Well, I'll bet it comes first class at least,' I said, and I finally did step across the footplate to shake his hand, which left us feeling a pair of proper buffleheads.


    'Are we to have a bit of a beano in Blackpool on the strength of it?' Clive asked me.


    'I should come straight back,' I said, thinking of the wife alone in Back Hill Street.


    'You can't’ said Clive, sharpish. And he explained that since there were no direct trains coming back, it'd be a case of going via Preston (which I knew), and that by the time we'd got in to Blackpool, run round our carriages with the engine, and booked off at the central shed, I'd have missed the one Preston train that connected in good time with a Halifax service.


    'Your earliest train back's at midnight,' he said. 'This lot -' and he nodded back at the train '- they're all going back first thing tomorrow.'


    'That's no bloody good,' I said, thinking again of the stone sailing through our bedroom, graceful, like, but about the size and shape of a fist.


    'What's up?' said Clive, with a little grin.


    I was blowed if I would tell him the truth, so I just said: 'I've a wife to look after, you know.'


    'I'll stand you half a dozen oysters’ said Clive.


    'What's that set against a marriage?' I said, and I was grin­ning myself now.


    'All right, a dozen,' said Clive. 'A dozen and a couple of bot­tles of Bass.'


    I hadn't bargained for having to make this decision, being so sure we were going to be tripped up by some obstacle on the line.


    We were now rumbling past the Blackpool gasometers - bright rust in the evening sun - and Clive was shutting off steam. We coasted past the gaps in the houses, where the glit­tering sea would come and go. The biggest gap was where the line went over Rigby Road, which had the beach right at its end, and you would gasp as you went over, just as if you had at that moment been caught up and put into the sea.


    We came swinging into Blackpool Central at dead on seven o'clock with two empty water specials streaming out on either side of us. We were put into excursion platform seven, where an assistant stationmaster told us to leave the engine. The next crew booked for it would take it off to the shed, and we could sign off in the SM's office.


    Clive turned to me, saying, That's handy for you. If you sprint across directly to platform two, or three, in the main station -1 can't just remember - you'll be back in Halifax . . . ten-thirty, sort of touch.'


    I thought of the wife in bed alone, and the stone, the indoor comet. 'Well, I'd best go,' I said, knocking off the vacuum ready for uncoupling, as Clive leant out of the footplate watching our passengers walk towards the ticket gates.


    'Aye,' said Clive, 'you'd better had. I'll sink a couple of pints on my own.'


    Some of the passengers thanked Clive as they went, but they were respectable sorts, not factory, and not the kind to give a cheer for the driver. One of these worthies shook Clive's hand, and handed up to him a letter, saying, 'Apolo­gies for not sending these along earlier.'


    At this I tapped Clive on the shoulder, and asked, 'What's that?' because I feared he might stick it straight in his pocket, making another chapter in the Scarborough mystery. But he obliged me straight away, taking out from the envelope two theatre tickets and a handbill, which last he passed directly to me.


    'What is it?' he asked.


    'A play called Man to Man,' I said. 'It's on at the Grand.'


    'Not music hall, then?'


    'It's a drama,' I said, reading the handbill.


    'Oh yes?'


    'It's in four acts.'


    'Is it now?' said Clive.


    'There's two intervals.'


    'That's good,' said Clive. 'That's the first good thing I've heard about it.'


    I began to read from the handbill: '"Mr Frank Liston is as manly and impressive as the Rev. Philip Ormonde. As George Gordon, Mr William Bourne submits an earnest and incisive ...'"


    'Will you give it here for a moment?' said Clive. I did so, and he put the paper directly into the fire.


    'You didn't really fancy it then?' I said.


    'Too improving,' said Clive, 'and I will not be improved. I cannot be as a matter of fact...'


    From a distant part of the station came the sound of an engine moving in.


    'Well, I reckon you've missed your early service,' said Clive.


    'Bugger,' I said, and Clive shook his head, grinning at the same time, because he knew I'd done it deliberately. The stone chucker had done his worst. He wouldn't be back. Also, I felt in need of a bit of fun, and that was all about it.


    We walked along the platform, shadows of clouds moving fast across the canopy glass. The station was half busy: a few trippers on the platforms waiting to go home, and so looking downhearted. Yet Clive and me had the town, and the evening, all before us.


    
Chapter Fifteen

    


    In the Gentlemen's at Central, Clive was stooping over a sink. His shirtsleeves were taken up to the very tops of his arms, with perfect folds all the way. He'd lathered his face, ears, back of neck, and was looking in the glass at the results. My own wash and brush-up had been finished min­utes since.


    'There was no soap at Scarborough,' I said, just to see how he'd answer. But the words were lost under the great belch of water going down the plug in Clive's sink.


    'What's that?' he said, but he was refilling the sink with rinsing water.


    I now stepped outside, just in case he wanted to apply a touch of the Bancroft's.


    When he'd done, we walked through the horse smell, cigar smoke and the greenish light of the station, and came out onto Central Drive, where the gulls were screaming. There were the morning gulls and the evening gulls, and the second sort made a sadder sound. It was an in-between time at Black­pool: cocktail time for the toffy sorts, as I supposed; some men and ladies far out in the sea, the more serious sorts of swimmers - swimming and thinking, working things out as they went along.


    'I wonder why folk go bathing?' I said, thinking again of Clive in Scarborough.


    'Well,' he replied, looking straight ahead. 'Why are some others continually fishing?'


    We continued to look out to sea: all the little waves troop­ing off together in the same direction, which was sideways, not towards the shore but heading up the coast towards Fleetwood.


    I thought of Margaret Dyson. This was what she'd never seen. If you saw the sea once and it was a certain way, you'd probably think it was always like that.


    The bathing machines had been put in a straight line, side­ways to the sea as if to say: that's your lot for today, fun's over. Clive was lighting a little cigar, and a sandwich man was walking towards us - seemed doolally, like most in that line, traipsing along, clearing his throat over and again. You wanted to box his ears and shout: 'Frame yourself, man!'


    His board was advertising a music hall: 'monsieur Mau­rice,' I read, 'see the ventriloquial paragon'. It was the fellow I'd seen, and then stood beside, at the Palace Theatre in Halifax. According to the board, he was now giving his turn at a spot called the Seashell; topping the bill too, for under­neath his name were the words 'also the following artistes . . .' I remembered about the Seashell. It was that weird little humpbacked music hall I'd seen on my first trip to Blackpool. Monsieur Maurice had been topping the bill then as well.


    As the fellow shuffled up towards us, I pointed to his board and said, 'This place anything like?'


    'It's the only thing,' he said, without stopping.


    'Let's go there,' I said to Clive.


    Clive turned around so that his back was to the sea. He looked at the sandwich man, who was walking away towards the North Pier.


    'There's a ventriloquist on who's quite good . . . Well, he's not good,' I went on, 'he's shocking bad, in fact.'


    'Righto,' said Clive, and put his cigar under his boot.


    We went first over the road to an oyster room with a model ship in the window, where we put down a dozen oysters and a couple of bottles of Bass apiece. Then we pushed along the Prom to the Seashell.


    It really was a rum show, built of bricks covered over with plaster and looking like something between a brick kiln and a funny kind of hat. Inside, it was like a sea cave: no sharp edges, with all the roofs low and sloping. The floor rolled up towards the box office, where we queued for our tickets, mar­velling at the place, which was all painted browny red with pictures of the Prom and the Tower jutting out from the walls because of the way the walls curved.


    When we'd bought our tickets we saw the word 'bar' written in yellow on a green wooden board clipped to red curtains. We walked through, but all the spots were taken by a lot of red-faced old brandy shunters who were stretched out with their drinks on red couches, looking like they were lying in a Turkish bath. But they did have such an everyday article as a barrel of Plain on the go, and it was only a penny a glass.


    When the bell rang, we took our seats under a low, wavy roof, painted green, pink and gold. As soon as I sat down I felt sucked down almost into sleep, what with all the beer and the work and having been awake most of the night before.


    The number '1' was carried across the stage by a boy, and there followed a cross-eyed banjo player, who you kept expecting to make jokes. But he somehow never did. Next were two women, 'Grace & Marie', dressed up as pixies and singing. They started in straight away with a song, but a good bit of it was lost in the cheers from the audience. This was on account of their dresses, which were tiny and made from leaves, or so you were meant to think. Afterwards they played a tune with hand bells, and the drums coming in towards the end, which made their bosoms shake in a way that had me feeling rather hot.


    I looked across at Clive, and he was just nodding to himself.


    There was some wrestling next, with no music but just the growling of the two big fellows. It was brought to an end by a voice saying out of nowhere a name, and then 'Mr Jefferson Byrne ... Just him ... and his shadow.' All went extra-dark at this. After what seemed a precious long time, one light came up, then another, and there was a man in white dancing with his shadow. After a while everybody started booing.


    'I've never seen anything like this before,' I said sleepily to Clive.


    'No,' he said, 'and never will again probably.'


    As Jefferson Byrne was leaving the stage, Clive said, 'Now if he did one thing and the shadow did something else, he'd have something.'


    In the quiet times between the turns, when the number was being walked across the stage, I would hear a noise, and I couldn't tell whether it was the sea just outside, or the breath­ing of everybody in the theatre. Then I started to think of the band as being the noise of the sea. Every time they struck up, it was waves coming in with a great rusty crashing, and then the waves ran back and a new person was left on the stage.


    After the shadow dancer came an immobile comedian with a turkey head. Next was a ventriloquist - not Monsieur Mau­rice but one of the new kinds with a small doll placed on the knee. The turn announced itself. The man was Henry Clarke, the doll was called Young Leonard. Leonard had a boy's head, but wore a man's suit - and could move his eyes or smile.


    The ventriloquist asked the boy: 'How old are you?'


    'That depends.'


    'What do you mean?'


    'Well, I'm thirteen at home ...'


    The doll's eyes moved slowly away from the ventriloquist, and that was the thing that set you laughing - the eyes.


    '... but under twelve when travelling on the railway.'


    I liked that, and I wondered how it might go down with Martin Lowther, the narky ticket inspector.


    'And speaking of figures,' said Henry Clarke to the doll, 'I believe you are a great hand at mathematics.'


    'That is correct,' said the doll, who nodded away for a while, looking very pleased about it.


    'Well, can you multiply?' asked Henry Clarke.


    'I can multiply very rapidly,' said Leonard.


    'Yes, they say that fools are multiplying very rapidly these days,' said Henry Clarke, and it wasn't the line that brought the house down, but the looks that went between the two afterwards: Clarke seeming to be rather embarrassed at his own crack, and the doll quite mortified.


    Some clever stuff with numbers came next, then Leonard broke off, saying, 'I'm sweating badly.'


    'That's rather vulgar,' said Henry Clarke; 'why don't you say "perspiring"?'


    At this Leonard rolled his eyes and looked about the theatre with his amazement growing by the second. It was all pretty good, and the best thing of all was the end, when the doll smiled and moved its eyes at the same time.


    Next was a man doing a boot dance, like Little Titch's, but not really up to snuff; then came a ballerina.


    'They ought not to have dancers on one after the other,' I whispered to Clive.


    'Yes,' he said, 'but get those legs.'


    The whole audience felt the same; you could tell because it went quiet.


    The Elasticated Man was next, followed by the star of the evening, Monsieur Maurice. As before at Halifax, the lights went up to show him standing at the side of the stage gasping for breath with the moon-headed Johnny hanging on his arm. When the two started the walk, the applause began, but there was not so much of it as there had been in Halifax. A Black­pool crowd had more than likely seen walking figures before, or Monsieur Maurice himself come to that, for, as I had noticed myself, he had been in Blackpool at the start of the season. The two staggered up and down a fair bit this time, with Monsieur Maurice calling out that they were 'taking a stroll' and 'promenading', and the figure was made to wave at the audience from time to time. The only good part came when Monsieur Maurice said, 'I believe we are being hailed from the pier', at which the two looked out at a far corner of the audience and a voice really did seem to be coming from there, so that a fellow sitting in that particular spot in the audience began shaking his head and grinning, as if to say: Look, it's not me that's calling out, you know.


    The lights went down, and when they went up again the two of them were on a bench, supposedly looking out to sea.


    I looked at Clive. He was asleep.


    After some seagull noises (worked up in the orchestra), the ventriloquist said, 'Blackpool, famous for cold sea, warm beer, hot pies and scorching sun ...'


    As we all waited - those of us that were awake - the dummy turned its head to the ventriloquist; a crater on the moon opened, and the word 'Sometimes' came out in a deep croak. I knew it was being worked from behind, and thought it a swizz for a ventriloquist to have battalions of fellows helping out.


    Afterwards there was some business where the dummy turned its head to watch a make-believe paddle steamer go hooting by. Meanwhile, the ventriloquist lit a cigar with both hands to prove he wasn't the one moving the head. You couldn't take your eyes away, partly because it was fright­ening.


    At the last, there was a man whose hair went into funny shapes, and a man whose hair was normal. Funny Shape also went in for sad faces. He started singing a song called 'Home' and that's where everyone was going as he did so. The more they sang the more they walked out.


    'I'm off,' said Clive, suddenly waking up, but I always sat through the chasers, owing to feeling sorry for them. It was selfish in a way, for I could never enjoy my after-show beer if I'd cut the chaser.


    'I'll see you in the bar,' I said, and he went off, lighting a little cigar.


    The trick was to get out of a music hall just between the finish of the chaser and the start of 'God Save the King'. But you had to move fast because they'd try and trap you with the national anthem, and when they'd got you standing to attention, they'd try to deafen you.


    I timed my escape to a tee, though, and Clive was waiting for me with a glass of ale.


    'I've made enquiries,' he said, 'and Grace and Marie will be next door in five minutes.'


    'What's next door?'


    'Supper rooms used by the turns.'


    'What do you want to see that pair for?' I said.


    Clive looked at me and frowned. 'You can spend the evening with the Elasticated Man if you want.'


    I knew what was going forward, of course. Clive was after a bit of spooning with one of these two, but it was more than that. I was to be put to choosing whether I wanted to try my luck with the other. He was saying: look what can be yours for the taking on a night in Blackpool, but for the vows you have foolishly taken. He would never say so, but he was out to prove I was wrong to be married.


    The supper rooms were over the road and along the Prom a little way, and we got a fair old blast as we stepped across to them. It was a warm wind, but strong, and the black sea was starting to get lively. The electric lights along the front were all lit, like a swaying pearl necklace.


    The first thing I noticed was the Elasticated Man eating a chop. He wore thick trousers and no coat; white shirt with collar open at the neck. Clive saw him but paid him no atten­tion. He was looking all about for Grace and Marie.


    It was a long, low room with no curtains. The Promenade - and the occasional speeding hansom - could be seen through windows on one side, and the sea beyond. There were benches and tables running along beneath the sea window. In the middle of the room was a billiard table, like a peaceful green field. There wasn't much to say it catered to the show business: just one poster showing acrobatic cyclists.


    When Grace and Marie walked in, they were no longer pix­ies, of course, but ladies of the world in quite good dresses, carrying straw hats. My first thought was: They are not as beautiful in life as they are on stage. But still they are beautiful.


    Clive was ahead of me, talking to them, and then he was walking back with the two of them following. 'We came up here by train, yes,' he was saying. 'As a matter of fact, we were driving the train!'


    'Get away!' said Grace or Marie. 'Both of you?'


    Clive gave me an extra big grin - he was coming over all unnatural for the benefit of these doxies.


    'It takes two, yes,' he said, 'but no need to go into the mechanical details. Would you take a drink?'


    Two minutes later we were all sitting down on the sea side of the room. Grace and Marie had glasses of punch; they asked what we were drinking, and Clive said, 'This stuff is "Plain", which would never do for bonny lasses like your­selves.'


    It made me quite ill to listen to this talk.


    On stage Grace and Marie had been all eyes (and legs, of course), but now you got their noses too. Grace's was a long nose but a good one - a whole story with a beginning, a middle and an end. Marie's nose was sharp, and she had a face that was round and sharp, like a vole's. With her dark, mischievous eyes, she reminded me of the wife, and I liked her best. I wondered how it would sound for a man to say to his wife: 'I went off with the one that reminded me of you, dear.' I supposed it had been done, and said.


    We had barely started on our drink when Marie said to Grace: 'There's your bill-topper.'


    I looked up. 'Monsieur Maurice,' I said.


    'Which one was he?' said Clive.


    'He has the walking figure and the drinking figure,' said Grace.


    'No,' said Marie, 'the drinking's out now.'


    'Is it? He was giving them Champagne Charlie until last year.'


    'Oh he's had them all,' said Marie, looking across at me; 'multi-dolls.' 'Wasn't he giving the eye test shena a while ago?' asked Grace.


    'Read the writing on that wall!' Marie suddenly com­manded.


    'What wall?' said Grace, and they both laughed.


    I guessed this was part of Monsieur Maurice's turn - the one that I had walked out of in Halifax. But Clive was looking cheesed-off at all this shop talk.


    'It's a bit like the two of us,' he whispered to me, 'going on about steam pressure.'


    'Why don't we do that?' I said, finishing my glass of Plain. Well, I was canned by now.


    'The Boer War!' said Marie. 'What a blessing that was to us all.'


    'How could a war help two singing pixies?' said Clive, a bit crossly.


    'You could play all the service towns, you see,' said Grace, and I could see she was a little gone on Clive.


    'Broken hearts being in favour, you see,' Grace continued.


    'So the sad songs went,' said Marie.


    'Went where?' said Clive.


    'What kind of turn plays the Seashell?' I asked the two of them.


    'You know Marie Lloyd?' she said.


    'Yes,' I said.


    'Well, she's never played here.'


    They both laughed.


    'Little Titch?' I said.


    'Getaway,' said Marie. 'Little Titch is far too big for this place.'


    The ventriloquist, Monsieur Maurice, walked across just then. 'I will not mince the fact, ladies -' he began, addressing Marie and Grace. Then he looked at Clive and myself and stopped. His beard rocked as his mouth came to a quite defi­nite close. His beard was very sharp, the moustache was very wide - it was like a music-hall turn in itself. Marie said: 'These gentlemen are from the railways.'


    At this, the ventriloquist looked all about him; as if he wanted to start a whole other conversation with a whole other lot of people. But with the drink in me, I was at him straight away.


    'I liked the walking business’ I said, 'how's it done?'


    He looked away. 'Wouldn't do to say exactly how it's done’ he muttered, looking over towards the bar. 'Champagne,' he said to himself, and he went off. With his over-theatrical face, he looked like one of his figures: a waxwork gone live.


    'Will Monsieur Maurice be bringing a bottle over, do you think?' I asked Grace and Marie. I had never tasted Cham­pagne, and meant to do so. It had been wanting at our little wedding down in London, in the supper room of the Water­loo pub, as Dad had more than once pointed out on the day.


    'His real name is Morris Connell’ said Marie, 'and, no, he will not be bringing a bottle over here if past history is any­thing to go by.'


    'How long have you known him?' I asked.


    'Since the first of the Seaside Surprises,' said Grace. She turned to Marie: 'When was the first of the season?'


    'Oh, early,' said Marie. 'April-time wasn't it?'


    'We've all been back here every two or three weeks for the one-week runs ever since,' added Grace.


    'All the same turns?'


    'Yes. That's how it works with the Seaside Surprises.'


    'Nothing very surprising about it,' said Marie, 'when you come to think of it.'


    So that was how Monsieur Maurice had come to be in Blackpool, then in Halifax, and now back in Blackpool. I looked over to the bar, and he was standing there eyeing me.


    'The one-week runs that you have here . . . They always begin on Mondays, do they?' I asked Grace.


    'Mondays’ she said, 'that's it.'


    'And does that fellow live here in Blackpool?' I said, nod­ding towards Monsieur Maurice.


    'He has digs here’ she said, 'but he has a lodge in Preston as well.'


    I remembered that I'd also seen his name in Scarborough, and mentioned this.


    'Yes’ said Gracie, 'he's often at the Floral Hall there.'


    Monsieur Maurice was walking back towards us carrying one glass of iced Champagne. As he sat down, he looked at me for a while longer, then he turned to Grace and continued his shop talk: 'Two whistles down the speaking tube to say you're on, and that's to the star room, so the question is: what's become of the call boy?' Shaking his head, he contin­ued: 'I don't know . . . Half-pay for matinees, and my expenses going on just as usual.'


    'What did you think of the two of us tonight?' Grace asked him, and I could tell that as long as he was at the table, all remarks would have to be addressed to him. You could tell he wasn't keen to think of Grace and Marie at all, but he seemed to put his mind to it for a second, after which he said: 'You two must decide if you are to be stars or specialities.'


    'Well nobody wants to be a speciality,' said Grace.


    'It's why we've brought in the new closer', said Marie, 'with the drumming.'


    'That was the best bit of all,' Clive put in, 'the way you shook those ... you know ... bells.'


    'I felt it suffered rather from a want of daintiness,' said Monsieur Maurice.


    'It got a good hand,' said Grace.


    'Especially from me,' said Clive.


    Monsieur Maurice turned around just as a new man entered the room. 'People will always clap for decency's sake,' he said. 'Now there's somebody whose performance I must commend,' he went on, standing up and walking over to the new fellow.


    'There's twenty vents on the sands,' said Grace, as Mon­sieur Maurice moved off, 'and they're all better than him.'


    'Why does he top the bill then?' said Clive.


    'There’ said Grace, 'you are into the very crannies of a mystery.'


    'Could be money’ said Marie; 'thirteen consecutive fronts paid for in the Era don't hurt.'


    'Special New Year's card to every manager in the country’ added Grace.


    'Sounds a good notion,' said Clive, trying to cut in again.


    'No,' said Grace, 'we send telegrams.'


    'Wire best offer!' Marie suddenly shouted. 'We're coming!' and she looked at us all with wide eyes. I did like her, but I had a feeling Clive would fare better alone.


    I found a wobbly pair of legs and walked over to the bar. Monsieur Maurice was standing by the billiard table, shaking the new man's hand and saying: 'You were quite a favourite tonight.'


    The new man - who was the ventriloquist that had been on first, Henry Clarke - was thanking him. Off stage, he looked an amiable sort: brown eyes and silky hair parted down the middle like a church roof.


    'Let me stand you supper’ Monsieur Maurice said to Henry Clarke. 'The fish pie's rather good here.'


    'That's awfully kind,' said Henry Clarke. 'Only they will put cayenne pepper in, and I don't care for it.'


    'Nothing easier in the world than getting a helping with­out’ said Monsieur Maurice.


    'Well, I did ask yesterday’ said Clarke, 'but in the end I had to go for the mutton instead.'


    'Oh I think we'll be able to manage,' said Monsieur Mau­rice.


    I looked over to where Clive was sitting with Grace and Marie. More drinks had come from somewhere onto their table, but I wasn't keeping track of my own let alone anyone else's. Clive was laughing, looking only at the two women, especially Grace, so odds-on she was his favourite. You could watch Clive for ages in a room, and he would only ever look at the women, no matter what the men were up to.


    I thought I might go back over to Marie later. It wouldn't hurt to talk a little longer.


    Next to me at the bar, Monsieur Maurice was shouting at the serving girl: 'What do you mean by "It can't be taken out once in"? I insist on having a fish pie without cayenne pep­per!'


    The serving girl went away into the kitchen and came back, and something along the right lines was worked out, for Monsieur Maurice ordered Champagne in a friendly voice and not only paid for Henry Clarke's fish pie, but stood him a glass of beer into the bargain. So he wasn't such a tightwad after all.


    I stood in the middle of the room for a while, thinking of ventriloquists, Blackpool, trains and the wife - a hundred things and nothing at all.


    As I wandered across to the Gentlemen's a moment later, I could hear Monsieur Maurice saying to Henry Clarke: 'Do you know the words that frighten me most in all the world? "Wanted: for children's party, a ventriloquist".'


    They didn't seem very frightening to me.


    Henry Clarke was smiling in a shy way, eating and trying to be polite.


    'Second only', Monsieur Maurice was saying, 'to "unex­pectedly vacant all season".'


    Henry Clarke smiled again.


    I looked out through the window. The moon was there above the sea, the last entertainment of the evening laid on for the trippers. The room became like a boat in rough water as I started crossing it. Then I struck the billiard table, which I looked at long and hard: the long green gaslit field, against the storminess of the sea - telling the sea how to behave.


    'He's a dear old pal of mine,' the Elasticated Man was say­ing to somebody while staring at his picked-over chop; 'helped me when I was down.' Looking again at the Elasti­cated Man, I could see that he was old himself - sixty or so. Yet still elasticated.


    When I returned to the table where Clive and the two girls were sitting, I heard Grace saying:'... because I don't want to be a step girl, stuck down some warren with two kids, and expecting again.' She looked all about the room before adding with a sigh: 'This is a jungle sort of life though.' She turned back to Clive and sighed again. I had never seen Clive spooning at close quarters, and had little experience of the art myself, having married very young, but I somehow knew that with all this sighing, things were progressing for him.


    Marie said to me, 'You look all-in.'


    Clive was saying something in my ear that I couldn't catch. Now he was standing up, taking Grace by the hand, but my eyes were on Monsieur Maurice, who was sitting and watch­ing Henry Clarke eat fish pie. Clarke looked pretty uncom­fortable, as well he might, and the drunken thought came to me: if for whatever reason it was Monsieur Maurice who'd thrown the stone through my window, then the wife was sit­ting pretty at the present moment, for she was in Halifax, and he was here.


    A little while later Marie was also standing up, saying to me, 'Will you stroll on the beach?'


    There was a shivering mini-sea on the beach, left over from the tide going out. The electric lights on the North Pier were reflected in it. Two figures were walking under the North Pier: Clive and Grace. As I watched, they stopped and kissed. For all that Clive was due his medal, this was his true busi­ness: not driving engines but kissing. And the next lot.


    'Well!' I said to Marie, who was very surprisingly nearby.


    I turned and saw a tram coming along the Prom, all lit up like a theatre. Its lights took away from the moonlight. I watched it stop at the North Pier, then move on.


    'You've missed that one,' said Marie, 'but you must get the next.'


    'That's right,' I said, 'I certainly must.'


    I gave a small wave, which was returned, and as I began walking, thinking of the wife in Back Hill Street reading her


    Pitman's Shorthand manuals by the bad light of the gas mantel, plotting and planning for the two of us (and, as I sometimes thought, for the whole of the world) I felt glad to have said goodnight to Marie.


    I hurried back along the Prom, for I knew it was close to midnight. The trams kept coming by, and they were noisier in the night. Or perhaps it was the Prom that was quieter, with just the odd lonely person looking out to sea. You'd get these lonely sea watchers even in Blackpool, but only ever late at night. The lights went along the Prom, up one side of the Tower, down the other, then continued along.


    Central station, right under the Tower, was nearly but not quite dead. You can feel it when there's just one engine left in steam, but that locomotive was somewhere out of sight, and the stationmaster must have booked off, for the ticket collec­tor had a bottle of Bass in his hand. How did he get on the railway, and once on, how did he stay on? He was very thin, and his hair was white and shaggy. He looked like a cornstalk but dangerous with it. His coat was too big for him, and there were egg stains down the front of it clear as day. He was talk­ing to a fellow who had his back to me, and wore a tiny jacket, narrow-go-wide trousers, big shiny boots and a cap pushed right back - not a railway man. He had a big head but a little nose, tilted up like the cap. I put him down as one of those reverse swells, an underminer.


    This big-headed kid was saying to Cornstalk: 'It's a job though, Don, and tha needs brass.'


    'That's fair do's, Max, that is,' said Cornstalk. The voice was high, and it carried. It was Lancashire . . . Lancashire or Yorkshire, but light.


    'Every ticket with its little triangle clipped out,' Cornstalk was saying, 'and after a while, you know, I get so I can't look at that triangle or any fucking triangle. It's wrong, like, I know, but I don't like fucking triangles any more, and when I see a bottle of this stuff with the fucking triangle on the label . . .' He stood back, and the bottle of Bass was in the air, and when it came down the pieces of brown glass raced to all parts of the empty station.


    'Will you look out?' I said, as I came up to the two of them.


    'Sorry about that, mate,' said Big Head, but Cornstalk him­self said nothing, never looked at me either as I walked through the gates.


    The last Preston train was on platform five. It was a clumsy, late-night sort of tank engine of the kind I didn't know; the kind of beast that wakes you up at midnight as it crashes through your town with its driver cursing at the controls.


    I climbed up and took a seat in Third - it was a corridor car­riage. The smashing of the Bass bottle had sobered me up, and I wished I had something to read. Two toffs came by fast along the corridor, one saying to the other, 'It's just this way, now, follow me,' very much at home, as though the train was his personal property. They were looking for first class, I supposed.


    From the platform I heard the guard blow and give the right away, then there was an extra bit of business. The guard was calling to somebody. 'Hurry up now, sir,' and by the respectful tone of voice, I judged it to be another toff coming along at a clip, also making for First. I heard a carriage door slam and Monsieur Maurice, the ventriloquist, was walking along the corridor, breathing heavily. He turned into a com­partment two or three along.


    I sat under the flaring gas, looking at the Photochrome pic­tures over the seats opposite: they all showed Nelson's old flagship washed up on the beach at Blackpool. I waited until the gas works came up, which at night became lots of tiny blue lights spread out along the tracks. I stood up, moving along the corridor until I saw the ventriloquist. He was asleep with his head on his chest, the point of his beard going into his chest like a knife. Across his knees was a newspaper. There was a small cloth bag at his feet. He was more Morris Connell now than Monsieur Maurice.


    I went back to my carriage and thought about Clive. Would he still be under the pier with Grace? More likely he'd be pegged out in the barracks - the engine men's lodg­ing over the road from Central. He'd have to be on the milk train at four though, and back over the Pennines before first light, because the two of us had a seven o'clock go-on at Sowerby Bridge shed. How was he able to be so cool about the prospect of another smash? Maybe it was just his nature. Perhaps that was how a fellow of the right sort ought to be. Then again, perhaps he knew for a fact there wouldn't be another smash, the first one having been arranged by him­self. But why would he do that? So that he could get his medal and come out the hero. But why would he want to come out the hero? He was not so determined to get on in his work, as far as I could see. He had never once mentioned that he was aiming for the top link or anything of that nature.


    Ten minutes out of Blackpool, we started rattling wildly over the Fylde, like something being blown along. I looked out of the window for a while and saw the signal lamps com­ing up, shining green, green, green all the way.


    I fell into a doze, and heard the bang of the starter signal going off at Halifax. The wife was aboard the train, and we rushed away and had a smash, but the wife was all right because she explained that it hadn't been a real train but only the echo of a train.


    At Preston, I was woken by mailbags being thrown onto a barrow and the shouting that always goes along with that job. My connecting train for Halifax, which would be emptier still, was waiting on the opposite platform. I picked up my cap and walked along the corridor. The ventriloquist had left his carriage but his paper was still there. Thinking it could come in for the ride to Halifax, I picked it up. It was a paper for the show business, and running right down one side of the front page was a long thin drawing of a long thin comedy policeman. I picked it up, and saw that one item on the front page had been circled in pencil: 'Henry Clarke and Young Leonard: A Laughing and Applauding Hit in May at thePalace Theatre, Halifax. Re-engaged for the First Week of June. Too Strong for All Rivals.'


    Clarke, the good ventriloquist of the evening just gone, must have been the one I'd meant to see at the Palace in Halifax but missed; I'd gone along later and got Monsieur Maurice instead. I looked again at the paper and for a sec­ond thought of ventriloquism as a job like any other, with one man put up against another in the fight for wealth and ease of living.


    <o>----


    I returned to Halifax at getting on for two o'clock, and, hur­rying along Horton Street, I looked on the old warehouse wall for the Socialist Mission poster. It was still there, speak­ing of the 'a meeting to discuss questions'. If they do go ahead with it, I thought, it would be them answering the questions, and the coppers doing the asking. Alongside it was a poster for the Halifax Building Society: 'as safe as houses' read the slogan, and that made me hurry along faster still towards Hill Street, where there was just one light burning - upstairs in our house.


    I was through the front door and up the stairs in a trice. But quietly. The wife was asleep, having left the gas turned low for me. There was new glass in the window and I looked through it. When you have a new window, the bit of the world it shows looks clean and new as well, even if, as in this case, it should only be the gas lamps and sleeping houses of Hill Street.


    As I looked at this scene, George Ogden walked slowly into it, coming from the direction of Back Hill Street. He had his hands in his pockets. Then he turned and looked up. When he saw me looking back, he grinned, and put up one fat paw to wave. He was signalling me to come down.


    It was well past two by now, but I crept back down the stairs, out of the front door, and round to the side, where George was still beaming. 'Evening, old man,' he said. He was pulling his waistcoat down over his belly, so that I could see the assorted shapes of the little items in the pockets.


    'Evening?' I said, 'It's getting on for dawn. Where've you been?'


    'Supper at the Crown,' he said.' Anchovy cream of turbot, then veal kidneys with gin and juniper berries, turnips, asparagus a la creme and roast potatoes on the side, followed by pears a la cardinal with apricot syrup and brandy, cheese plate and biscuits, pot of coffee and liqueurs. But that's by the way.'


    'Hardly,' I said.


    'It seems to be the window-breaking season in this town,' he went on. 'Thinking it over, you're blaming the nutty dyna- mitists, I suppose.'


    'You what?'


    'The socialist-anarchists?' He was holding out a ten-bob note; he pushed it at me. 'They seem to have fixed on you as the fellow to blame for the hardships of all the working men in Halifax, which seems to go a bit hard, since you're a working man yourself and not taking home above, what, twenty-seven bob a week?' He pushed the note at me. 'I'm feeling rather flush just at the moment, so you'll oblige me by pocketing this forthwith, old bean.'


    Well, I was so tired that I just took the money. 'Thanks, George,' I said, 'I'm much obliged to you.'


    'But how did they ever get your address?' he called to me as I made for the front door.


    'Turn in, George,' I said. 'It's late.'


    
Chapter Sixteen

    


    I clattered on the small door inside the big door at Hind's Mill, for there was no bell in sight.


    We'd booked on at five that morning, taking a special to Fleetwood for the Drogheda steam packet, then coming back light. The engine had been running hot; I'd scorched the back of my hand on the motion in finding out, and had been on the look out for carbolic ever since. Meanwhile my hand was wrapped in a mucky bandage. It was Friday 30 June, four days after the late turn at Blackpool. We'd not been back since and there'd just been one other excursion in the week: church ladies to Southport on the Wednesday - trouble-free, but I'd been fretting about George Ogden, who, by paying for the window, had only made me think he must have been the one who smashed it. But he couldn't have been, because I'd seen him in his room only a second later.


    The door of Hind's was opened by a bonny, plump girl in a white dress with a red ribbon round her middle. She looked like a sort of very nice cake, all prettily wrapped up. 'Oh,' she said, 'I thought it was going to be Mr Hind Senior. He generally comes along Friday afternoons with his gentle­man's gentleman for a nosey... An inspection of the weaving hall, I should say.'


    'Good evening,' I said, taking off my cap and trying not to be put off in any way; 'my wife works here in the offices, and -'


    'You're Lydia's husband?' she said. 'Oh, come in.'


    I shook her hand. 'Jim Stringer,' I said, and she said, 'Ever so happy to meet you. Cicely Braithwaite.'


    I stepped through the little door and found myself in a kind of vestibule with wooden walls on either side, with bob-holes cut into them. Cicely lifted the hatch on one of the bob-holes, and I saw the wife talking on the telephone as though to the manner born. She was the only one in a light, wooden office with a high desk and tall, shiny-topped stools.


    Cicely Braithwaite dropped the bob-hole door and said, 'As you can see, she's on the telephone presently. She's talking to Manchester, so best not to interrupt.'


    'Who's she talking to?' I said, 'if you don't mind me asking.'


    'Most likely Michael Hardcastle. He's our, you know, travel­ling gentleman.'


    'I see,' I said, but I did not.


    Cicely Braithwaite was going red. 'He doesn't like to be called a salesman,' she said. She was going redder still, crim­son now. 'But that's what he is,' she added, firmly. 'That's where I work’ she continued, lifting the opposite bob-hole. There was an office inside, but no people. It came to me that she must be the other office girl, the one spoken of by the wife; the one not allowed the Standard typewriter.


    'My boss is Mr Robinson’ she said. 'Well, was. He used to be one of the partners.'


    'He's left though, hasn't he?'


    'Yes,' she said, 'he's been sacked.' The redness came surging up again. She couldn't help talking out of turn, and couldn't help blushing over it afterwards. 'The other office, the one Lydia's in ... That's Mr Hind's.'


    'Old Hind's?'


    'No. When we speak of old Mr Hind we always say "Mr Hind Senior".'


    'Or "the fossil"‘ said the wife, who'd opened the bob-hole of her office and put her head through. 'Your hand!' she then cried, and came out into the corridor. 'Hold it up!' she said.


    'It's nothing to fret over,' I said, as Cicely asked the wife, 'Shall I go and fetch something for it?'


    'Boracic acid,' said the wife, 'that's the best thing.'


    Cicely opened the door to the second office and came back holding a bottle of something and a glass of water, saying, 'Drink this. You look parched.'


    Cicely handed the bottle to the wife who, looking at the label, said: 'Linseed oil. It'll have to do.' The wife began unwinding my bandage, saying to Cicely, 'Do we have another of these?'


    Cicely said, 'They'll have bandages in the weaving room.' She opened a door beyond the two offices, at which moment all conversation with the wife had to stop on account of the racket.


    I was looking through the door at the same thing done over and over again: row upon row of crashing looms, each row under a drive shaft, all the looms connected to this shaft by rolling leather belts, so that the machinery on the floor was tangled with the machinery on the roof, as though a giant spi­der had climbed over everything making a web as it went. The walls were white; the white was light, and everybody inside looked as though they'd just seen a ghost. Margaret Dyson, the woman I'd killed, had worked in there. No won­der she'd been so keen to get away to the sea, if only for a day.


    The long blister under the bandage had burst, and there was coal dust inside the wet remains. The wife was shaking her head over this as Cicely Braithwaite came back, shutting the door behind her. The silence was beautiful.


    'Was it Michael you were speaking to?' Cicely said to the wife, handing over a length of bandage.


    'It was,' said the wife, 'and he's having to take one thirty- second of a penny on the -'


    'Not on the twelve-ounce?' Cicely Braithwaite put in.


    'Yes,' said the wife, 'on the twelve-ounce.'


    'I knew it would be the twelve-ounce,' said Cicely, as we all went from the space between the offices into the wife's office proper. She took me over to a desk and made me rest my hand on top of a Kelly's Directory. Nearby were many other books lying open, with pages made of different kinds of cloth. I knew what they were: sample books, of the kind seen in draper's shops.


    'What's the twelve-ounce?' I asked, as the wife poured on the stinging stuff and set to with the new bandage. Every so often she would flash a glance over at the telephone, as if expecting it to jump.


    'Twelve-ounce suiting,' said Cicely. 'What do you think about that?'


    I didn't think anything about it, so I just shrugged. It was Clive knew all about suits.


    'Have you not told him about the twelve-ounce?' Cicely Braithwaite asked the wife, who did look a bit embarrassed over this. There was a kind of force about Cicely Braithwaite that could make you feel a stranger even to your own wife.


    'I'm only just beginning to understand it myself,' said the wife.


    'It's the biggest disaster going,' said Cicely, very happily. She turned to me. 'Let me put you straight, Mr Stringer. Now look at your coat. A lovely bit of worsted, that is. It's quite filthy, and it's full of burn holes but it's a lovely bit of worsted underneath. I reckon that would be about a twenty-ounce cloth. Most suiting is from twenty to twenty-eight ounce. Well, Mr Peter Robinson, the gentleman I worked for in that office over there -' she pointed in the direction of the second office he had the notion of making something much lighter than your common run of summer cloth: twelve- ounce suiting. Light green suiting.'


    'But do you mean light, green suiting, or light-green suit- ing?'


    'Why, both,' said Cicely, 'when all our suiting up to now has been normal weight and blue.'


    'Well it sounds a perfectly good notion,' I said, as the wife wound the bandage. 'I'd feel a lot brighter in a thinner suit.'


    'I daresay,' said Cicely, 'and in some spot like Italy, where it's stifling the year round, it would be just the thing. But they can't give it away here, and they're saddled with miles of it.'


    'Well,' the wife put in, 'have they not thought of trying it in Italy?'


    'Whatever do you mean?' Cicely asked.


    'It would go perfectly well in Italy,' said the wife, 'and would do here too, especially in summers like this, if they just once gave it a starting shove.'


    'How do you mean by a shove?' asked Cicely.


    'Advertising,' said the wife.


    Cicely nodded. 'You would have liked having Mr Robin­son here, dear,' she said to the wife, 'if you'd got to know him properly, got to know his ways. He was go-ahead like you. Have you told Mr Stringer of your programme for the filing?'


    'I've not,' said the wife, 'because he is not particularly inter­ested in filing.'


    I finished off my glass of water and gave Cicely a grin.


    'In fact he doesn't even file his own nails,' said the wife.


    'Tell me of your programme,' I said.


    'Very well,' said the wife, who was finishing off my ban­dage with a pin. 'When I come to take dictation from Mr Hind, he always ends, "Kindly acknowledge in due course", which means that for every letter sent out we get one back, and half the time the other person puts "kindly acknowl­edge" on their letter of acknowledgement, so you can see that the smallest little bit of business does rather go on for ever. But when I mentioned it to Mr Hind, and suggested that he stop writing "kindly acknowledge in due course", he said, "It's quite impossible. How can you be sure you've sent a letter if you don't have a reply?'"


    'Mr Hind is not go-ahead,' said Cicely, turning to me.


    'So,' the wife continued, 'I said you must just put a little trust in the Post Office, and that way you could save pounds every year, to which he replied, "How am I to finish my letters? What am I to put instead?'"


    'Well, what is he to put instead?' I asked the wife, after a little while.


    '"Yours truly’" said the wife, and she stepped back from me, for the bandaging was now done.


    'He'll never do it,' said Cicely.'No,' said the wife. 'But I will. He never reads over the correspondence after dictation.' 'You can't’ said Cicely. 'You'll be stood down if he ever finds out, and -' She suddenly gave it up and stopped, saying directly to me: 'I'm expecting that buzzer any minute.'


    I nodded at her.


    'That's to tell us to stop working,' she added, although she had in fact not done a hand's turn since I'd arrived.


    'The weavers clock off’ explained Cicely, 'we book off, and where Mr Hind Senior has got to I really don't know.'


    'Will the weavers be coming through this way?' I asked, for I didn't want to clap eyes on the woman who'd all but accused me of murder.


    Cicely shook her head. 'They leave through the main doors. They only come through this way on Thursdays.'


    'Pay day,' put in the wife.


    Then the telephone did start ringing. The wife answered it very smartly, saying, 'Hind's Mill, Office of Mr Hind', and fell to discussing a sale of looms.


    'Mr Stringer,' said Cicely, who seemed to have no inclina­tion to stop doing no work and go home, 'your suit has more scorch marks on it than my uncle Jasper's tab rug, which is always getting burnt on account of him piling too much free coal onto his grate.'


    I frowned at her.


    'My uncle Jasper works on the railways,' she explained, climbing up onto one of the high stools.


    'Well then’ I said, 'so do I.'


    'Lydia never told me’ said Cicely.


    'She doesn't really care for the job’ I said. 'She thinks it's mucky and dangerous and not, you know . . . Well, it is true that you can't be an engine man and not be bowed down by it.'


    It was the first time I had admitted anything of that sort, but nobody was really listening. Cicely had a faraway look, and the wife was still talking into the telephone.


    'Mr Stringer -' said Cicely again.


    'I was firing the Highflyer’ I cut in. 'I mean the engine that carried this mill's excursion to Blackpool: the one that got stopped.'


    'Oh’ she said, except that it was really only half an 'oh', about the smallest sound you can make while still speaking. Climbing down from the high stool, she said: 'Would you care to see the weaving room, just while Lydia's busy?'


    We walked along the wooden corridor between the offices, and I tried to collect my thoughts together. Why had the wife not let on that I'd been firing the engine on Whit Sunday? Well, she would not be popular if it was known she was married to one of the men who'd kept the whole firm waiting in a field for half a day. We'd promised them a holiday, and then made a smudge of it. Or maybe Cicely had known that I was part of that show, but didn't let on that she knew, so as to save embarrassing me.


    Cicely opened the heavy door to the weaving room for the second time, and now I was ready for the noise. There must have been four hundred looms, and every one rocked and buckled as the shuttle inside it was pitched back and forth. The weavers were mainly women. They would dart in and trim at the cloth in the thrashing machines with tiny scissors, then stand back, looking over all parts of the contraption before swooping back in again with the scissors.


    There were five rows between the lines of looms and men walked along these, pushing trolleys on which were spare bits of kit for the looms, to be stopped as needed.


    Most of the lot in this room would have been on the excur­sion. Cicely was standing next to me, with a handkerchief in her hand, looking along the middle row of looms. She looked quite grave, which did not suit her. It was getting on for five o'clock on a roasting hot day, but the inside of the mill had a feeling of near-dawn on a cold day. I looked up at the sky­lights, but they weren't sky lights, for they'd all been white­washed to keep out the glare.


    'Which loom did Dyson, the girl who died, work at?' I shouted to Cicely.


    She leant towards me and I shouted my question again. She heard it this time and pointed. My eye flew from her finger end to a loom in the centre of the weaving hall, where stood the superannuated fairy, my accuser. She was looking straight at me once again, as a great scream came in on top of the clattering of the looms. It was the buzzer, and even as it continued, the place wilted, the machines wound down, and all the madness came to an end, for the steam had been turned off.


    But the woman was still staring.


    I turned to Cicely and said: 'Who is that woman?'


    'That's Mary-Ann Roberts,' said Cicely.


    As Cicely looked at her, Mary-Ann Roberts finally left off staring at me and turned away to join the crowd moving towards the door at the opposite end.


    'She knew Margaret Dyson, the one that died, didn't she?'


    Cicely nodded. 'She was her elbow mate: worked at the next loom. She's moved along now to take Margaret's. She didn't want -'


    Cicely was looking up, and now she was crying. All the weavers were walking out of the weaving room at the other end, and I was alone with this crying woman.


    '. . . The ladies with her in the compartment,' Cicely said, 'they thought at first she was getting on nicely, but -'


    And she was off again. I just stood there like a mule. My programme was to get her back to the wife, because the wife would know what to do. An idea struck me - not a very good one. 'Do you want a cup of tea?' I said. 'Come this way.' I didn't know where any kettle was, leave alone tea, and Cicely Braithwaite knew that I didn't know, but she followed me back to the wooden corridor between the offices. The wife was still talking on the telephone. Cicely was sniffing mightily as she walked, and starting on a speech.


    'I've worked here five year,' she was saying, 'five years, I mean. I was taken on as a weaver and a friend said you should go typist because there's better prospects, so I did my typing course. In my first year, the Whit excursions for this mill started: it was to be an extra treat in advance of the Wakes Week trip to Blackpool. It was Mr Robinson's idea - he's the fellow that's gone now. He said it had to be Blackpool of course, and everyone from the mill was to go, and there was to be a tea at the Tower. Well, when we came back it was always given to me to write to the Blackpool Tower Company, and it was always the same letter.'


    She took a big breath, and I was afraid of another big crying go, but she carried on, just as if reading this letter she'd spo­ken of: '"On behalf of the work-people and officials of Hind's Mill, I beg to thank you for the excellent manner in which you catered for our party of five hundred.'" A very big sniff here.


    I could hear the wife, through the wooden wall, saying: 'You must telephone later when Mr Hind himself is here, or can you not write a letter?'


    '"The tea'", Cicely was continuing, '"was admirably served, and the attendants left nothing to be desired . . . and ... the fact that we have not had a single complaint out of the very large number -"' Another mighty sniff. '"- speaks for itself.'"


    That last part did it. She was off crying again, saying how the tea was never served that day; and how it was to have been such a spread, how it had been the thing Margaret Dyson had been looking forward to most particularly; how the Wakes Week holiday that was coming up really would be a wake. But now the wife, having at last finished with the telephone, was stepping out of the office and putting her arms about Cicely, and things were set to rights while I was sent outside to wait.


    I walked around to the side of the mill and stood between the chimney and the mill pond. They made a silent pair as always. The sunshine was sending a golden V shimmering out across the water. My heart was beating fast, just as after the smash. What I wanted was another smash, and there would then be a person lying down in a carriage, having taken a concussion. I would go in and I would not attempt to lift their head.


    The last of the weavers were trailing away down Beacon Hill.


    Walking further along the mill wall, I came to the boiler room. The door was half open and things were still in full swing inside. I could make out two boilers, with fireholes set below. There was one man to each, and now that the fires were finished, the two were scraping out clinkers with long irons. The sound they made was a desperate kind of clatter­ing, for they wouldn't get home until the job was done.


    There was a tug on my coat and the wife was standing next to me. We began walking down the hill to the town. Far below us, trams and horse buses were cutting through Hali­fax at a great rate, and folk were filing down all the streets that led to the Joint, which was full of engines coming and going. Freedom for the wage slaves: that's what we were looking at, for the Friday buzzers were going off all over.


    'Do they talk much in the mill about the lass that died?' I said.


    'Some do,' said the wife. 'She was popular - a bonny girl.'


    'Do they ever say she might have been saved?'


    But the wife didn't seem to hear that.


    'Cicely is a good soul,' she was saying, while looking at flowers by the roadside, 'but she has an awful time of it. Hind treats her like a slavey - just like one of the work people, even though she's been in the office for donkey's years.'


    'Where is Hind?'


    'He has a yacht,' said the wife, 'and he's on it. Has been for a week.'


    'Where?' I said. 'Cruising off Llandudno. You can send letters to it by posting to somewhere in Llandudno. He can send them back as well, worst luck. All week, the correspondence has been letters from Mr Robinson's solicitors saying that the price offered for his share in the mill is not acceptable; Hind saying that no more is to be offered because the light suiting of Robinson's has brought the mill almost to bankruptcy; and letters to wine retailers asking for Champagne to be sent out to Hind's yacht. If I put the wrong letter in the wrong envelope there'd be fun.'


    'You mean if you sent the Champagne to the solicitors?'


    'No, you nut. If the solicitors for Robinson found out how much Hind was spending on himself.'


    'What about Hind Senior, the founder. What does he make of all this?'


    'That fossil! Who knows if he thinks at all. Hind's the only one who talks to him. It was in King William's day when he founded this mill, you know, and it was powered by water.'


    'Do you think he's on the yacht right now with Hind?'


    'Is he heckers, like,' said the wife. 'The fossil hardly ever leaves Halifax, and he's due at the mill right now.' Then she pointed to a roadside flower: 'Foxglove,' she said quite fiercely.


    'But they did lose money over the light suiting, and it was this fellow Robinson's fault, wasn't it?'


    'It had been his idea, but young Hind had agreed to adven­ture it. I'd help Mr Robinson if I could ... He has a little boy, you know, Lance, rather grown-up for his years, and he wrote a letter to Cicely to pass on to Hind. It was asking for his dad to be given his job back. Quite heart-breaking it was, according to Cicely. Well, that boy's mad on engines. Peter Robinson's often over here with all this solicitor business, and I thought you might show the boy about the station.'


    'I'd say you were sweet on this Robinson’ I said.


    'Well, he had his points, you know.'


    'Like what?'


    'He gave me my start, for one thing. He was always gentle­manly to the workers, even if he was flogging them to death.'


    'Where is he now?’ 'At home.' 'In Halifax?'


    The wife shook her head. 'He lives in Lancashire, at St Anne's.'


    'Oh, you'd like it there,' I said. 'It's just before Blackpool; it's like Blackpool with everything taken out. Peaceful, like.'


    'What I would fancy,' said the wife, very slowly, 'is a trip to Hebden Bridge.'


    This was a turn up. The wife was not a great one for taking trips. 'Hebden would be a start,' I said. 'It's the prettiest spot within ten miles of here.'


    'In fact I am going - tomorrow afternoon, with Cicely. She did want cheering up, you know. Would you come along?'


    'I book off at one o'clock tomorrow,' I said, 'so I could do. Shall I ask George?'


    The wife shook her head. 'I don't care for that one . . . I've read there are lots of wild flowers in the hills above Hebden.'


    'You bet your boots,' I said.


    'Jim . . .' she said. She did not often use my name, so I was certain she was going to say she was expecting. Instead, she said: 'I mean to take more of an interest in nature.'


    'It's all the rage now,' I said.


    'I mean to plant something in the garden.'


    It was the first I'd heard it called that. 'You mean in that tub we have in the yard?'


    'Tub in the yard! You're no loss to house agency, are you?'


    'What are you going to plant?'


    'Mint,' she said.


    We'd drifted halfway down Beacon Hill Road. Two coal trains were crossing under the North Bridge, both going slow - lazy in the evening heat, and sending an echo all around the town. The wife had stopped again; she was looking down at some heather by the road.


    'When did Robinson leave the mill?' I asked her.


    'Friday 26 May he got the letter. It was the day after he'd interviewed me for the job.'


    'A fortnight before Whit, then?'


    'Aye’ said the wife.


    I said: 'I do think the coppers might ask that gent a few questions about what happened, you know.'


    The wife was still looking down at the tiny flowers. One of the coal trains had come to a halt between the Joint and the North Bridge goods station; the other had disappeared.


    'Why would he want to stop the excursion?' said the wife. 'It was his flipping idea in the first place. There's any number of hundreds who might have had reason to do it, mind you. I spend half my days writing letters to people saying we can't take them on at the mill. Bobbin-setters, reelers, duffers. They might not want to see the ones that have jobs gallivanting off to the seaside. If it comes to that...'


    'What?'


    'No, I shan't mention it. You'll only go flying off.'


    'No’ I said. 'You must.'


    'If it comes to it’ said the wife, 'when they stopped making the light suiting they laid off two hundred weavers. But half of them were taken on a week later at that show.'


    She was pointing at the letters spelling 'Dean Clough' standing up on the roof of the building just beyond the North Bridge. Each letter was taller than three men, and although the North Bridge was high enough to fit the goods station underneath, those letters towered above it. The Dean Clough Mill seemed to have been built by men who'd never seen another mill, and so had no notion of the correct size, but what they did have was an endless supply of bricks. You could fit twenty mills of the common run inside it. It was built by the Crossleys, who'd also - along with a certain Porter - put up the brass for the orphanage where young Arnold Dyson now lived.


    As we watched, the buzzer at Dean Clough went off, and it was loud even to the two of us, half a mile across town and halfway up a hill. After a minute, the workers came out, like oil spilling from an engine casing. As they poured forwards, crossing through the shadow of the great chimney, the wife said: 'Eight thousand carpet designs possible . . . Four thou­sand colours possible . . . Six thousand two hundred folk employed.'


    'Wage slavery,' I said, thoughtful, like.


    A motorcar was coming up the hill towards us. We stood back on either side of the road to let it pass, and the wife looked after it in a dreamy way. When it had gone she said, 'That's a bobby dazzler!' Then she laughed at me from across the road, because this was one of her new Yorkshire sayings.


    We walked on a little way, and there was a trap stopped in the road, with a man standing up in it. There was something else in the trap: it was a small scrumpled-up something, and, as we got closer, we saw that it was a person, and that it was dead, with the little eyes in the little head closed and quite sealed up for ever.


    I got in before the wife. 'Hind Senior,' I said.


    Hind Senior didn't look as though he'd ever been a great talker, and nor did his gentleman's gentleman, but this fellow had to call out, for otherwise he would have been in league with the dead body at his side.


    'Hi!' he yelled. 'Are you two down from Hind's?'


    'I work there,' called the wife. 'Drive up there, and ask for Cicely. She'll let you telephone from the office.'


    'What happened?' I called out.


    'He was ninety-nine, Jim,' the wife whispered.


    'Motorcar,' the man in the trap was saying, 'it was the bloody motorcar finished him off.'


    
Chapter Seventeen

    


    Cicely Braithwaite was waiting for us outside the front of the Joint, with all the cab drivers eyeing her. She kissed the wife, saying: 'It was you sent him up to the mill, wasn't it dear?'


    'It was,' said the wife.


    'Of course, you know what did for the old man?' she said to us both. 'His heart.'


    'Go on,' I said.


    'Well,' said Cicely, 'it stopped.'


    'And it was on account of a motorcar, wasn't it?' I asked her.


    Cicely nodded. 'Frightened the life out of the old man,' she said, and then she coloured up. 'You know, it's the first time I've said that when it's actually been true.'


    'Did the motorcar do anything?' I asked.


    Cicely shook her head. 'Barley, that's the old man's man ... He said it just came too close as it passed by . . . and it was going at a fair rate of course, as they all do.'


    I could hear Knowles, the stationmaster, shouting at a porter: something about an out-of-date auction poster and how it wanted taking down sharpish. I looked at the clock over the station. 'If I nip up fast for our tickets,' I said, 'we should be in time for the one thirty-two - stopping train for Blackpool. Hebden's first stop.'


    'Does he have Bradshaw off by heart?' Cicely said to the wife, as I climbed the steps to the ticket office.


    As I waited at the ticket window, I thought about motor­cars. The one that had run alongside us before the smash had looked like a giant baby-carriage, and so had the one on Beacon Hill. And so did they all, except for a certain other kind that looked like boats. I'd asked the wife, and she'd said that her Mr Robinson owned a motorcar.


    The Courier was always going on about how they were the terrors of the countryside, I knew that much, and it was said they should be taxed. I didn't believe the Socialist Mission could run to one, even though old Hind might have been in their sights as an operator of wage slavery.


    Dick served me at the ticket window. I could see Bob in the office behind him. I tried to remember the difference between them. Dick was the one who could write with two hands; Bob was the one that couldn't.


    'George about?' I asked.


    He was not; day off.


    'I can't understand Bradshaw's,' Cicely was saying, as I returned. 'Whenever I find the train I need, I look down the page and there's a note saying "Only on Weekdays", and it never is a weekday that I want to take a train.'


    'There's worse than that,' said the wife. 'Only go on Thurs­day afternoons, half of them.'


    The train came in on time, pulled by one of Mr Aspinall's 060s, but that was lost on the ladies. We found an empty com­partment in Third. I sat next to the wife on one side, Cicely sat on the other. As the whistle was blown, Cicely said, 'I sup­pose Mr Hind will have to break off his sailing holiday. He'll be awfully cut up to hear the news.'


    'Rubbish,' said the wife, and Cicely frowned as the engine started away.


    'Well, it's a shame that the poor old -'


    'Fossil,' put in the wife.


    'The poor old gentleman', said Cicely, 'did not get to a hun­dred, because then you receive a telegram from the . . . Oh, now that reminds me.' And Cicely began telling a story about Hind's Mill. 'Before he went off sailing, Mr Hind asked me to take a letter, which always gets me in a tiz. He's so fast, it's very hard to take him down verbatim, although I'm sure you can do it, love.' She touched the wife on her knee.


    'He usually writes out the letters he wants me to send,' said the wife. 'I've only taken one from him verbatim.'


    'How did you get on?'


    'I asked him to talk more slowly.'


    Cicely went wide-eyed and forgot all about her story for the moment, looking the spit of Young Leonard, the doll of Henry Clarke. 'Well he must be dead keen on you then,' she said, 'or you'd have been stood down in a moment.'


    The wife was smiling, looking out of the window and kick­ing her foot, smiling at the flashing sunshine and the smoke­less Saturday-afternoon mills going by. I pulled down the window strap and lit one of the last of the 'B's that I'd bought with George Ogden. A man went past in the corridor, and I thought: now by rights he'll be envious seeing me sitting here with two beauties. Though I'd lain awake most of the night as usual, trying to make a connection between the death of old Hind and all else, I was now feeling a little better about things: I would just go on searching until I knew the name of the person who'd put the stone on the line. Meanwhile I was dead set on having a pleasant afternoon.


    'Do carry on with your story, Cicely,' I said, and I put on a bit of a swell's voice for that, so the wife gave me a funny look.


    'Mr Hind had me into his room,' Cicely went on, 'and after a bit of doing his usual -'


    The wife was frowning at her; we were rattling past Sowerby Bridge.


    'You know,' Cicely said, 'the funny ...'


    'Funny what?' I said, puffing out smoke.


    'The funny-osity. He never says anything, but just puts his hands -'


    The wife shook her head, as if to say: not in front of a man, which was a shame, because I'd have liked to hear more about the funny-osity.


    'Anyway,' Cicely continued, 'Mr Hind said, "I would like you to take a letter." I said, "Who to, Mr Hind?" and he said, "To the King!'"


    'He never did!' I said, and the wife gave me another look.'I've not told you this, dear,' said Cicely, grinning all around her head, 'because I was saving it up for today. Any­way it was a very long letter, and it was to go with six suits that we were sending His Majesty.'


    The wife rolled her eyes.


    'The letter was saying, you know, please find herewith six suits, only in a smarter way, and was all about how they were made from the finest woollens. I never knew this, but Hind's Mill has been sending the Royal Family six suits for the staff at Balmoral every year for forty-seven years, and when we send off the fiftieth lot of six, we're to be in the Halifax Courier, Mr Hind says.'


    'You'd think he'd want to keep quiet about such a daft scheme,' said the wife.


    'Why six?' I said.


    'I don't know,' said Cicely. 'Nobody knows.'


    'To think what it must cost,' said the wife, 'and Hind laying people off in their dozens over the light suiting.'


    'The letter was to go to the King's Secretary,' Cicely contin­ued, 'who's the Right Honourable Lord ... something, with a lot of letters after his name - more letters after his name than in it. I have the letter by heart if you want to hear.'


    She looked across the carriage at the two of us; again she was dividing us, because I wanted to hear, and the wife, I knew, didn't care to.


    'Go on, Cicely,' I said, blowing smoke.


    'My Lord,' said Cicely. 'We would be grateful if His Majesty would be so gracious -'


    'Makes you quite sick,' said the wife.


    '- so gracious,' Cicely continued, frowning at the wife, 'as to receive this gift of six suits for the royal staff at Balmoral.'


    But such a frost had been created by the wife that Cicely just said, 'Eee, Lydia,' and gave a very Yorkshire sort of sigh. Then she perked up, saying: 'Oh, talking of letters . . .' And she passed an envelope over to me.


    I didn't have time to picture my worst fears before they were actually there on the page. It started straight in with: 'I saw you yesterday at the mill with Cicely, who says your wife is the new one in the office. This letter is in case you want to know more about Maggie Dyson, the lady you killed.'


    Cicely and the wife were talking. I read on, but not every word. I kept my eyes half turned away, as if looking at the sun.


    There was something about Dyson's husband, how his heart had given out at a young age; something about the boy, who was so quiet where his mother was lively, but still she doted on him: 'No living child was better fed or clothed.' There was another part about the boy's dog, which was quiet too, and didn't need looking after, 'even on railway stations'. It seemed to be good that the dog was quiet, but a worry that the boy was so silent.


    It ended: 'To think that in her hour of need she had you. It must be a judgement upon her, but why only God knows.'


    There was a looking glass on the opposite side of the car­riage: I saw in it a boy smoking a cigar, trying to be something he was not.


    'Who on earth is writing to you?' asked the wife.


    Cicely answered: 'It's from Mary-Ann Roberts, love, one of the weavers. She saw Jim at the mill yesterday and stayed behind to write a letter. She asked me to give it him. What it's about I don't know, I'm sure.'


    'It's just about the smash,' I said.


    'What about it?' said Cicely. And I was sure the tears were coming again.


    'Oh, nothing to speak of,' I said.


    I stood up and pitched the letter through the window, sending my cigar flying after it. The girls looked at me strangely for a moment; then carried on with the chatting. On top of everything, I felt a coward for covering things up.


    ------- <o>----


    We climbed out at Hebden Bridge and stood before the notice on the platform: 'for hardcastle crags: an ideal spot for picnic parties'. The sound of our train departing gave way to the clattering of the weir by the station. The town was a little way to the west, with woods coming down to it from the hills on all sides. There were mills at Hebden, but they were small ones: house-sized, family goes, putting out thin trails of smoke instead of black fogs.


    As we set off walking, I picked up the wife's basket with the blanket on top. 'This is a rather light picnic,' I said.


    'We'll pick up a bite in the town,' she said. 'It's on the way, and there's a Co-operative Stores.'


    We crossed the river Calder by a bridge called the Victoria Bridge. We walked in a line, dawdling, Cicely in front twirling her sunshade, calling out that this spot could be just as good as Blackpool, if only there were afternoon dances to be found, and me cursing Mary-Ann Roberts. There was a swan going along underneath us, with cygnets following behind, like a train.


    Then the wife caught sight of a baker's van heading into the town, and said we must follow it because it had the words 'hebden bridge co-operative society' on the side. We followed it into Commercial Street, and the wife got excited over the store having a butchery as well as a bakery. It was funny how easily people could enjoy life when they didn't have a death to answer for.


    'If they can lay their hands on the coin for that,' she said, 'there must be hundreds of members.'


    The wife picked up bottles of cola, Eccles cakes, apples and eggs. But when she came out with our divvy number, the shopkeeper shook his head and said, 'That's a Halifax num­ber.' The wife believed you should be able to use a Halifax divvy number in a Co-op at Hebden Bridge or anywhere else, and told the man so, but he didn't seem bothered either way. Even though he had a butchery and a bakery, he was not go- ahead.


    He told Cicely that some of the eggs she was looking over were pre-boiled, all ready for picnicking. Cicely laughed, and said, 'Shall we take them and drop them to test it?' and the man said, 'You can do what you bloody want after you've paid for and taken them away.'


    'You've a hope of getting new members if that's how you talk to customers,' said the wife.


    'I'll not have people cracking eggs on my floor,' he said.


    As we were leaving, though, the shopkeeper walked out from behind his counter and, throwing one of the eggs towards Cicely, shouted, 'Catch!'


    Cicely did catch it, going very red in the process. 'Well,' she said, as we walked down the road with our full basket, 'he was all right in the end.'


    We walked up to a cluster of finger posts on a pole. They showed the way to Granny Wood, Common Bank Wood, Owler Bank, Wood End, Hardcastle Crags.


    'What's at Hardcastle Crags?' asked Cicely, a little anx­iously.


    'Rocks,' I said.


    'Do they do teas?' said Cicely.


    'Do who do them?' I asked.


    'Lonely spot, is it?'


    'Except for the hundreds of trippers,' said the wife.


    'It's known as Little Switzerland, or England's Alps,' said the wife. 'I read about it in the library. There's a mill up there that's now a tea room, but was in full cry until only a few years ago, working dozens of little weaving girls half to death.'


    'It is very pleasantly situated, though,' I said.


    We walked along Lees Road, which was in the valley of Hebden Water, and, after passing Nut Clough Mill, fell in with a line of trippers trooping on one another's heels up to the Crags. Occasionally a gig would come along with some toffs on board, and fairly bulging with up-to-date patent cookers and whatnot.


    It was scorching hot, and because of what Cicely had said the day before, I fell to thinking about my good suit, which was probably twenty-eight ounces like my work ones. Well, it was too much. I wore it every single Sunday, but for half the year I'd be far better off without it.


    We walked on, and after a mile of hard going Cicely's sun­shade had stopped twirling, and she'd fallen behind.


    'Clog on!' called the wife, turning and grinning at her.


    That's proper Yorkshire, that is!' Cicely called back, but she didn't pick up the pace.


    We knew we'd come to Hardcastle Crags when we began to see oak trees on the hillsides. Underneath them, the light and shade was all criss-crossed. There were lots of signs telling you not to use patent cookers, and lots of people using them. Each little group would look up and scowl as you went past, just in case you were thinking of sitting near. It was the valley of a stream that was out of sight below, but noisy with it. We sat down next to a party that was just leaving. They looked well-to-do, and had managed to have a knife-and-fork dinner. They were now cleaning the knives by sticking them straight into the ground and yanking them out again. Cicely was quite hypnotised by this. 'I'll bet it doesn't work with the forks,' she said after a while, as if coming out of a dream. Then, looking all about, she said, 'The forget-me-nots are all on the go.' She sighed, adding, 'Oh, they're so viewsome. They've always been my favourites.'


    We stretched out our blankets and ate our dinner, which took about five minutes flat. What I'd have liked was a bottle or two of beer, but instead I said, 'Who'd like to walk a bit fur­ther up?'


    'What happens up there?' asked Cicely.


    'You hit the tree line where all the vegetation gives out.'


    'Doesn't sound so exciting,' said Cicely.


    A few minutes later, the wife spotted a little sign reading 'flower office', and pointing up. This was a round hut where flowers were explained. It was very close inside and smelt strongly of plants, although there were only pictures of plants on show, with the parts - roots, flowers and stems - shown separately like the parts of a machine. In the middle was a glass case containing books open at certain pages and showing maps of the Crags. Everybody shuffled around in a circle, boots making a din on the floorboards.


    There was an old lady standing in the hut. Everybody had to keep dodging around her, but it turned out she was there to be asked questions. A couple of smart sorts came out with a few, speaking the Latin names of the plants for swank.


    Cicely asked the old lady: 'Is it allowed to pick any of the flowers round about?'


    'It is not,' said the old lady. 'And there is a ten-shilling fine for those that do.'


    Cicely walked directly out, and the wife followed her.


    A minute after, I came out myself, and the sun had sud­denly swung away. Well, it was not completely gone. There were floating shadows and patches of light in the trees; then would come a surge of cool wind and rattling leaves. I saw the wife walking through some yellow flowers with her skirt lifted almost to the knee.


    'Where's Cicely?' I asked her.


    'I don't know. I've looked all about. The way she was spo­ken to, and it's the second time today -' And here she raised her voice so that it might carry to where we'd just been: 'If that woman was not standing there everyone would be able to walk around the hut properly. Has anybody thought of that?' She was now looking down at the ground. 'All the flowers are labelled with little tickets,' she said, 'it's like a shop.'


    'I thought you liked shops,' I said.


    'I would rather find out about the flowers by myself.'


    'How?'


    'I would save up for a book which had pictures and expla­nations, and I would match those up with the ones I see growing.'


    'You'd be walking about all day,' I said.


    'I might very well be.'She took off her hat, and, keeping it in her teeth, changed her hair at the back. She asked me if I would pass her the shawl that was in the basket. She pulled it around herself and put both her arms around my waist.


    'I'm froz,' she said, practising her Yorkshire again.


    Rain came with the next gust of wind, and you could hear the cries from the trees all around as picnics were brought to an end. I picked up the basket and we walked up, away from the stream towards the dining room in the old mill. When we got there, we saw a big sign on the wall saying 'teas and dances', and we knew Cicely would be inside.


    She was eating chocolate and drinking tea at one of what seemed like hundreds of tables. Even so, the old mill looked empty. They hadn't put as much back in as they had taken out.


    When Cicely saw us, she shouted: 'Oh do come on, or else I shall finish all this chocolate cake!'


    'She seems quite herself again,' said the wife.


    'The dancing starts shortly,' said Cicely when we reached the table. 'And there's a programme.'


    'Do they run to a waltz?' asked the wife.


    She passed over a piece of paper. The wife read it and, sit­ting down, said to Cicely: 'The two of us shall have a waltz, dear.'


    The wife was a good dancer.


    In short order, the floor was full of people waiting for someone to walk over to the piano. I looked up at the roof. Brackets that had held machinery were still stuck out from the tops of the walls like gibbets, and there were flowers jammed in at odd places. When I looked down again there was a man at the piano.


    The waltz began, and, as Cicely and the wife walked hand in hand to the dance floor, I decided to take a turn outside. It was raining more heavily, but the sun was out once again. Two minutes later, I was walking in the woods in the rain and the sun, when I heard a crashing noise that shouldn't have been made by any picnicker. I stood still, and the noise was followed by a crack and a shout.


    Down below, the stream was racing on as before. I heard another cry. Walking smartly towards the sound, I struck a rock that had been broken in two by a tree that had been growing up through the middle but was now dead, and itself broken, and, beyond these, making up the complete set, was a broken man.


    I knew him, even without his gold coat: it was Martin Lowther, the ticket inspector. He lived in Hebden Bridge. His head was half beard, half blood. He was in shirtsleeves, with cuffs undone and no gold on his clothes to protect him. With­out his coat he looked like a tortoise without its shell. And both his legs were in the wrong positions, as if they'd swapped sides. It was the impossible before my own eyes; the sun and the rain together; engine number 1418 half off the tracks.


    As I crashed down through the bracken towards Lowther, I saw a long, thin man down at the beck. He was running hard along its banks, leaping the water as clear flat grass for running came up on either side: long feet, big strides, like Little Titch in flight, with legs as wings, and head going back­wards and forwards like a pump. It looked as if he was racing the water itself. He was nobody that I knew.


    Letting my coat slide off my shoulders, I tumbled down the little mountain and fell in behind him.


    The long fellow scarpered up a bank and struck the valley road, Lees Road. But as I went up the bank to follow, a thorn scraped through my bandage and touched my burn. I stopped for a moment to stare as the red line came alive with blood; then, smearing the bandage back round as best I could, I set off again.


    There were not many on the road, just a few half-hearted stragglers: tardy sorts, and now they were all in my way. They'd seen one man running, now they saw another. They didn't connect us - at least no one called out any encourage­ment.


    The trees seemed to be rolling in a light wind. This was blowing the rain away, and the sun was coming out with a violent force. It had got a taste for shining that summer, and was out to cause a sensation. I forced myself on like a human hammer, boot segs clattering on the stony road. I could not see the killer but when the road twisted in the right way, I'd see the oncoming crowds part and come together, as if some­one was going through them at a lick. Ahead of me, shaking in my line of sight at the bottom of the valley, was Hebden again. A rainbow was over the top of the town, and beyond that was a second rainbow, fainter but bigger - for Mytholm- royd further along the valley.


    I came into Hebden, and the sound of my boots changed to a ringing echo in the streets.


    The place was full of happy excursionists: the skylarking, drink-taking sort who didn't fancy the hike up to the Crags. They roved between the pubs, or stood crowding pavements near the jug-and-bottle doors. I skidded into half a dozen streets about the main square, seeing nothing, and came to rest in front of the town chapel. But the sound of one desperate fel­low's boots clattering continued. The runner, with his jerking head, was five hundred yards off, the only man on Burnley Road, and he was going hard for the right turn that'd take him over the canal and river, and into the railway station.


    He was on the bridge as I came onto Burnley Road. As I hit the bridge, the railway station swallowed him up. I shot past the booking office and onto the down platform. The light changed, got brighter and darker all in a moment. Light rain was coming down all around the station, but I was under the canopy. I could see the rain but it was not real to me. I was far too hot for anything, and the platform did not seem to be quite level.


    I turned and turned. There was a porter standing next to me on the down. A clerk was coming out of the General Room. There were four passengers on the down, more in the waiting room. All my thoughts were of the down. A train came in, blurring everything. Very short train, three rattlers on. The porter shouted 'Rochdale train!' The four on the plat­form looked at him and got on, as if they were obeying him. The engine began to blow off steam - bad driving - and as the steam turned to rain there was another noise from beyond and behind. I turned and saw the finger-pointing sign to the footbridge and the 'up'. In my mind the sign was saying, Hurry up to the up! There was another train in - already in and waiting on the up. I was over the bridge, and onto the platform and into the train.


    A bloody rattler. No corridor. The last of the doors was slammed and I heard the tail end of the guard's shout of 'Manchester train!' As we moved out of the station and began shaking through fields, I threw off my waistcoat, but the sun soon found my compartment and ran alongside the train, roasting me all the same. I could not cool down in the com­partment, which I had to myself. I sat on the seat, and a lot of dust came slowly up, sucking the breath from my lungs. There was no longer any possibility of any more rain ever. I was on the same train as the running killer, and we were going towards Manchester, the London of the North, the city where the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway had sprouted from.


    I stayed sitting, leaning forwards on my seat, which some­how seemed the best way of coping with the burning, falling feeling. We came to some little station on the Lanky that I'd never been in: I caught the name as we went through slowly: Littleboro. One proud stationmaster in shirtsleeves, viewing miniature trees in tubs. More hot, lonely fields came up, sheep moving away with short, bumpy runs - couldn't be bothered to do more. We rolled into Smithy Bridge station, going slowly along the length of a poster showing a row of happy faces: it was an advertisement for Blackpool. But our three-carriage train did not stop, and we were into fields again, smaller ones, rising and falling beside us like waves. I could not picture in my mind the route from Hebden Bridge to Manchester that I was now following, and I could not remember the direction, could not move my thoughts.


    I got to my feet in the carriage and turned a slow circle to help me get my bearings. I then recalled that I had boarded the train on the up. The direction we were moving in was south. I wanted to put my head out of the window to see whether the killer was looking out from his own compart­ment, but I could not rise.


    I knew that a big town lay between Hebden Bridge and Manchester, but could not remember its name, was too hot to remember its name. Directly we stopped, I would put my hands on the other fellow, then shout for the nearest consta­ble. But why? I clean forgot for a moment. It came back to me in a blue flash, like electricity. He had killed Lowther, the ticket inspector. He had done it for some reason to do with the stone on the line.


    What would be the first stop? Looking up, I saw a mighty advertisement for Victory V lozenges go rocking past. I heard the friendly echoing of a station, and I knew this was Rochdale, but I also knew I had brain fever from the heat. I grasped the window strap to pull myself up, but our driver was proving very tardy in shutting off steam. If he doesn't push that regulator to the home position in a minute, I thought, there'll be no station left. But the exhaust beats con­tinued, steady as the ticking of a clock. Our train may have been short, but it was very determined. I sat back down with the notion that if we weren't going to stop at Rochdale, we weren't going to stop anywhere until the end of the line.


    I fancy that I may have slept before Manchester. I do not recall approaching the station: Manchester Victoria.


    When we arrived, I stumbled out of the compartment, and saw the illuminated display revolving in the hot dirty air: 'visit the Ardennes'; Visit. . . somewhere else; 'visit the ardennes' again. I turned to look at the platform gates, and there was the long thin man going through fast, leaving money in the hand of the ticket collector.


    I broke into a run, but it came out wrong, all wobbly, like, and I knew I was being marvelled at by a lot of people com­ing down off a train that had pulled up on the opposite plat­form. I had my waistcoat in my hand, but no jacket and no pocket book. I had left them behind in Little Switzerland, England's Alps.


    The ticket collector was coming up to me - 'Where's your ticket, mate?' but he didn't say it, I was only imagining him saying it. There seemed to be some difficulty in my head as to what was happening, and what I thought was happening, for although they were mostly the same, they were sometimes not.


    I got past the ticket collector because he'd seen somebody he knew. Somebody was walking towards the fellow and putting his hand to his cap, ready to raise it and say 'Now then'. So the collector forgot his business for a moment, and I was through the gates and in the clear. But there was another revolving sign that delayed me: 'England' ... 'continent' . .. 'England' ... 'continent'. I dragged my eyes away. I was in the great hall of Manchester Victoria station, which was all white tiles, like a giant washroom. The offices of the Lanky were hard by, I knew, tacked on to the station.


    There was no air. Close to the entrance was a refreshment room, where a man was drinking a glass of water. I saw the silver sparkle of it, and that delayed me too, but the drinking of water was something that went on in another world.


    I stepped out of the station. The cathedral might have been carved from coal, and there was a river smell floating up around it. In the mystery of Manchester, I was keeping my eye out for anyone moving away fast from the station, but there were dozens doing that, even though it was early evening on Saturday. All along the steaming wet roads they went, for it had lately rained; under the hot orange sky they went, under the mighty gas lamps, the size and shape of diamonds.


    On all sides enormous words were being carried across streets by viaducts and bridges: 'gramophones below cost', 'umbrellas re-covered'. It seemed to be a city of policemen with slowly turning heads, and everybody a winner or a loser and nothing in between. There were great statues in the streets, controlling the people, and the trams were like moving spiral staircases, everybody walking towards them full of mean thoughts, not really walking but pushing on grimly. It was hard to credit that only one train could bring a fellow from Little Switzerland to here.


    The sun was sinking, but still I could not get cool. I thought I might raise a breeze by walking fast so tried that for a while. It didn't work, so I sat down in a coal yard near the cathedral. There was a grindstone there, and a fellow lifting sacks of coal onto a cart. I stared at the grindstone, and the coalman looked at me for a longer time after every heave, until I walked over the road to a pub which turned out to be tiny - just a dark, tiny box of hot air, with dusty pictures of soldiers all around the walls. I bought a glass of beer, handing over what I realised, too late, was my last shilling. Then I bought another because the damage was done. Besides the barman, there was one other fellow in the pub. He was smoking a clay pipe. He was one of those old men with eyes that are fright­ening because too young and lively: the kind that haven't done enough in life.


    'I saw you,' he said, 'sleeping in a coal yard.'


    'Was not,' I said. I might have been five years old.


    'Hard on, you were. You're barely awake now.'


    'It's not a crime is it?' I said.


    'So you admit it? You'd better watch him,' he said to the barman; 'turn your back for a minute, he'll be out like a light.'


    He turned to me again as I tried to tuck my hand bandage back into place. 'What are you up to?' he said.


    'Looking out for a murderer,' I said.


    The old boy just muttered something very quietly to him­self at that, and went back to his pipe, disgusted that there was somebody even stranger than himself about the place.


    I came out of the pub and immediately saw a very promis­ing sign reading 'ice station'. But then a tram moved and it was 'police station'. I thought about walking in and saying I believed a man who had done a murder at Hebden Bridge was now at large in Manchester. It would be like saying that I believed him to be 'in the world'.


    I decided to do it, though.


    As I walked into the copper shop, it was hot, but in a dif­ferent way again, which turned my head. I realised that my bandage was dangling down from my wrist like a dog lead with no dog on the end.


    I started to tell my story at the long desk, and a man who was something between a policeman and a clerk said the smart thing would be for me to sit down on a bench. He talked to somebody else about me, and the only words I heard were 'no effects', which he said with a laugh. But it was all songs and whistling in the copper shop because a man was fitting an electrical fan into the ceiling.


    I sat still for a while, working on my breathing. The trou­ble was that I was unable to take in as much air as I was breathing out. Other people who were waiting to be seen, I noticed, were taken off to special rooms, and I couldn't work out whether it was good or bad that I was kept on the bench. I told at least three policemen that I wanted to make a statement in connection with a crime, and nothing was done, but glasses of water kept coming for me, and I would watch the scenes at the desk. Mostly it was people with complaints that came in, and mostly the complaints were about horses.


    Presently, a fourth or fifth copper came up, saying: 'How about a spot of grub?' He gave me a menu chart, divided up according to different times of day. I looked up at the clock, thinking it was about six, when bread and butter and tea came to an end going by the chart, and pea soup started, but somehow it was quarter to eight, when hotpot was nearly fin­ished; and the fan, although not turning, was quite fitted into the ceiling with the stepladder below it, and I knew then that I must have been asleep. Manchester had been so large, and now it was so small: just this police station and the question of the fan.


    The pea soup was brought on a tray, with suet pudding and syrup and half a pint of tea. As I started to eat it my ban­dage, which I had tried to fix, came unwound again and dropped into the soup, so it became green, but it became sticky too, so that when I wound it back - which everybody in the copper shop saw me do - it stayed put.


    The copper who came to collect the pots when I'd finished had a sideways sloping face, and teeth going backwards. I reminded him that I had a statement to make, and he said, with eyes to the floor: 'Yes, you've taken a funny turn, but we mean to get it down.'


    But I did not believe him because he wouldn't look at me.


    He finally took me into one of the writing rooms, using more pushing and shoving than I cared for. I said, 'I've had a fair wait, you know,' and he said, 'Well, we wanted to take a look at you for a while.'


    'Why?'


    'You seemed a bit steamed up ... bit of a beer smell coming off you ...'


    He was looking away all the time, so there was no telling if this was the real reason.


    'I have been running for miles,' I said. 'So I have taken a glass of beer.'


    The policeman nodded.


    More water came from somewhere, so I drank it. 'You boys must have had me down as loony,' I said, 'a loafer.' I knew you ought not to call policemen 'boys'. It was asking for trou­ble.


    The policeman smiled very uncertainly while producing a pen and a ledger from the drawer in the desk. He said: 'All right now, you've come here on the train from Switzerland but you don't even have a coat. ..'


    It was a long statement, starting with an explanation of the difference between Switzerland and Little Switzerland, which I became better at as I went along. I told the policeman all, and he wrote it down. Well, mostly. I told him about the stone on the line, and my notions concerning it, including that it could have been the first attempt by the runner of today to get Lowther, but even as I spoke, I remembered that nobody could've known Lowther would be on the train. I myself had seen him decide to get on it.


    The copper came in with: 'Why would a fellow wreck a whole train on the off-chance of doing for one man on it?'


    That was my question too, but I said: 'Well, it has been known.'


    'When has it?'


    I thought of all the Railway Magazines I'd ever read, all the reports of smashes and inquiries but nothing came of it.


    'I couldn't say for certain’ I said, feeling that this was throwing away all the work I'd put in to make him think I was of strong mind.


    'What happened today’ said the policeman (and I knew that he was thinking 'If it happened'), 'might very well have started out as an argument over a fare. Ticket inspecting can be a dangerous line to be in, you know.'


    Yes, I wanted to say: if you were canned, or just the violent sort, you might crown a ticket inspector if your blood was up. But you wouldn't follow him on his private Saturday after­noon jaunts, when he was minding his business and not wearing his gold, and do him then.


    The policeman ended by saying he'd be sending a letter to Hebden Bridge Police, and writing me out a chit that would see me from Manchester Victoria station back to Halifax.


    Well, he had to get out of it all somehow.


    When I walked out of the police station, Manchester was all aglow in the hot, soft darkness, and the river air was spread­ing, yet somehow I was feeling stronger. To stand at shoulder height like the statues in the streets would be nothing. As I approached the booking office with my chit, I wondered whether I needed to explain how I had come by it, or did they see a hundred roughy reds a day in possession of police 'spe­cials'? Another fancy came to me as I approached the booking office: If the murder of Lowther was not to do with one ticket, it might very likely be to do with hundreds. George Ogden had told me tickets had gone missing. And George Ogden was on the fly.


    
Chapter Eighteen

    


    When I came half stumbling through the door of 21 Back Hill Street, the wife was in the process of walking across the par­lour, and my coat was lying on the sofa looking as though it was taking a rest in my place. I put it onto the floor and lay down.


    'Are you all right?' she said, but she did not kiss me and continued on her way to the scullery. 'A man of your descrip­tion was seen flying through Hebden Bridge,' she called out, while moving pots within the scullery, 'then leaping on a train to Manchester . . . Without a ticket, the booking clerk said.'


    'If you knew I was going towards Manchester,' I called back from the sofa, 'why didn't you tell the police? Then they could have had men waiting.'


    The movement from the kitchen stopped for a second at this, but soon started up again. The Erasmic Soap and the good towel were laid out for me next to the tub, and the tub was near the open window, which was the summer equiva­lent of in front of the fire. The first gas lamp of Hill Street gave a glow on the bath when set just there, and it was my favourite place for reading. But I was so tired that it seemed a long way from sofa to tub. There was a letter for George Ogden on the mantelshelf.


    'So I knew where you'd gone,' the wife continued, walking back into the parlour, 'but I didn't know how you'd get back without your pocket book.' The wife picked the coat up from the floor and put it on the hook behind the door. Her face was very brown from the sun; her eyes darker, hair lighter.


    The wife said cocoa was waiting in the stove cup - the tin cup - and that it 'ought to be just about right', which meant I was to fetch it from the stove because it would be too hot for her hands. When I walked into the kitchen there was food set on the table: a boiled egg, a pork pie, a parkin, a bowl of peach halves in syrup. The wife sat down opposite, watching me start on the egg, which meant she had something to say. Water was steaming in the boiler.


    'Do you want to know what happened?' I said, crossly.


    'A man suffered an injury at the Crags,' she said, 'and you chased another man to Manchester.'


    'The fellow that died,' I said, 'was Martin Lowther, a ticket inspector who was on the excursion when we hit the stone. And I didn't chase "a man", I chased the wrecker.' But I was starting to doubt it once again.


    'Well,' the wife said presently, 'did you catch the man?'


    'You've asked at last,' I said.


    She sighed. 'Are you not going to eat your peach halves?' she said.


    'No,' I said. 'No, I did not catch him, and, no, I do not mean to eat my peach halves. I do not care for them. When you've been hard at it, trying to catch a murderer, you don't want fruit.'


    'What do you want?'


    'A bottle of beer.'


    She stood up and took the peach halves away to the sink. She was still wearing the holiday dress, but the holiday was over. She turned around and looked at me for a little while longer.


    'I daresay,' I said, 'from your look, that you think when a fellow sees murder done, he should just let the killer stroll off.'


    'I do not say that,' said the wife, and she continued to look at me.


    I was thinking of railway tickets, and I was thinking of our lodger. 'Where's George?' I asked the wife.


    'He was in earlier, then he went out.'


    'What time?' 'Just as I got back.'


    'Did you tell him what had happened?'


    'That you'd gone haring off to Manchester without any money? No I did not.'


    'What's that letter for him on the mantel?'


    'How should I know?' said the wife, but after a short pause she added, 'It's from the Society for the Diffusion of Knowl­edge ... It is to be hoped they put him straight on questions to do with the payment of rent.'


    'Oh go on then,' I said. 'You mean to say something, so let's have it.'


    'Well,' she said, moving to the table to clear up the rest of the pots, 'it's just this: he's not dead.'


    'Who's not?' I said. 'The man who was killed? Lowther?'


    'There was a doctor dancing up at the tea rooms, and he went down to him and said it was two broken legs ...'


    'But he wasn't moving,' I said.


    'Nor would you be if you'd two smashed legs. The ambu­lance was sent for,' said the wife, 'and while it was coming the doctor talked to the man.'


    'To Lowther?' I said.


    'Whatever his name is ... And he said he'd fallen.'


    'Fallen?' I glanced down at the pea soup stain on my shirt; I thought of the chit given to me in the police station - they had never stopped thinking me a loony, and had meant to get me out of their city in double-quick time. The wife thought I was a crackerjack, too. If she could've handed me a one-way ticket to somewhere just then, I'm sure she would have done it.


    I thought of myself as seen in the carriage glass: a little man.


    A fellow who lived in Hebden Bridge, who happened to have been on a train that somebody had tried to stop, had suffered a fall at the place he lived. And I brought to mind once more that I had seen Lowther at the Joint station on Whit Sunday, at the very moment that he had decided to board our excursion, after waiting for the Leeds train and giving it up. Nobody could have banked on him making that decision; nobody could have known he'd be on our train. But with old Hind it was different: everyone knew he was aboard. It was his first train ride ever: a red letter day.


    I was wrong over Lowther, just as I'd been wrong over the correct treatment of concussion cases. I ought to stick to firing engines, but I was filled with anxiety every time I did that.


    I felt like somebody lying at the bottom of the sea.


    'He tumbled off a rock that he'd been sitting on,' the wife continued.


    'Why would Lowther be sitting on a rock?' I said, staring at the table edge.


    'That spot is England's Alps, you said, and in the Alps, they climb.'


    'But he's a bloody ticket inspector.'


    'There's no need to start cursing just because you've been a juggings. Anyway, what's his job got to do with it?'


    'Ticket inspectors', I said, 'don't generally go about climb­ing mountains. They make things hot for them as haven't got railway tickets.'


    'The doctor said he'd been drinking wine too.'


    'Now that I can credit,' I said.


    The kitchen was too hot and too small. I pushed the chair back.


    'You're all in,' said the wife. 'You should get in the tub and go to bed.'


    'I'm off to go to the pub,' I said.


    'Are you?' said the wife. 'Well, I would change that shirt.'


    'They're not particular in the Evening Star,' I said.


    She was on the edge of laughing, now.


    'It is a definite fact,' I said, 'that...'


    Something was a definite fact, but I was too tired to remem­ber what.'It is a definite fact,' I went on, 'that the man I chased was moving like greased lightning.' 'Well’ said the wife. 'Some people are close to an accident, and they don't like to be pestered to death over what they've seen. Or they think they might catch the blame if they hang about.'


    'What rot,' I said.


    'For all you know,' said the wife, 'he might have been run­ning to catch his train.'


    'Well, that beats all,' I said, and I was laughing now.


    'Why does it?' said the wife, who was taking down her hair, letting the door-knocker fall.


    'I expect there's a train every half hour going between Heb­den Bridge and Manchester. Instead of half killing himself on the hottest day in memory, don't you think he'd stroll to the station for the next one?'


    'I really don't know’ said the wife.


    'No’1 said, 'and nor do I.'


    'But it is a fact that he never touched the man found with broken legs.'


    I suddenly thought of the Socialist Mission. Anybody could say anything. 'It is a fact,' I said, 'that Lowther said the fellow never touched him.'


    The wife gave me a good steady look that I liked. I was back up from the bottom of the sea.


    'Will you unhook this dress?' she said. 'I've had enough of it.'


    When that was done, and the business that followed was done (after which the wife did not go off to do any family- stopping business), and I was lying in the tub with my Railway Magazine reading of the new goods yards in Dover, with the pages fluttering in the breeze that had finally started to come in through the window, and drinking a bottle of Bass that the wife had produced from the pantry, I said, 'We are not really at all alike, are we? One difference is that you were not on the engine, you know.'


    'We have some points in common’ said the wife.


    'What?'


    'We both want to get on.'


    I finished the beer, and the wife took the bottle away from me. She didn't mind my having a bath in front of the smart sorts in Hill Street, but would rather they didn't catch a glimpse of me drinking beer.


    'When you get married,' I said some time later, but still in the bath, 'you think that's more or less it as far as knowing the other person's concerned . .. But it isn't really, is it?'


    But the wife, in her petticoats, was curled up asleep on the sofa. She was full of surprises.


    


    


  


  
    
Chapter Nineteen

    


    Two evenings later, on the Monday, I walked towards the Crossley Porter School and Orphanage all kitted out with the Pearson's Book of Fun under my arm, and a Farthing Everlast­ing Strip in my pocket. This would be my first social call of the evening; the second would take me to Halifax Infirmary, where John Ellerton had told me Lowther was laid up.


    That day we'd taken an excursion to Skipton and back. Postal workers. It had been market day in Skipton, and the people had all been in the inns, and the animals all in the streets. I'd told Clive all about my adventures in Hebden and Manchester, not giving him my thoughts in detail, but just saying, 'Here's a fellow nearly catches it when the stone's put on the line between Salwick and Kirkham, then he has another close call not three weeks later ... Rum, ain't it?'


    Clive had been more concerned about keeping his boots clean, but in a Skipton pub he'd said, 'So you think it's the socialists again, do you?' and I'd answered, 'In a way it proves it can't have been that lot first time.'


    'Why?' Clive had asked. 'Nobody's over-keen on ticket inspectors. When one of them's got at, you can't rule anybody out.'


    I then told him what had become of old Hind, who'd been 'To-Day's Obituary' in that day's Courier. There wasn't much to it: 'The death occurred on Friday of Mr William Sinclair Hind, chairman of Hind's Mill. Mr Hind, who was ninety- nine, was being attended by doctors for his heart. In his earlier years, he was devoted to cricket.' That last part had been the only shock.


    It was a hot, blue evening, and the orphanage looked like a castle in France, only black, of course, like everything in


    Halifax. There was a garden to the front, and Savile Park in front of that. All the windows in the house were open, and, as I got close, I heard a voice saying: 'Give instances from the gospel of the times when our Lord . ..'


    But gentle, like.


    The garden was the kind that makes you feel riff-raff in working boots, even if you've been at the Erasmic Soap for the best part of half an hour, as I had. And even though it had likely been another fellow in working clothes - gaiters too, probably, and a clay pipe in his mouth - who'd made it all. Every. flower-bed was a different colour and a different world. You'd look at one and think, that's the prettiest, with those giant orange flowers; then you'd look at another and see blue flowers, small but more of them, and you'd think, no, that one tops it, and so on. What all the beds had in common was a big stone urn in the middle.


    Feeling like I'd climbed from the audience onto the stage, I stood at the top of the wide stone steps leading to the front door and rang the bell, which was set in an iron circle as big as a dinner plate. They went big with everything, the Crossleys.


    The door was opened by a most unexpected person: a tiny, untidy woman who seemed to be just passing by. 'Oh, come in then,' she said.


    I told her my business. She looked down at the package in my hands and said, 'That's all right, come along with me.'


    She began leading me along a corridor, past rows of por­traits. 'Our founders,' she said, putting out a small arm as she walked, and I marvelled at how founders are always bald men with beards no matter what it is they've founded.


    'We've got plenty of nooks and crannies you know,' she said, after we'd turned a few corners.


    But they were very big nooks and crannies.


    As we walked, I could somehow tell the place was full of children, although I couldn't see any. It was a kind of trem­bling feeling, like when you have a mouse in your hand.


    I was at last shown into a small wooden room marked 'visitors - boys' side', which, if I'd been running the place, I would have shifted nearer the front door. In the office was a matron - a big woman with a happy face and pink cheeks that didn't go with her black dress, just as the garden did not go with the house. She fished my letter out of a drawer and her face fell into a frown as she read it, which set me wondering about the spelling, until I remembered that the wife had typed it.


    'What day was your train smash?' she asked, putting the letter down.


    I felt like saying: It wasn't my smash. Instead, I said, 'Whit Sunday.'


    'Pentecost,' said the woman. I was quite certain she was about to say, Well you shouldn't be driving engines on such a day, but she looked at me, smiled, put the letter away.


    'Good of you to bring the book,' said a voice from the door­way.


    Turning around, I saw a big, brown, strong man who looked ready for anything. 'Matthew Ferry,' he said, shaking my hand.


    'I thought I might read the boy a couple of riddles,' I said.


    Matthew Ferry laughed. 'You've a hope.'


    'He'll be having his supper,' said matron, 'so we won't bring him out quite yet. Would you like to come through for a cup of tea?'


    Mr Ferry was now holding the door open for me, and we walked for another half minute before turning into a sort of parlour, with a scullery connected. There were a few attempts to make the parlour homely - green tab rugs on the floor, a red cloth on the table - but the empty fireplace was too big, and the ceiling was too high. On the walls were thin wooden crucifixes, with dried flowers tucked behind them, and I thought again of Whit Sunday: the Lord's day, and an extra special one at that. Maybe you were asking for all you got by running trains on that day. Come to that, wakes weeks had started out as religious in some way.


    Mr Ferry began cleaning a pair of boots as the matron went through into the scullery. Very shortly after, she was calling over the sound of a singing kettle: 'Never smiles, that one you've come for.' She returned with a filled pot on a tray, and cups.


    'Sarcastic disposition,' said the man, smiling and pausing in his boot-cleaning.


    'Well, I believe he's precious careful not to be seen doing it,' the matron continued.


    'A lot of them are like that at first. They don't think it's fit to be seen happy in a place like this. They sort of think they're in church all the time.'


    'Or at a funeral,' said Mr Ferry, 'a funeral going on for years and years.' He seemed quite happy as he said this. 'Do you know what the boy wanted when he came here?' he asked.


    'I don't,' I said.


    'Fires lighting. Everywhere he went.'


    'But it's been so hot,' I said.


    'A fire reminded the boy of home,' said Matthew Ferry. He was going forty to the dozen at his boot, smiling down all the while at the glace kid on the Nuggett's polish tin, who smiled back up at him. 'I had a long go at him a few days after he came in,' he continued, 'give him a chance to say whatever he might want to. I asked him about his mother but it was no go, and I had just one thing out of the boy.' He had stopped pol­ishing. 'His mother', he told me, 'could make her eyes go crossed.'


    'Well...' I said, and things went a bit quiet for a while.


    They were not orphan's boots that he was cleaning. They were too big. And orphan boots would have come in bundles. No, these were Matthew Ferry's boots, and it struck me that a man would not be cleaning his own boots in front of a woman unless she was his wife - wife or sister, for they had the same high colour.


    'Little bit of advice for you,' said Mr Ferry, who'd finished cleaning his boots and was putting the lid on the tin. 'When you


    see the lad, don't say: "I was sorry about your mother", because then you're going to have to say, "I was sorry about your father", "Sorry about your dog", "Sorry about you not getting your day in Blackpool", and so on till the cows come home.'


    He had all the boy's misfortunes off by heart. No detail lacked.


    'What did the boy's father die of?' I asked Mr Ferry.


    'Heart gave out,' he said, quite brightly.


    I realised I already knew that from Mary-Ann Roberts's letter. I picked up the cup of tea that Mrs Ferry had poured for me and took a sip, but it was too hot.


    'He was in a similar line to yourself,' said Mr Ferry, folding his big arms, for the boots were now done.


    'Engine man?' I said.


    Mr Ferry picked up his teacup, poured some onto the saucer and blew - six shimmers, with the tea not allowed to come to rest in between each one.


    'How many tons of coal do you have to lift in an ordinary day?' he asked.


    'On a fifty mile run,' I said, 'it might come to . . . one.' I wanted to add: But there's more to the job than that.


    The matron was talking to someone at the door, and it seemed that Arnold Dyson had been sent for. I put the book inside my coat, thinking to make a bit of a surprise out of giv­ing it back.


    'One ton?' said Mr Ferry. 'Now what would you say to fir­ing the boiler in a mill?'


    'Well, you know ... It wouldn't suit.'


    'Why not?' said Mr Ferry, smiling.


    'Because a mill doesn't move.'


    'It does not,' said Mr Ferry, standing up, 'even if you put six ton on the fires every working day, which is what Arnold Dyson's father was doing.'


    'He was a boilerman?''That's it, fettling the boiler, but mainly shovelling coal and one day he just pegged out.' 'What mill was it?'


    'Hind's. It's where he copped on with the mother.'


    'Matthew!' cried the matron, 'we'll have less!'


    He'd been grinning and glowing before, but this remark turned him up to boiling point and he gave out a laugh. 'We're talking of mills,' he said, brown face still beaming, 'so I'll use mill talk.' He picked up his tea and finished it in one go. 'I hear that lot are off to Blackpool again soon,' he said.


    'Yes,' I said.


    'Will you be firing the engine once again?'


    I nodded back, trying to smile: 'Very likely.'


    'Well I should keep an eye out!'


    'When did the lad's father die?'


    'Five years back. The boy could have come here then because fatherless will do for us, but his mother wanted to keep him. He was at board school in the morning, fended for himself until his mother came home in the afternoons. He would have gone on at the mill as a half-timer himself next year.'


    'How old is he?'


    'Ten,' said Mr Ferry, and there was Arnold Dyson, stand­ing in the doorway.


    His face said the same as before: railway accident. His hair said it, too - it was fighting against the Brilliantine that some­body had combed onto it. You could see a lot going on in his eyes, all of it bad. He wore a black suit with a big white collar, a rig-out meant for somebody who looked more like a child.


    'You remember Mr Stringer,' said the matron to the boy.


    I really thought she was about to add: The one who killed your mother.


    Without waiting for an answer, which was just as well, for I do not think there would have been one, she was up and at him, brushing away crumbs from his coat. 'You muck-tub; you look a perfect fright,' she said, 'Bath bun ... plain bun ... Somebody ate a good tea.' Still brushing the boy's coat, the matron turned to me: 'Clarted with it, he is. Now you and Mr


    Stringer here’ she said to the boy, 'are to take a turn about in the gardens.'


    It was the first I'd heard of it.


    Mr Ferry picked up his newspaper, saying, 'I think I'll come along’ which I was very glad of.


    We walked back along the corridors, with Mr Ferry merrily asking about engines, and keeping the conversation going. The boy dragged behind. As we walked along a corridor, a door opened, and a great wave of children, all boys, all in their great black capes, swept towards us. There was no adult or master in sight, and as they swept by on either hand - all silent, but all nearly speaking - I half expected to see that they'd carried Arnold Dyson off with them. He was one of their own after all, and did not belong with us. But when I looked back he was still there.


    Outside the front of the college, on the raised level that ran around the house, Mr Ferry leant against a stone urn full of flowers and began reading his newspaper.


    I stood a few feet away with the boy, holding out Pearson's Book of Fun.


    'This is yours,' I said. 'You left it on the train.'


    No answer. He was looking out at the gardens like a little lord of the manor. Mr Ferry was making a lot of noise with his newspaper.


    'Would you like me to read out some riddles?' I said.


    'Read 'em to yourself’ said the boy.


    'Come on now.' I opened the book at 'Some Riddles', and began reading the first one I struck: "'Why is a football round?'"


    'Leave off’ said the boy.


    'Leave off, Mr Stringer’ called Mr Ferry from behind his newspaper. 'Remember your manners.' I could not see Mr Ferry's face but somehow knew he was smiling over this.


    I closed the book. 'Well then ...' I said. I very much wanted the meeting to be over, being sure that at any moment the boy was going to accuse me of murdering his mother.


    After a while longer of being stared at by him, I said: 'What did you do today?'


    'Nowt.'


    'Trigonometry first half of the morning,' called Mr Ferry from over by the urn, 'then Euclid. Afternoon: nature walk, composition, scripture.'


    'Are you liking it here?' I said to the boy.


    'I take as I find,' he said.


    'If you would ever like to take a turn on one of the engines we have down at the shed I'm sure it could be sorted out.'


    'What shed?'


    'Sowerby Bridge shed. It's where the Halifax engines are mostly kept.'


    'Why are they not kept at Halifax?' He sounded like the wife.


    'It's all to do with history,' I said. 'The railways went to Sowerby Bridge before they came to Halifax, so the shed was put there.


    'Well,' said Arnold Dyson, 'I wish they'd never come at all.'


    I took off my cap and put it back on again, cursing myself. Of course most boys, like the son of Robinson, the light-suit- ing man sacked from Hind's Mill, were engine mad, but this one had the best of reasons not to be.


    Mr Ferry seemed to be really taken up with his newspaper now.


    'What's the name of your dog?' I asked Arnold Dyson. 'Reuben Booth, that's the guard on the train, the one that has it for safekeeping ... He wants to know.'


    'I'm not telling.'


    'Why not?'


    'Because then he'll be somebody else's dog.'


    'But there's nothing else for it, is there?' I said. 'Reuben's a great hand with dogs, you know.'


    'He's going to have to be,' said the boy. 'He's not too par­ticular about getting bitten, I hope. Bob's a quarrelsome sort when he's -' 'That's his name is it? Bob?'


    The boy looked away. 'Is not,' he said.


    'I know a ticket clerk called Bob,' I said.


    The boy turned and looked at the door of the college. 'So what?' he said to the door. He smeared his hand hard across his hair. Then he looked at his hand. He didn't like the Brilliantine. He put his hand through his hair again, harder.


    A clock began to strike seven, and, all in a moment, Mr Ferry put down his newspaper, collected the boy, and took him back inside the college.


    I stood on my own. I felt bad about Arnold Dyson because I'd tricked the dog's name out of him, and what was more, Pearson's Book of Fun was still in my hand.


    Mr Ferry came back through the door towards me, saying: 'He's tough stuff, isn't he?'


    'Well, I'm not a great hand at talking to kids.'


    Mr Ferry nodded. 'Ticklish,' he said.


    I remembered the Farthing Everlasting Strip, still in my pocket. I had made a poor fist of things all round: it had been crazy to offer Dyson a ride on the footplate. But Mr Ferry was still smiling at me with his newspaper folded under his arm, as if he knew all would come right in the end.


    'Oh, while I think on,' he said, looking up at me, 'why is a football round?'


    
Chapter Twenty

    


    It was only a little way across town from the Crossley Porter Orphanage to the other frightening mansion: the Infirmary. I walked from the one to the other across Savile Park, stopping at a drinking fountain on the way. All around me were chil­dren playing, jumping about in funny boots like little comedi­ans. The killer had taken all that away from Dyson; the killer and me, working together. And now he was cut off from the world by a beautiful garden.


    The garden in front of the Infirmary was not quite up to the same mark, although there were little clusters of people in bathchairs admiring it. I walked through the lodge and found myself in a wide, high room with lilac walls, and white, empty fireplaces. The nurses were in lilac and white too, criss-crossing underneath a sign reading 'accident cases' with an arrow beneath. I watched them for a while, liking the sound of their skirts - and there wasn't one not beautiful.


    There were two bearded doctors laughing, and when they moved aside I saw a small woman, neither a doctor nor a nurse, standing behind a high desk and smiling across at me: 'Can I help you, sir?'


    I pulled off my cap and walked towards her in noisy boots. 'I would like to see a Mr Martin Lowther. He would have come in on Saturday, I think, with two broken legs.'


    'Ward Seven,' she said, without so much as a glance at a ledger or paper. 'Follow the signs.'I walked along many bright, empty corridors with tall win­dows. A lot of glaziers had been here, and the windows gave on to gardens that could compare to the ones at the orphanage, with wide lawns and many strange-shaped hedges, like chess pieces. You might come round from breathing ether and, looking at these, not be quite sure which world you were in. It didn't look like any part of Halifax, and that was the fact.


    I came to double doors that had the sign 'ward 7' above them, and then the words, 'mrs bailey, matron'. I walked through the doors and there was a desk with a woman sitting at it: half nurse, half lady-clerk, and I did not like her face. You could have put over what it was like by just drawing a cross. She seemed to be signing, or making some kind of mark, on slips of paper.


    'Excuse me,' I said, 'but I've come to see Mr Martin Lowther.'


    'Well, you've come at visiting time,' she said, adding, as she glanced up at me,'... by accident or design.'


    'It was by design,' I said.


    'Mr Lowther is not at all well,' she said, 'and I don't think he'll see you.'


    'Oh, but if you just once asked him ...'


    She sighed. 'What's the name?'


    'Stringer,' I said. 'Jim Stringer, fireman of the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway.'


    'Is it necessary for him to know that last part?'


    'It wouldn't hurt,' I said.


    'But are you a friend of his, or family, or .. . what? I'll not have him disturbed over a work matter.'


    I was about done with pretending to smile, so I gave it up, saying: 'You'll find that he'll see me.'


    She stood up and went off into the ward, but not for long, and she came back grinning, so I knew it was a bad look-out. 'He'll not see you,' she said, 'I knew he wouldn't. Two gents came along not twenty minutes since; they gave me their names, just as you've done; I went in to ask and he turned them away as well. Taken very bad, he was, just at hearing they'd turned up.'


    'What were the names?' I asked, and she answered before thinking about it: 'Mr Crocker and Mr Kilmartin.' She bit her lip directly after the words were out.


    'Well, I shouldn't wonder he was taken poorly,' I said. 'Do you honestly think they're real names? Because if so, think on ... What did the two of them look like?'


    'I don't know, I'm sure,' she said, for she'd clammed up now.


    'But you saw them, so you do know.'


    The woman looked at me and said in a loud voice: 'Doctor Laing!' . . . Then, quieter, to me, 'I'm having you sent away from the hospital.'


    The doors moved and Dr Laing was there. It was like shuf­fling a deck of cards. He was small and he was smiling. 'You would like to see Mr Lowther?'


    'I would,' I said.


    He turned to the nurse-clerk. 'What is the gentleman's name?' he asked.


    'I don't recall,' she said, and I wondered whether she'd tried it on Lowther in the first place - not that it would have cut much ice.


    Laing turned back to me, still smiling. 'You see, Mr Lowther has just got nicely off to sleep after being very upset.' And I could see now that this smile of his was more of a brick wall. 'Who shall I say has called?' he said.


    I thought of the names given by the two earlier fellows. 'Say that a friend came by,' I said, and, by doing that, I meant to set Lowther's mind at ease, but as I walked back out of the Infirmary it struck me that I'd likely done nothing of the sort, for, as far as I knew, Martin Lowther didn't have any friends.
PART TWO

    


    Wakes
Chapter Twenty-one

    


    In the week before Wakes we were mainly holding fire on the excursion trains, for it was the last time anyone would want to go away. After the Skipton run, we were back on the Rishworth branch for the Tuesday and Wednesday, with another Scarborough excursion booked for the Thursday.


    In that week, Halifax was full of scuttling people, can­celling their orders for milk or newspapers, stocking up on straw hats and other summer goods, taking their money out of the banks. All pleasures were kept in check, the better to enjoy the jamboree coming up.


    Halifax was living in the future, and every day the Courier contained The Wakes Outlook', giving reports on all the places that the townsfolk might be heading for in the coming week. At Rhyl, bowling, yachting and golfing were in full swing. At Penzance, the outlook was good for holidays; glass steady, wind from the north. At Yarmouth, the Winter Gardens stood ready to accommodate the people if it rained. Military bands were on the beach. Fine weather was almost sure at Douglas, Isle of Man, and as for Blackpool...


    Blackpool, we were told day after day, was 'ready', and the Courier gave a list of the 'Principal Attractions' in the town. On the Tuesday I read, while rolling into Rishworth, that these included the Singing Simpsons at the Tower and the Palace, and 'Henry Clarke and Young Leonard' at the Seashell. He was a fine ventriloquist but I wondered why he'd been mentioned and not the other, grander one, Monsieur Maurice. Perhaps he would take his turn as a Principal Attraction another day. He was a regular bill-topper at the Seashell, after all.


    But Monsieur Maurice certainly wasn't mentioned the next day, as I sat reading the Courier around the back of the Albert Cigar Factory, with George Ogden waiting beside me.


    We were kicking our heels, sitting on a wall at the loading bay while the narky little fellow who dished out the dam­aged cigars kicked around boxes in search of half a dozen 'A's for each of us, George having said he would stand me them.


    He was a queer sort about money. He'd already asked for a rent reduction, and half the time I expected him to put the bleed on. Yet he'd paid me for the window. Whenever I thought about George and money, I thought about the miss­ing tickets, and that led on to thinking about all the other business.


    He was about five feet away from me, wiping his face with a little handkerchief. We'd met at the Joint and walked up together after our day's work. I hadn't seen him in a while, for he'd stuck to his usual habit of staying out late. 'Blessed hot,' he was saying now.


    It was smoky, too. From the amount of black stuff tumbling upwards from the Albert chimney, they seemed to be at the highest pitch of cigar-making for that day.


    'What's the blooming fellow up to?' George fretted. 'You wouldn't think it too taxing to find a dozen cigars in a cigar factory.'


    'But it's substandard ones we're after,' I reminded him.


    'The difficulty in this place', George said, 'would lay in finding any other kind.'


    George seemed out of sorts. He went back to his pacing, I to the Courier and the Wakes Outlook.


    '"A telegram from the Isle of Man today'", I read out loud, '"says if the weather is fair, the nights are as enjoyable as the day. This arises from the ... "'I hesitated a little over the next word, '"pellucidity of the atmosphere and the play of light on the mountains and sea.'"


    'Mountains!' said George, turning about to face me. 'On the Isle of Man! That's obviously written by some fellow who's never seen the Pyrenees.'


    'You've seen 'em yourself, have you?'


    'I might run over there one day,' he said, standing still and running his hands up and down his marvellous waistcoat.


    'What are you doing for Wakes?' I said.


    'Why, I'll be slaving in the booking hall of course,' he said. 'But that's my style, you know. When the common herd are gallivanting about, I'm getting my head down for a bit of seri­ous work.' He nodded at me to drive home his point: 'And vice versa,' he added.


    I'd been kicking my boots against the wall, and suddenly a clod of soot from Sowerby Bridge shed fell down from one of them. We both looked at it.


    'Things'll be pretty slow after the first couple of days’ I said. 'Everyone'll be gone by then.'


    'Yes’ said George, 'but then it's all stock-taking and putting the records of the whole year straight.'


    Here was my opportunity. 'Did those missing tickets ever turn up?'


    'Missing tickets, old man?'


    'It was you that told me of it.'


    'You should be on the halls,' he went on. 'A Man of Mar­vellous Memory. But it comes back to me now . . . No, they never did show up, and the devil of trouble was caused by it. No end of bombardments from Knowles.'


    The cigar fellow put his head out of his little office and called: 'I've got a dozen 'A's here.'


    We began making for his little room.


    'The tickets for the Joint are sent along from Manchester, aren't they?' I asked George.


    'That's the idea, old man.'


    'The tickets that went missing: were they singles or returns? And where were they for?'


    George blinked a few times. 'Can't just remember,' he said. 'Gosh! I'll be forgetting me own name next!'


    'Did you hear about what happened to Lowther, the ticket inspector?' 'Fell off one rock and smashed his legs on another, didn't he? Out at Hebden Bridge? In the mountains they've got there! Well, I expect the fellow was canned.'


    'What makes you think so?'


    'The poor fellow's famous for it. How do you think he got to be so glum? It always takes you like that in the end, you know.'


    The 'A's were pushed over towards us. George took one of the cigars out of its box, and rolled it under his nose.


    'Do you have a light?' he asked the little cigar man.


    'No,' replied the cigar man, rather angrily, 'and I don't have the bob you owe me for those smokes either.'


    George began fishing in his waistcoat.


    'I was at Hebden Bridge with the wife and a friend of the wife,' I said. 'I had sight of what happened, and I thought he was pushed. I chased the fellow I thought did it all the way to Manchester. I couldn't see his face, but I'm sure he must have been connected with tickets in some way. Do you have any notion who it might have been?'


    This was the facer.


    But George simply turned to the cigar man, saying: 'Two shillings. I'm paying for this gentleman's half dozen as well.' He paid over the money and turned to me: 'You chased him to Manchester!' he exclaimed.


    And now I felt he was joshing, or wanting to seem to be. 'I chased him to Hebden station and got on the same train. But I lost him at Manchester Victoria.'


    We'd walked back out into the loading bay by now. 'Well,' said George, 'ain't you the dark horse?'


    'Who do you think might have wanted to crown Lowther?' I asked him.


    George stopped in the loading bay and his eyes went wide: 'There's absolutely hundreds that would,' he said. 'The fel­low was a regular bastard.'


    'He was on the train when the stone was found on the line,' 1 said. 'I wondered whether that might have been somebody's first crack at him.'


    He was on the point at once. 'As to that, nobody knew Lowther's movements beforehand. So no wrecker could have guessed he was going to be on that train, and it'd be a damned queer way of trying to kill him, wouldn't it? I mean, talk about going round the houses.'


    I knew the first part of this to be true, and the second part seemed the soundest of good sense. 'You know’I said, 'every time I look at the Wakes Outlook, I expect to read, "It is pleas­ing to report that no grindstones have been found on the lines going into the resort."


    'I'd say you were becoming rather overwrought about the matter,' said George, who had the cigar in his mouth. 'Anyway,' he went on, 'as I've already mentioned to you, chances are they were going for the train that came along after - the regular Blackpool service. Cheerio, old chap.'


    I watched him walk away across the empty, sunlit yard that lay behind the cigar factory. I'd not yet mentioned to him about the Socialist Mission telegram to the Courier. It came to me that George had described himself as a socialist, but I couldn't see him being in with that show. Besides, I was a socialist myself, of sorts.


    Come to that (and this was a new thought), from all that the wife said, Robinson, late of Hind's Mill, might even be counted a socialist, of a toffy kind.


    'I'm obliged to you for the cigars!' I called to George, and he raised his hand in a backwards wave.


    His going off like that quite took the fun away from having bought the 'A's. Maybe he was just tired after his day's work. He did look jiggered, and seemed to be dragging his large shadow across the wide, dusty yard.


    I'd meant to take him along to the Evening Star for a pint, and I decided to head in that direction anyway. On reaching Horton Street, I looked on the old warehouse wall for the Socialist Mission poster advertising the 'meeting to discuss questions'.


    It was gone.


    
Chapter Twenty-two

    


    'Scarborough', I read in the Courier the following midday, is 'delightfully sunny. The town is to be seen in its best summer garb, the variegated blossoms making it a veritable garden city.'


    Well, I would be seeing for myself in three hours' time, train wreckers permitting. For I could no longer think of a train line stretching away clear, especially not for the length of time involved in a life of firing and driving. That was a forty-year touch, and nobody's luck holds out that long. I was beginning to wonder whether I had the pluck for the job.


    But today I was on show, so I ought to look the part at least.


    The engine was number 1008, the very first of Mr Aspinall's radial tank engines, which ought to make a talking point for the Robinson boy. It was lately in from Bradford, and now waited alongside the reserve platform at the Joint, having just come over from York with six carriages. I would talk over a few points about the engine with the boy, and then it would be time for Scarborough. Clive was about, but kept coming and going, 'seeing to bits of business'. He had on brand new boots, laced up at the side, which he couldn't walk without looking at.


    Departure time for Scarborough was 10.32, and Robinson and his young son came walking down the spare platform towards 1008 at 9.45, as arranged by the wife over the tele­phone from the Mill.


    Peter Robinson was younger than I'd expected - might not have been more than about fifty. He wore round glasses and had a schoolboy look. The other Robinson had the schoolboy look in spades, for he was a schoolboy, although on a day off. He was small and also wore glasses, and a loose green suit made from what I took to be the famous light cloth. He looked very free in the get up, and ready to lift off, like a greenfly. It was queer that Robinson should have kitted out his boy in the stuff that had caused his own downfall. His own suit was of the common run: black and heavy.


    'Good morning . .. Mr Stringer, is it?' Robinson called up.


    He was a little la-di-da. Not an out-and-out toff, though. I gave the lad a hand up onto the footplate; his father intro­duced him to me as Lance.


    'Now what do we have here?' said young Lance Robinson, which rather knocked me. He was a very confident lad, as dif­ferent from Arnold Dyson as could be.


    'It's one, zero, zero, eight,' I said, 'a tank engine with the two-four-two wheel formation, built by Mr Aspinall - who I'm sure you've heard of - at the company's works at Horwich. You might like a trip to Horwich one day. It's beauti­fully laid out, with a little narrow-gauge railway running alongside the full-sized ones, to fetch and carry all the parts.'


    I was yammering on, being a little nervous with the boy's father on hand.


    'You're not the driver, are you?' said the boy.


    I shook my head. 'Fireman,' I said.


    'But I suppose you know all the controls just as well as the driver?'


    'It would be a poor show if I didn't,' I said.


    The boy looked down on the spare platform at the Joint, where he'd just been standing. His father grinned up at him. The boy turned to me. 'Would you say that "alighting" was getting on a thing or getting off?' he asked.


    'Lance,' his father called up, 'you know very well which it is.' Then Robinson called to me, saying, 'I'm much obliged to you for doing this, Mr Stringer. Can I leave you at the boy's mercy for ten minutes?'


    'That'll be quite all right, sir,' I said, and Peter Robinson walked away towards the station buildings.


    Watching him go, the boy seemed worried. Not about


    himself, but about his father. 'He'll be all right,' he said. 'I expect he'll have a seltzer on the station and read his paper. Father takes the Manchester Guardian, you know. It's best for business. The Times is hardly circulated where we live in St Anne's. What paper do you read?'


    'The Halifax Courier,' I said.


    'My father was in business here in Halifax,' said the boy. 'He was a partner.'


    This wasn't lad's talk. 'Yes,' I said, 'but we must get on if we're to learn all about the engine -'


    'He had the notion that people would want light suiting -'


    'Now this handle', I said, 'controls the cylinder cocks.'


    'It wasn't one of his better ideas,' said the boy.


    'The cylinder cocks', I went on, 'are most important because -'


    'I'm wearing the light suiting just now,' said the boy.


    'Well,' I said, 'it does look nice and light. Now if you look here -'


    'It's rational,' said the boy, simply.


    I nodded, saying: 'Perhaps we'd better start with the fire.'


    'But people don't want it.'


    'Well, I expect they will in time,' I said.


    'But it'll be too late for Dad -1 mean Father,' said the boy.


    'The cylinder cocks', I said firmly, 'allow the steam into and out of the cylinders, and you must always remember to open them before moving the engine.'


    'And what happens if you don't?'


    'Then the piston would push the condensed water, which would knock the end out of the cylinder bore.'


    The boy gave a little jump at this. 'I bet you'd catch it if you let that happen,' he said.


    'Yes,' I said, 'you certainly would.'


    'What would become of you if you let that happen?'


    'If you were an engine man? And you let that happen?'


    Lance Robinson nodded, eagerly asking, 'Would you be stood down?'


    The kid was stuck on the question of people being sacked.


    'It depends,' I said. 'It would depend what other daft things you'd done in the past. The shed superintendent would be down on you like a ton of coal though, no question of that. Now we come to the regulator,' I went on. 'There's a real art to controlling it, and the motto is -'


    'What can a driver work his way up to?' said the boy.


    'Well, most just stay driving,' I said. 'They like it, you see. But others go on to different things: traffic management in the company offices, engineering. There's lots you can put in for.'


    'If a driver came to our house, would he come in at the tradesman's entrance?'


    'Why would an engine driver go to your house?'


    'Oh I don't know. Dad's train mad as well, you see. He's got hundreds of Bradshaws' all lined up in the dining room.'


    I pictured again the grindstone on the line. I turned to the boy. 'Has an engine driver ever been to your house?'


    'Oh, I don't know,' said the boy. 'I shouldn't think so. What's that?'


    He was pointing at the pressure gauge.


    'That tells you the steam pressure,' I said, 'how much push­ing force you've got.'


    I had a case against Robinson in my head, of course, but until now it had looked rather sick. There'd been a pretty solid row at Hind's that had ended with him being stood down from the company - all just before the stone was put on the line. According to the wife, Peter Robinson owned a car, and a car had been racing along beside us that day. If it was­n't just hooligan's work, then the stone had been put on the line by someone who knew Hind's Mill, or someone who knew the railways, or better still both. And here was Robin­son, coming up strongly on both counts.


    The boy, Lance, was looking up at me.


    'A working head of steam,' I said, 'on a fair-sized engine would generally be about two hundred pounds to the square inch. Now you need a very hot fire to get it up to that.' 'How hot?' asked the boy.


    I told him to stand back, and I opened the fire door. The boy stepped further back when he felt the fire.


    'Hotter than that’ I said, and I closed the fire door.


    'Can I take another squint in there?' he said.


    I liked the kid. He didn't look it, but he was game. I opened the door once again, and we watched the rolling, orange flames.


    'It's just a different world,' said the kid, and whether he meant inside the fire or the engine-driving life I couldn't say.


    'I wear spectacles as you can see,' said the boy. 'Would that stop me driving engines?'


    'No,' I said. The true answer was 'yes', but it hardly mat­tered. The kid was far too posh ever to be on the footplate.


    'Is it dangerous to work on engines?' he asked.


    'Very,' I said, and I could not help trying a little fishing. 'There's wreckers,' I said, 'for one thing.'


    'There was something put on a line at Whit,' said the boy. 'You had to clap the brake on and a lady was killed.'


    'How do you know?' I asked, fast, but then I realised he might very well know.


    'Because it was the mill where Father was a director - it was their Whit excursion to Blackpool.'


    I now abandoned the engine-driving lesson. Careful ques­tions were wanted, and I decided I would fare better with the kid if I did not let on that I'd been firing the engine on that occasion.


    'Would you mind telling me what else you know about it?'


    'It was reported in the Blackpool paper, which we see at St Anne's, being just a little way along the road, and Father cut out the article.'


    'Did he point it out to you himself?'


    'No, Agnes saw him reading it - saw him cutting it out too.'


    'Agnes?'


    'Our maid. We used to have two, but she's the only one left. We had a washerwoman on Mondays, and she's had to go


    too; and we had a gardener, and he's gone because the gar­den's gone. Well, we're selling the paddock at any rate. My pocket money's been cut down from half a crown a week to sixpence, but Father says there'll be a dividend for good schoolwork.'


    I was thinking on. Robinson had certainly been hit hard by losing his place at Hind's.


    'I'm fourteenth in Latin,' the boy was saying, and I didn't know whether that was supposed to be good or bad, but I nodded at him and smiled.


    'He can do better than fourteenth at Latin,' came his father's voice from the platform. 'But how is he at engines?'


    'He's not scared of the fire, sir,' I called down, 'so he's off to a very good start.'


    'Call me Peter,' said Robinson, which as we both knew meant that from now on I would call him nothing at all.


    The boy climbed down to his father, and I altered my plan. I would just get to it. 'I'd like to thank you for taking on my wife at Hind's,' I said.


    'Anyone would have,' he said. 'It was one of the last things I did there, and one of the best. Lydia is a very fine young woman. There's a lot of steam in her, you know.'


    'I know,' I said. 'It's none of my business,' I continued, leaving a pause where there should have been a 'sir', 'but did you happen to know that I was firing on the excursion when the trip was halted?'


    Robinson moved the Manchester Guardian from being under his left arm to being under his right arm. 'No, I didn't,' he said, 'because I'd already started my paper war with the other two partners by then, and was cut off from all business. We were quite at loggerheads, Jim, with everything going through the lawyers, so you see I couldn't have gone off on a jolly with them.'


    'The Whit excursion was your idea, as I understand it, sir?' And the 'sir' came out of nerves because I knew I was going in strong.


    Robinson nodded. 'I can claim the credit for that, I think. There'd always been the Wakes Week trip of course, but I thought: it's fifty-five hours a week in the mill, fifty weeks a year. Why not have a respite at Whit as well, when the weather's warming up and the fun is just nicely getting going at Blackpool?' He smiled and moved the Manchester Guardian back to the arm it had been under before. 'Of course it had to be Blackpool,' he added.


    Lance Robinson was by now holding his father's hand, and for some reason staring directly up at the glass canopy of the station roof.


    'Do you have any ideas about the stone that was placed on the line, Jim?' said Robinson. 'I'm rather cut off out there at St Anne's. Nobody's been brought in for it, as I understand?'


    'I do have a few ideas’ I said. 'Yes.'


    'He thinks it was wreckers’ said the boy, still looking up.


    Mr Robinson looked at me, wanting more. He touched his glasses.


    'That's it,' I said.


    'It puts me in a rage to think of it,' he said. 'What's the penalty for blocking the track?'


    'They give it to you hot,' I said. 'It's penal servitude for life at the maximum.'


    Now where that came from, I couldn't have said, but I knew it was right. 'And that's only for placing the obstruction’ I went on. 'If someone's killed it's a hanging matter, I suppose.'


    'I knew the one that was killed,' said Robinson. 'Well, very slightly.'


    'Margaret Dyson?'


    He nodded. 'That's it. She was a good sort.'


    He was not talking like a killer now, I had to admit. I found myself taking to the fellow, just as the wife had. Like his boy, he looked the milksop, but he had ideas and he put them into effect. He had become an enemy of the two Hinds, who'd pitched him out of the business, but not an enemy of the work people themselves. He seemed to be all for them.'Thank you again for giving the boy a tour of the engine’ he said. 'Give my best regards to your wife, and I hope we meet again soon.'


    I told him that I hoped so too, and waved to him and the boy, with my head buzzing.


    
Chapter Twenty-three

    


    Ten minutes later Clive was walking towards 1008, and the damn carpet bag was in his hand again. He kept looking down at his boots as he got near. Before climbing up, he put his oil can on the footplate, and in my mind's eye it was the Bancroft's Hair Restorer that was being slammed down there.


    He pulled himself up onto the footplate. New boots, poacher's pockets (with a copy of the Courier sticking out of one of them), kerchief crossed and held in place by . . . what? By nothing. Just like old Napoleon's. 'Don't look old,' said the slogan on the Bancroft's bottles, and Clive didn't, I had to agree.


    'Who was the kid in the green coat?' Clive asked, as he stuffed the carpet bag in the locker.


    I told him he was the son of a man who used to be a gover­nor at Hind's Mill.


    'Oh yes? In fancy dress was he?'


    'That was light suiting,' I said, 'made by Hind's Mill. Well, it was for a while, until his old man was stood down over it.'


    'I'm not surprised.'


    'It's nice and cool to wear in the hot months.'


    'What's the point of that?'


    'Well, you know, coolness ... in the hot months.'


    Clive had finished stowing away the bag. He turned to me and frowned. 'In summer,' he said, 'you get hot, and that's all about it. A light suit's no good. It won't hold its shape.' He reached into his pocket and took out his copy of the Courier. But it wasn't the Courier. It was the York paper, the Yorkshire Evening Press. 'It was left on this engine this morning,' Clive explained. He was pointing at a short article, saying: 'Here's a turn up ... I don't think.'


    'Excursion Engine Driver Killed’ I read, and all the breath stopped on my lips.


    Mr Arthur Billington, who for many years had been employed as an engine driver at York by the North Eastern Railway, died yesterday of a head injury sustained while riding to York station on his bicycle. It is not clear what really happened. Some wit­nesses state that Mr Billington's bicycle simply capsized, others that he struck a pedestrian who was nowhere to be found after the event. Mr Billington was on his way to the locomotive shed at York, where he was booked to take a train carrying excursionists to Scarborough.


    'It's the fucking wreckers again!' I said. 'They're out to get the Scarborough excursions as well as the Blackpool ones, and any bugger connected with them. There was the tree on the line before Malton, and now this ...'


    Clive, of course was having none. 'If that bloke Billington rode a push rod in the same way as he drove an engine, he was a liability to himself and others.' He was looking in his leather pocketbook, checking the time of departure.


    I said: 'We're taking on a pilot from York, I suppose?'


    He shook his head. 'I've just had a wire sent to say we'll do without.'


    'But do you know the road?'


    I was sounding rather old womanish, I knew, but I kept picturing Paul, the socialist missionary, stepping in front of the bicycle of Arthur Billington.


    Everything, it seemed, was now put in my way to test my pluck, and to spoil what, in any other summer, could have been a happy prospect: a pleasant run to Scarborough, with no need to work the engine back, for we were to return 'on the cushions' once again.


    We were put into platform four, where Knowles's black­board announcing the excursion waited. The stationmaster himself, I noticed, was on platform three, speaking to one of his deputies and pointing to a weed growing down by the line.


    'I would like to see lawnmower applied to that directly,' he was saying. 'And liberally, mind you. And anywhere else you see similar. You know where the bottle of the stuff's kept?'


    We coupled up to a rake of six rattlers. I found Reuben Booth in the last one, asleep in his guard's part, which in looks was well below third class. He was sitting in a chair that had one arm broken off - probably chucked into the stove in those far-off days of cold. Reuben's gold coat was hanging over the back of the chair. His face disappeared into the grey- ness of his beard when he slept, but as soon as he heard my boots scrape over the dust on the floor of the van, he stood up, barking out: 'One hundred and fifty souls.'


    The vacuum brake was tested, and we pulled away into the sun with half the hundred and fifty hanging out of the win­dows and Clive winding back the reverser, saying, 'There are some very well set-up lasses on this train,' for he'd had a good look up and down.


    The sunshine, when we came out into it, was all golden slowness like treacle. We rolled along into the Beacon Hill Tunnel, with the coolness and the happy screams, then swept back out into the brightness.


    After Bradford, Clive took an envelope from one of his poacher's pockets and passed it over. Inside was the medal. On one side of it was the company badge that was on the ten­ders of all the engines: the red rose of Lancashire and the white rose of Yorkshire, together with the shields of the Houses of Lancaster and York. On the reverse were the words 'Presented to C. Carter, engine driver, for extraordinary vigi­lance and promptitude in stopping his engine on June nth, Whit Sunday, 1905.'


    'It's a bobby dazzler, is that,' I said, handing it back, and thinking: they knocked that out in double-quick time. Clive nodded. 'Mind you’ he said, putting the medal back in his pocket, 'I'd rather have had a day off.'


    He'd said that before about the medal. It was as if he was a little embarrassed over it.


    <o>


    It felt lonely to be going beyond York without a pilot, and I almost missed the shouting of the late Billington. We were feel­ing our way, so to speak, across foreign territory, and I had my eye out for every signal from then on, even the ones on Clive's side. The difficult signal spot was the one at Kirkham Abbey, as I knew from the last Scarborough run. And it was here that the branch had fallen. Again the name Kirkham Abbey made me nervous, putting me in mind of that other Kirkham, on the road to Blackpool where we'd come to grief.


    We were flashing along at about fifty as we came up to the distant signal at Kirkham Abbey. It was off as before, so we kept on running.


    'Now slow for the home’ I heard myself calling out to Clive, which was like something that might happen in a dream - a fireman giving orders to his driver. Clive didn't seem to mind though. That medal had been a real tonic for him, or maybe it was the new boots. He was looking down at these now as he reached up to the brake, but something was amiss with one of the boots - a dab of soot or a particle of coal lodged in the laces.


    The broken buildings of the abbey shot into place alongside us: a great and grave thing, a giant tombstone in many instal­ments.


    'Brake!' I yelled.


    The movement from hand to boot was halted; the hand went up, brushing the brake handle as much as was needed. 'Keep your hair on,' said Clive.


    'Sorry’ I said.


    The home signal appeared, peeking from the trees. It was off - just as it ought to've been - and we rumbled over the


    level crossing, where a motorcar stood waiting at the gate.


    'You wait,' yelled Clive as we passed it by; 'it's us that'll be stopping for them before long!' He grinned at me, but I couldn't grin back, for I was fretting about whether I was up to the mark for an engine man.


    As we crashed and rocked over the Xs into the excursion plat­forms, Clive said: 'You're all of a jump. Shall I stand you a pint?'


    'But you've got your bag in the locker,' I said. 'Doesn't that mean you're sneaking off like before?'


    We'd come to a stand now. Clive destroyed the vacuum while thinking over what I'd said. Then he decided to grin. 'I've time for a pint beforehand,' he said, eventually.


    After a quick word with Reuben, who was heading directly back to the Joint, we ran the engine into the Scarborough shed. There were two fragments of yellow soap in the engine- men's lobby this time, so we were both able to get tolerably clean. Clive kept his carpet bag by him at all times.


    We had a pint in a pub near the shed, and I was sitting there out of sorts, too hot, and wondering whether I'd be in a funk over obstacles on the line for the rest of my days. What bothered me especially was that next week was Wakes. Would we be given the Hind's excursion run once again? Then another thought came: would we be given the Highflyer for a second time?


    Clive said, 'Sup up, we're off.'


    'We?' I said.


    'You want bucking up,' he said.


    So we stepped out of the pub into the booming blue of the Scarborough day. The motor charabancs parked along the station were all shaking with their engines on, panting like horses. Looking down at his new boots, and with his carpet bag in his hand, Clive began to walk. I watched him go and he called out, 'Look sharp!' so I started to follow.


    We didn't walk down the Valley Road, where Scarborough became the Garden City, but away from the sea and into some side streets that the sun didn't suit. We came to a row of dark shops selling gloomy things like sideboards, and one of the businesses was a tailor's.


    Well, I ought to have guessed. There was a sign above the door, in small red letters: 'winterbottom: cash taylor'. Clive pushed the door, and the bell rang very loudly, but Winterbottom was just on the other side of it, waiting. He stood up and a cricketing paper fell to the floor. He was a small, dark man with side whiskers which he for some reason wouldn't let meet to form a beard. His shop was small and so dark after the brightness of the day that blue smudges floated before my eyes as I looked about it.


    'Good afternoon, gentlemen,' he said; then, recognising Clive: 'Mr Carter! Have you come in on an engine?'


    'Nay,' said Clive. 'Walked it. All the way from Halifax!'


    They both laughed at that. I knew right off that Clive and the tailor were thick with each other. Clive introduced me to Winterbottom, saying: 'This fellow needs a suit.'


    'Working suit?' asked Winterbottom, half speaking to Clive and half to me.


    'A Sunday suit,' said Clive, 'that'll come in for work later.'


    'Wear it out,' said Winterbottom, 'then wear it out’


    'He always says that’ Clive said to me.


    'To measure or ready-made?' asked Winterbottom.


    'I can't run to tailoring,' I said straight away.


    'Should be no trouble to fit off the peg’ said Winterbottom, eyeing me up and down: 'the greyhound breed!'


    'That's another thing he always says,' said Clive, 'so don't get swell-headed.'


    Winterbottom walked smartly towards a line of hanging black suits, then went clean through them and disappeared.


    He came back a moment later with half a dozen suits over one arm. He let one of the coats - a blue one - dangle down. Clive shook his head at it, and Winterbottom let it fall to the floor, the trousers and waistcoat too. He held up another coat, biscuit coloured this one. It was the same coat as Clive's.


    'Poacher's pockets!' I exclaimed, and felt foolish.


    'Norfolk jacket’ said Winterbottom.


    Clive was shaking his head. 'Won't do,' he said, which I thought rum, since it did very well for him.


    The next coat Clive liked, and so did I. It was blue, of course, loose and comfortable-looking, and not too heavy. It came with turned-up trousers and there was a choice of two waistcoats to go with. Winterbottom held up the two: one had more pockets than the other - a lot more. It was a complicated sort of waistcoat, like George Ogden's.


    'I'll try that one’ I said, pointing to it.


    I went into the little changing room and when I came out Winterbottom was saying something to Clive and pointing me towards the mirror. He and Clive stood behind me, look­ing on, which stopped me looking at myself. So I put the whole thing on to them. 'What do you think?'


    'Rather flattering, sir,' said Winterbottom.


    I expected Clive to put in his motto with 'He always says that,' but he didn't. This was no joking matter. The suit was rather fetching. I could see myself driving engines in this, big ones at that, and meeting no obstructions as I did so. I could also see myself at the University of Liverpool, chatting to Mr Aspinall himself about railway matters.


    'What weight is the cloth?' I asked.


    'Give over’ said Clive, 'you barmpot.'


    'Eighteen ounce’ said Winterbottom, 'a good summer weight.'


    'I prefer this sort of light suiting,' I said.


    'Quite so, sir,' said Winterbottom.


    'Just out of interest,' I said, 'would you ever think of buying cloth as low as twelve ounces?'


    'No’ said Winterbottom.


    After a bit more fancying myself in the mirror, I asked the cost.


    'Guinea suit,' said Winterbottom. 'I have a tie in brown that'll set it off to a tee,' he added, before disappearing once more into the line of coats.


    'Tell him the lining feels a little rucked at the shoulder’ said Clive when he'd gone.


    'But it isn't,' I said, 'well I don't think it is, any road.'


    'No,' said Clive, 'but he'll know what you mean.'


    'What will I mean?' I said.


    'That you want a little off.'


    'He feels it's a little caught under the shoulder’ said Clive when Winterbottom came back.


    'A pound and sixpence’ said Winterbottom double-quick, before adding, 'It's already discounted, you know.' He then let a brown necktie dangle down.


    'No ...' I said. 'No thanks.' I certainly didn't want the neck­tie, but the question was the suit.


    Winterbottom could see me thinking things over. 'Do you want it on HP?' he said.


    'He's trying to work out what the missus'd say’ said Clive, grinning, and he had that right, although of course I wouldn't let on.


    The wife wanted me to progress, and a good suit might come in there. She liked what was down-to-date, and turn-­ups were the latest thing in trousers. Then again we were meant to be putting the coppers aside for the Special Piano.


    I said I wasn't sure, that I would think on, and Winterbottom wasn't put out in the least. He just cut me off completely. Turning to Clive, he said something I couldn't quite catch, and pointed to the carpet bag.


    I dawdled off to the changing room, trying to cotton on to what was being said, but all I heard was the word 'snowdrop'.


    Five minutes later I was out in the street once more with Clive. 'You'll regret that,' he said. 'It did wonders for you.'


    'I can always come back for it’ I said, but Clive wouldn't have it.


    'It'll be gone in a flash,' he said. 'Top summer wear, that is.' He walked off with a wave of his free hand and I didn't have the brass neck to follow him this time. Before turning a corner he called back once more: 'Did wonders for you, that suit!'


    I wandered back to the station and thought about taking the first train for Halifax, but I had a new sort of superstition about seeing the sea in a seaside town. If I didn't see it, there might be a stone placed on the line. So I walked down the Valley Road past the gardens in bloom. The same sort of plant came up over and again: a bush with long white flowers like railway signals. Wherever it grew, folk stood admiring it.


    I turned to my left, and saw a giant white 'S', and it was the first letter of 'snowdrop laundry' - the words were painted on the wall of an end-terrace. A line of smoke came out of the chimney, but disappeared after a second, put to shame by the bright sea air.


    That was where Clive had been heading with his bag. I won­dered whether he was inside at that moment. I hung about out­side the front door for a while, then gave it up and walked back towards the Valley Road and the sea view, feeling blue.


    The sea didn't end, and so you felt useless looking at it. You could only do little things by comparison. George and Clive knew that, and the one little thing they did was cut a dash in the world. I had thought that driving and firing engines might be the thing, for it gave the freedom of flying, but I now could not think of the job without feelings of anxiety.


    I turned away from the sea.


    With all of Scarborough before me and the whole world in holiday mood, I could think of nothing to do but go back home.


    I set off back up the Valley Road in my heavy boots, aiming for the station, thinking of Arthur Billington. In a holiday town, people go slowly towards the railway stations but they always come out of them fast, and so I was not surprised to see a pretty woman moving fast away from the railway sta­tion. I almost called out to her when it struck me that I knew her, but I buttoned my lip in time, for I did not know her at all, really, but had only seen her once at the Joint.


    It was Emma Knowles, the stationmaster's beautiful wife.


    
Chapter Twenty-four

    


    On the Friday before Wakes, Halifax was beginning to empty out. There was only one other man drinking in the Evening Star. The three lonely billiard balls were set out, but the chance of any sport seemed further off than ever. The Courier was bursting with late advertisements for wood and cane trunks, portmanteaus and other holiday goods.


    Circumstances dictated a couple of pints after a very hot rim that day - Southport and back. Southport was the second biggest holiday place after Blackpool. Taking a pull on my beer, I thought of Clive and Emma Knowles. What it totted up to was this: they had both been in Scarborough on the same day, and Scarborough held many people, especially now that all sunshine records were being broken.


    Then I brought Blackpool into my mind's eye. Blackpool was waiting, and it was waiting for me.


    I'd seen the notices for the coming Sunday and knew that the Hind's Mill Wakes excursion was to be taken there by Clive and myself. There'd been a fair chance it might be another crew, for almost all links were put onto excursions in Wakes, but in a way I was glad it had fallen to us. I wanted to see that line running clear across the Fylde with no obstructions placed, and the same folk as before riding behind.


    I put the peg in after two, bought a bottle of Special Cola for the wife, and carried on up Horton Street, which was empty.


    Towards the top of the street, I turned and doubled back towards the wall of the old warehouse. There was a new bill in place of the the Socialist Mission poster: 'All who suffer from the heat should add a few drops of Condy's Fluid to the Daily Bath.'


    I thought of Emma Knowles in the bath as I passed by the open door of the Imperial. The fans were working away, spinning and rocking, but there were more waiters than toffs in there.


    I walked fast to Back Hill Street so as to keep the Special Cola cool, and I was still moving fast as I stepped through the front door, so the shock of what I saw hit me with main force: a soot-clarted man on the floor wrestling with the con­tinental stove. The wife was standing behind him with her arms hanging loose, and the strangest look on her face. There was a bottle of castor oil on the old mantelshelf, I noticed, as the sooty man on the floor said, 'How do.'


    'You've caught on,' I said to the wife, 'you're pregnant?' I whispered because of the stove man, but with the word came the whole future, revealed all in a moment.


    'Well, you needn't look like that,' said the wife.


    'Like what? This is the way fellows always look when they get that kind of news.'


    I took her through to the scullery, and, closing the door behind us, kissed her and handed over the bottle. 'It's going to have to be Extra Special Cola from now on,' I said.


    'You feel all right about it then?' she said.


    'Aye’ I said.


    'Aye?' she said back, slowly.


    'Not that it isn't a shock,' I said. 'I mean, so much for How to Check Family Increase.'


    'Well,' she said, 'they say their methods are not perfect.'


    'Do they now? They're right about that, at any rate.'


    She was quiet, looking sideways. The man in the other room sounded as if he was clattering at the stove with a ham­mer. It was not a scientific business, getting those articles out.


    'And I'll tell you this again for nothing,' I said. 'You're not going on the Hind's Mill excursion to Blackpool.' She nodded very quietly, and I was just thinking that this was not like the wife at all, when she suddenly became her old self once more. 'I am going on the excursion to Black­pool,' she began, 'although only for one day. And why must I go to the Infirmary? I am not in the least infirm. Tomorrow I am to see a midwife recommended by the Guild. She's nearby and she has all the certificates. It will cost a shilling, and she will measure my pelvis.'


    'Good,' I said. Why?'


    'To make sure the baby will fit.'


    'Well,' I said, 'it had better do. What happens if it won't? I mean it would be a rum go if it didn't, wouldn't you say?'


    'At twenty-eight weeks,' said the wife, ignoring me, 'I will go up to the hospital and I will have regular checks after that to term. Meanwhile we must put away little bits of tea, sugar, and lay in little stores for the time. The Guild has lectures coming up on care of maternity, and I will go to those, and you might like to come along yourself.'


    'I might.' I said.


    'We will have a doctor at the birth, and as well as an ordi­nary fireplace instead of the stove, we must have another gas mantel put into the bedroom in case the baby comes at night and I tear, and need to be sown.'


    'Bloody hell,' I said, and just then the stove man put his head around the door.


    'It's out,' he said. 'Where do you want it?'


    'Oh, in the yard,' said the wife.


    He came back a moment later, lugging the stove, and we followed him into the yard. It was hotter out than in. The sky was ink and blue, with high streaks of black from the last chimneys working before Wakes. The wife was at the tub we'd got out there.


    'The mint's starting to come up as well,' she said, bending over the tub.


    'You shouldn't do that,' I said.


    'What?'


    'Bend over. And you're to keep your hands over your head whenever possible.'


    'You barmpot,' said the wife. She was looking at the mint again. 'They say it takes over the whole garden eventually.'


    Just then the stove man let the stove fall, and it crashed onto its side next to the mangle and the outside privy.


    'I don't think you have to worry too much on that score at any rate,' I said.


    I looked at the stove. Now we would have a proper fire­place, which was safer for children if properly guarded, and would make the house more of a home. I paid the stove man and he went off. He would be back after a few weeks to put in a fireplace under the old mantel.


    'Now you must look to your diet,' I said to the wife when the fellow had gone, and we were back inside the house. 'You're to eat plenty of vegetables and a lot of bone food - bread, you know, for the calcium - and on no account must you take intoxicants, which you don't do anyway of course, which reminds me, I wouldn't half like a bottle of beer. And you are to sit down,' I said, as I myself sat down on the sofa in the parlour, for the tremendous shock of the news was only now beginning to take hold.


    
Chapter Twenty-five

    


    Wakes proper started on the Sunday.


    The night before, I dreamt I was on an engine riding through open country that was half real and half a map. Preston was big capital letters lying spread over fields, then came the little villages of Salwick and Kirkham, with curly Ks in their names. On the very edge of the map was Blackpool with the capital letters again, these stretching out into the sea, which was nothing but a few squiggly lines, but dangerous all the same.


    I woke at four, and so did the wife. She was excited about the Hind's trip. I tried again to talk her out of going, saying, 'It's all just skylarking, you know. You wouldn't care for it.'


    'What do you take me for?' she said. Then we began to do something else, for stopping family increase could now go by the board.


    Love-making eases anxieties, but not for long, and I was back to my old state of mind when, at half-past five in the morning, I wrote my name in the book that lay on its own table in John Ellerton's office at Sowerby Bridge shed.


    It was not yet hot, and the weekly notices pinned to the wall were moving in the breeze from the open door. Every so often the breeze would increase, the door would bang, and a great surge of burning-coal smell and smoke would come in, for the engines were all being prepared outside, looking like a range of volcanoes. The usual timetables went to pot in Wakes. Half the normal trains in and out of Halifax didn't run, and the crews were put onto excursions instead.


    Ellerton himself was at his high desk, drawing lines with a ruler in his fast and jolly way. He seemed to be enjoying the way the ruler worked, the perfect straightness of it over and over. The telegraph needle was clicking, but it must have been something safe to ignore, for he was ignoring it.


    'You're in luck again over the Hind's,' he said, as he drew his lines.


    'How's that?' I said. But I knew.


    'Come along with me,' he said, and he stepped out from behind his desk, still holding his precious ruler. We walked out of the office and onto the barrow boards that crossed the tracks going into the shed.


    It was a blue-grey morning. Night was going, but the engines around the shed were putting out their own darkness. I saw the Highflyer before John pointed at it with his ruler. Number 1418 - the very same beast as before: black but bright, the long, high boiler stretching out over the seven-foot driving wheels. It looked like an arrow in a bow, waiting to be fired. A cleaner with a long-handled brush walked carefully along the boiler frame, like a man on a mountain precipice. One long thin bootlace of smoke was winding out of the chimney.


    'Where did that bastard come from?' I said.


    John Ellerton laughed. 'It was fixed up at Horwich Works. Distant Control sent it down to us.'


    'But why?'


    'Well,' he said, 'why do they do anything? Orders from Manchester.'


    'Who in Manchester?'


    'Traffic manager - Outdoor Locomotive Office. Who else would it be?'


    'What's his name?'


    'Hasn't got a name,' said John, who was playing with his ruler, looking a little agitated at this bombardment. He wanted to get back to drawing straight lines.


    'How's that?' I said.


    'When I say "Traffic Manager" I mean Traffic Manager's office, and there's dozens in there.'


    'The first time they sent us a Highflyer it was for Hind's Mill Whit excursion to Blackpool.'


    John Ellerton nodded. A rush of tinsel sparks came spin­ning up from the Flyer's chimney.


    'Now they send it for only the second time,' I went on, 'and it's Hind's Mill once again.'


    Ellerton gave a big grin at this. 'What do you reckon's going on then?'


    'I don't know.'


    'Well,' said John, 'nor do I. Unless nothing is.'


    'But what if someone's trying to get shot of that particular engine?'


    'You're getting cranky in your old age,' said Ellerton.


    'Has a grindstone gone missing from this yard lately?' I asked him.


    John Ellerton just pulled a face.


    We were at the front end of 1418 by now. Front bogey, guard plates ... all good as new, as if nothing had happened. This was the virtue of blackness as a colour.


    'Look here,' said John Ellerton, 'I put in for an engine for an excursion, they send me one. Manchester doesn't know it's for Hind's - they just want to keep all the engines working all the time. The Highflyers mostly work express, Liverpool to Manchester, but if it happens that one comes over to this side of the Pennines, they don't send it back light. They send it back on a job.'


    I nodded, looking down. I knew for certain the wreckers would be back today, but I could say no more to Ellerton.


    'You can put up some bloody good running in that engine. There's fellows would kill to be on it,' he added, and it was as near as he'd come to giving me an earwigging.


    I saw Clive walking over the barrow boards towards us, carrying his snap tin and oil can, and looking down from time to time at his feet.


    'Smart boots, he's got,' said Ellerton.


    'They're new on,' I said, miserably. 'I believe he's bought them on the strength of his medal.'


    Or was it on the strength of Emma Rnowles?


    With Clive still making his way across the front of the shed towards the engine, I climbed up onto the footplate just as the cleaner who'd lit the fire climbed down the other side. He, or somebody, had left an old Courier on the sandbox. There'd been a Courier left in exactly the same spot before our last run on 1418.1 looked down at it: 'donegal election, this day's telegrams'. I opened the fire door and pitched it into the flames, where it whirled in a fiery circle, then disappeared. I turned to the locker and took out the ambulance box. There was the book again: What to Do in an Emergency by Dr N. Kenrick, F.R.S.E. This too I shied into the flames.


    When Clive came up, I said, 'Rather queer, this business, en't it?'


    'What's queer?'


    'The two of us getting this engine again?'


    Clive just shrugged. 'Luck of the draw,' he said, and began searching in his pocket for his leather book, where the time of departure from the Joint was written down. He wasn't bothered about where engines came from, only where he was taking them to.


    'What's time of departure?' I asked him.


    'Eight-nineteen,' he said. 'Ring a bell does it?'


    It had been eight-nineteen last time.


    We worked on for a while. Clive walked to the front of the engine to inspect the repair. Every so often there'd be a great bark of steam, like a gun going off, then more gunshot sounds and another engine would be out alongside us. Nothing would be left in the shed today, the first day of Wakes. Presently Clive walked off into the shed and came back with a kid who started putting the lozenge pattern on the buffer plates.


    'She looks in fine fettle,' he said when the kid had finished and was walking away with Clive's tanner in his pocket.


    'Will you be taking her a bit more steadily this time?' I asked as we both stood on the rails looking up at 1418.


    'You're not in a funk are you?' 'I'll give you steam for whatever running you want’1 said, 'but if the wreckers were out to get someone from Hind's Mill, or everyone from Hind's Mill, then this'll be the day they'll try again.'


    'If it comes to that, maybe they're out to get you,' he said, 'in which case you'll never rest easy.'


    Or you, I thought.


    I saw John Ellerton walking over to us again and he looked different. It was the first time I'd seen him not smiling or not ready to smile. He called up to us: 'You blokes,' he said. 'It's a bugger, is this, but I've just been speaking on the telephone to the fellow from the Courier - the reporter -'


    'I bloody knew it,' I said. 'They've heard from the Socialist Mission again?'


    Ellerton nodded, and even he looked pretty cut up. 'Now, he says the cops have not been able to dig up anything about this lot, and they're still of opinion it's a bluff.'


    'But what did the message say?' I asked Ellerton.


    Clive was looking down at his new boots.


    'Bit of blather,' said Ellerton, 'but really just this: no excur­sions to run in Halifax Wakes.'


    'But they will run, won't they?' I said.


    'Of course they bloody will,' said Ellerton, and he turned on his heel.


    Clive looked at me and grinned: 'That'll teach you to talk to strange blokes in pubs,' he said.


    I shouted after Ellerton, 'Did they mention a fellow called Billington, an engine man killed at York?'


    But I don't think he heard.


    

  


  
    
Chapter Twenty-six

    


    At the Joint, originality was at a premium: everyone was doing the same as before. I wanted to shout out distracting things, to check the heavy programme of entraining and lug­gage loading.


    We'd been put into platform three once more, where Knowles's blackboard again stood, reading: 'special train, sunday 9th july, hind's mill, wakes week excursion to Blackpool', with masses of underlining beneath. Station- master Knowles was watching from the far end of the plat­form, the back end of the train.


    To make things different, to give the kaleidoscope a shake, I jumped down from the footplate and took a turn along the platform, just as the first excursionists were climbing up. On my stroll, I struck other novelties. There were seven rattlers as before, but this time all third class. The Hinds, father and son, would not be coming along. And there was no Martin Lowther patrolling the train with a face like yesterday, ticket nippers at the ready. At the end of the train, I nodded to Knowles, who half nodded back then turned on his heel and walked off.


    I looked back along to the engine. Clive was standing by it, in his special place, where he could be looked at and admired; glancing down sometimes at his new boots, then up at the waves of happy excursionists, keeping his eye out for the pretty ones as they came running over the footbridge, tum­bling down the steps and searching out their compartments along the platform, all sporting their white rosettes. Another tea at the Tower was evidently in store.


    There was a banging of doors, laughing and shouting. Two of the trippers were at the cream-biscuit machine once again, rattling the little metal drawers that should have opened and never did.


    Some new posters of Blackpool had appeared along the platform: half a dozen all the same, with the beach looking like a mustard plaster, the Tower brighter, friendlier and not so frightening as when you were up close, and the slogan running along underneath: 'Blackpool holds perennial delights'.


    The luggage went into the place next to the guard's part, and here was another difference. Far more goods were for the van than before, this being a whole week away. Reuben Booth was in charge of the loading, or maybe he was just get­ting in the way of it. He had all on to check the boxes the porters were pitching in.


    I walked back to 1418, and to Clive. Reuben was coming up, too.


    'Five hundred and one souls . . . two hundred and twenty tons,' he said. The tonnage was the same as before, the extra Third in place of the First making no difference. The numbers were a little down. Well, not everybody could get away for a whole week. And then of course Margaret Dyson was dead, her boy in the orphanage.


    Now Clive was giving me his special happy nod, meaning look at the doxies, and there was the wife, walking hand in hand along the platform with Cicely Braithwaite.


    'It's the wife,' I said. 'I think I told you she'd got a start in the office at Hind's.'


    'Which one's she?' Clive asked, double-quick.


    'The beautiful one,' I said, 'what do you expect?'


    'Well now,' he said, 'they're both rather handsome.'


    'The one on the right,' I said, as the wife and Cicely stopped about three carriages down. They both wore the white rosettes.


    The wife and Cicely spotted me, and gave a wave as they climbed up into their compartment.


    'Will they not come and take a look at the engine?' asked Clive.'No point asking the wife’1 said. 'She thinks all engines are mucky, smelly things.'


    Clive frowned. There had been no takers at all so far for his fancily polished buffers. 'I hope you've explained to her that they're cleaned from top to bottom for about six hours at the start of every working day?'


    'Oh yes’1 said; 'more than you can say for our house, that is.'


    As the Hind's excursionists continued to climb aboard, I opened the firehole door and put on more coal. The wife was on the train now and, short of main force, there was nothing I could do about it. I knew it was not worth trying to persuade her to stay in Halifax. The Socialist Mission had not threatened this excursion in particular, and we were one of hundreds that would be leaving the Joint over the coming week. That was the argument she would employ.


    I looked at the high-set, gleaming injector handles, the beautiful wide black numbers against the clear white back­ground of the steam-pressure gauge, all so prettily set off by the bright red danger mark. To a fellow of the right sort, there could be no handsomer sight in the kingdom. There again the fire was a little thin to left and right, so I picked up my shovel, turned towards the tender and set to.


    At eight-eighteen Clive was up next to me, moving the gear to full forward. I leant out to watch the starter signal, and . .. nothing happened. Perhaps they've thought better of sending us out after all. I looked away from the signal, looked back, and then it fell. Clive pulled the regulator (I got a whiff of the Bancroft's as he did so), and the engine gave its first mighty bark, like something being roused that doesn't want to be roused.


    We started to roll, though.


    We moved into the sight of the sun, and I turned once more to the tender and the coal. As the beats came faster they began to drown out the cheering of the excursionists, and that was all right by me, for I meant to trust my luck to the brightness of the day, and lose myself in the work.


    We rolled, faster than I would have thought right, along the side of the branch canal, then under the branch canal, which brought on a short night-time, then into Milner Royd Tunnel, which made for a longer one.


    Coming out of the tunnel Clive was at the reverser, notch­ing up the great engine with his hair falling forward over his eyes. With the higher gear engaged, the rocking began, like the start of a dance, and it was the start of a dance, for our feet fell into the old way of counterbalancing. I thought of Mr Aspinall, sitting in his office in Manchester, and wondered whether he knew what he had let loose with this great mechanical greyhound.


    Clive gave his two screams on the whistle as we passed the shed at Sowerby Bridge, and I swear that a horse pulling a dog cart up Town Hall Street was stopped by the shock of it. Clive was not known as a scorcher but maybe the habit was growing on him, for we went through Hebden Bridge clear twice as fast as we should've.


    We climbed to Todmorden without noticing it was a climb at all. I could not see the church clock that was lit at night, nor (for we were going at such a lick) any of the churches that might have held it. This engine, I thought, makes churches disappear. I looked for the school with the huge cot in the window, the house with the birds circling above, but these tilings lived in a slower world and were not to be seen today.


    Clive was at the gear again. He wanted 1418 faster, and all the signals did too, for every one of them was down as we galloped on over the Pennine Hills.


    Crossing from Yorkshire to Lancashire was no more than jumping a ditch, and Blackburn might have been a village, for it was coming up and then it was gone, with not much in between save for a smudge of smoke.


    This time there was no cause to stop at Preston, so those on board had all of thirty seconds to view the handsome new paintwork of that station. We were coming to the danger point now, Salwick and Kirkham, and Clive seemed in a hurry to get there, for he notched up once, twice, within the shadow of County Hall. Was he bent on suicide? No, the man was in the prime of life and making love in secret with the stationmaster's wife.


    To put this from my mind I was throwing on coal, but Clive checked me with a funny look and shouted at me to get on the injector and put in more water. It went ill with me to move from coal to water. I wanted to stick at one thing, and wait. If all was well after Salwick and Kirkham, that would be the start of a whole new world. I would take a drink and have a beano with the wife in Blackpool, for I was to book off on arrival.


    The signal box at Lea Green came and went. Harry Walker, the fellow in there, would be moving slowly between his levers, drinking tea. Maybe he'd given a wave. It didn't matter.


    Salwick came up, more of a garden than a station, more of a graveyard than a station, and Clive was eyeing me. The engine was going at seventy, and neither one of us could properly stand.


    I asked myself again how he could be so sure we were not to meet another wrecking attempt.


    I laid my shovel against the firebox, forced my head out into the battering air and looked back. I saw the 8.36 from Halifax, the regular Blackpool express, a tiny train miles behind, crawling onto the fields of the Fylde.


    I would not tell Clive to slow down, not even with the wife on board and her expecting. I was done with showing fear. I turned to the firehole, looked inside: the fire was shaking, every white-hot coal had been set jumping by the speed. I stood upright again, and my shovel fell and began clank­ing over the footplate towards me like a thing gone live. Clive was standing back from the regulator, bowed down before it and pulling at the flaps of two of his pockets, the flaps of the poacher's pockets. He moved his hands slowly up towards his hair and put his head down and ran his hands through his hair, faster and faster. His hair was all there, but it might not be, so he had to make sure over and over again. He was looking at his boots as he did it, seeing how they were faring new-on, for really they should have been spared the black dust of the footplate. The best thing you can do with a pair of boots is not wear them. The best you can do with a railway engine is not drive it.


    I looked through the spectacle glass and it was clean. I could see for miles along the line. Blackpool Tower, the tallest building in the country, and there it was: a tiny thing, ten miles off, jumping about in the corner of the glass, trying to come loose and move to the centre. Why had Clive got his medal? Well, it came in pretty handy, made it harder for Knowles to stand him down. There again, if Clive had copped on with Emma Knowles, the stationmaster might be expected to do a lot more than sack him. A lot more.


    My eye went back to the spectacle glass, and I kept on staring hard at the clear track unrolling before us; I was challenging the track, and keeping with it for mile after mile. A sunbeam flew very far along it in a short time, and I almost gave a laugh at that. I turned away and looked again.


    'Brakes!' I screamed, and Clive slashed at the vacuum han­dle as though killing something, which he was - killing the vacuum - and we began at once to slow ... but slowly.


    You can shout for brakes once if you're a fireman - once if there's no reason, I mean. With the engine finally at rest, and time moving once again, Clive turned to me and said: 'What was it?'


    I had no answer.


    I looked up at the spectacle glass and Clive looked there too. It was clean but for a single fleck of soot, dead centre.


    'It might have been that,' I said, and I started to say I was sorry, but Clive checked me, saying: 'You were right to call out.'


    I knew then he was one of the grandest fellows I'd ever met. It's rum. You know people for a while and you have them down for one thing, then they suddenly seem to grow.


    I jumped down and looked along the train. Heads were coming out of the windows, but nobody was climbing down this time. We'd not had to use the reverser, so the train had stopped with a steadier motion. Yet a man in a cap called: 'That were a bit of a jar.' It was a lonely voice, floating over the fields.


    'Anybody hurt?' I called.


    ‘I’ll consult!' he shouted, but he was already laughing. He ducked back into his compartment, then stuck his head back out. 'One here in desperate need ...' he bawled.


    I began walking fast along the trackside towards him, fret­ting over having burnt the medical book. 'In desperate need of what?'


    'A nice glass of stout!' the excursionist called back. 'Nay, I'm only -' He ducked back in again. 'We're all in fine fettle here,' he said, coming out once more, 'but can tha get on? It's nigh on opening time, tha knows!'


    I walked on fast; there were different flowers in the meadow from the time before: tall, purple ones. The wife was in the third carriage back from the engine. As I walked, the carriages were high above my head. It was like going along those old country lanes where the road has sunk and the hedges have gradually been lifted up: a feeling of being too small and kept in your place.


    When I came to what I thought must be the right spot, I called up. It was Cicely Braithwaite who pulled down the window strap and looked out. She was laughing too. There was laughing gas running through the pipes on this train, but when she saw me her laughter caught.


    'It's not the same going-on as before, is it?' she said.


    I shook my head. 'You all right up there?'


    The wife was at the window too, showing a face that had been laughing. 'Do get on,' she said.


    I looked along the line. The regular express was there behind in the distance, shaking in the heat, and so far off that at first I couldn't make out whether it was moving or not. But no. It was of course checked at the signal, and all my doing.


    I looked up at the wife and grinned. 'When we get to Cen­tral, I'll meet you at the ticket gates,' I said.


    She ducked back into the carriage as if I was just a spare part, standing down below the train where no person ought to be standing.


    I turned to walk back to the engine.


    'Ey!'


    It was the wife, calling from the compartment; I turned while walking and she blew me a kiss. The holiday mood was certainly on her. At this rate, she'd be after a whole week in Blackpool.


    
Chapter Twenty-seven

    


    In Central you could hardly breathe from the greenhouse heat burning through the canopies, and the press of people, and the nosebag smell, for the cab horses were at their dinner as we came in at just after eleven. A porter was standing on a stepladder, trying to put the excursionists into the right chan­nels by a lot of shouting and waving of arms.


    This was the busiest station in Europe.


    We uncoupled and ran the engine to the shed, where everyone was too busy to think anything much of even a Highflyer coming in. Clive went off for a pint, while I legged it the quarter mile back to Central, where the wife was patiently waiting at the ticket gates.


    'Did you notice we weren't wrecked?' she called over the noise of the crowd as I approached her.


    Behind her at the gates was the ticket collector I'd seen the last time I'd been at Central, the one who'd thrown up the beer bottle. He was working now, collecting tickets but not looking at anyone who gave him one. His uniform still did not fit.


    I kissed the wife. 'But we did have the stop,' I said, 'and in the exact same spot as before. Did nobody say anything in the carriage?'


    The wife shook her head. She wanted to talk about some­thing else. And I was glad to do it.


    'Well how do you like Blackpool?' I said.


    'So far,' she said, 'I've only seen the railway station.'


    I caught up her hand and we pushed our way out of the station and into the blinding light of day. And you had never seen a day so full: tribes of excursionists going both ways on the Prom (they should have had an 'up' and 'down' as on the railways) with the trams trying to nudge their way through, and thousands more folk sitting on the sand, where all places were taken, although there were gangways left for the ice-­cream carts.


    The sea was doing all in its power to entertain: glittering and sending in pretty big waves, which came as a bonus on a day with hardly any wind. But the teams of Pierrots and Harlequins and the wandering ventriloquists were in com­petition with it.


    I looked to the left and the right. Which way to go? What to show the wife first? I saw a woman's face coming towards me in the crowd. It was a smiling face under a bonnet, a normal Blackpool face. But when the face saw mine, the smile was checked. It was Mary-Ann Roberts. I hated her bonnet, I hated the way she had kept some of her prettiness, for that seemed to give importance to the question of whether she was smiling or not.


    I hated most particularly the way she never did anything unexpected, like walking up to me and saying: You were not to know about the treatment of concussion cases. You are an engine man after all, and not a doctor. As I looked at her, she looked away.


    I had brought her to Blackpool so that she could kill my enjoyment of the day.


    We were now bang under the Tower, with the wife control­ling events. We both looked at the top of it for a while, where the glass and iron palace was balanced. It was a marvellous sight, but I could only think of the stone on the line. We looked down and around, at the Ferris wheel over near the Winter Gardens, which was like a giant rosette. Then it was back to staring at the crowds, which went on for ever, like the sea. These people had all aimed for the bull's-eye, and they had all hit the bull's-eye. There was no point in thinking about the future or the past, this was the moment, and it just had to be carried on.


    'What do you reckon?' I asked the wife. She answered slowly: There's to be a free tea at the Tower in three hours' time, but first I want to take a turn on the fly­ing machine.'


    'Which one?' I said. 'I expect there's hundreds.'


    'The Sir Hiram Maxim Flying Machines at the Pleasure Beach,' said the wife. 'I've read of them in the library. They're at Sand Hill.'


    'That's south,' I said.


    So we began going that way along the Prom. I kept look­ing over at the beach. I knew how things went with the Pier­rot shows. Each one was like a little dream while it was happening, with perfect dainty people dancing to guitars. Then the Pierrots would come down from their little stands to start collecting the pennies, and the magic was gone. You'd be sorry for having watched, because it made you feel bad to pay them, and you felt a sight worse if you didn't. I looked beyond the crowds to the bathing machines wobbling down towards the water. There were teams of boys to control them and they were taking ten down at once, all in a line like a little landslide.


    As we moved along the Prom we kept nearly colliding with people who wanted our money: the flowersellers, book­sellers, quack doctors, all trying to stop you in your tracks by shouting at you.


    As we walked, some amusements won out as the ones you really noticed, whether from numbers of sandwich men or quantities of posters, or through just being noticeable: the Royal Rumanian Band was on the North Pier all summer. You couldn't avoid knowing of that. And Beecham's Pills were to be had everywhere.


    Presently, the machine came into view, high above the heads of the crowd: a wide-turning wheel, with the flying boats hanging from wires. As we watched, the wheel increased its speed and the flying boats flew further out and - which was the great thing - higher too. Every now and then there was a little snort of smoke from the centre of the wheel, but the thing was really almost silent, and turned like a weather vane or a windmill, all natural; and there was some­thing of sailing about it too. Silent speed.


    'It's beautiful,' I said to the wife, 'but aren't ladies in the family way supposed to avoid violent amusements?'


    'Nothing violent about it,' said the wife, without looking at me.


    So we joined the back of the queue. It was all sandy and dusty round about, like America. You were hard put to say where the beach ended. There was a carousel nearby bigger than the common run. It went anti-clockwise, which was the American way. I'd read of that somewhere. There were plenty of Yankees in Blackpool. Well, it was open house to all sorts.


    There were several other rides on the go: a bicycle railway, a switchback, and over in the distance a waterfall coming down from a man-made mountain. A sign stood high up above the crowd: 'the water caves of the world', and hard by it was a giant banner: 'read the daily despatch'.


    Maxim's Flying Machine was looked after by big fellows in sailor suits, and when we were towards the front of the queue one of them stepped up and asked if we'd ridden on it before. 'You must not on any account try to stand up in the flying boat,' said the fellow. 'And you are to take off your hats.'


    There was a notice about how this was all in aid of Sir Hiram Maxim and his attempt to fly a measured mile by powered flight, in a heaver-than-air craft, not a steerable balloon. There was a photograph of a real flying machine, and a photograph of a mile - well, a biggish field at any rate.


    It was sixpence for the two of us. We climbed aboard our boat and the wheel started to turn. There was hurdy-gurdy music coming from somewhere, and I thought it was for the flying machine, but then another tune started up, far louder, and this was the one. It was a melody I'd heard before some­where, but completely changed.


    'This fellow Maxim must be out of his senses!' I shouted to the wife as we started to climb.


    'Isn't it just wonderful!' she shouted back, and it was.


    I liked it best when we were right out over the sea, when an extra bit of breeze would push you that bit higher and you felt you could float on for ever.


    The boats gradually tipped, and at the highest point we were quite sideways - and silent, for there was nothing at all to be said.


    When we climbed off, the wife, setting her hat back on her head, said: 'I feel just like I don't know what.'


    We walked away from the machine hand in hand, and the wife said: 'That's set me up just nicely, that has, but I've done Blackpool now.'


    We bought some treacle toffee, and it ought to have been the perfect day. Instead, I was suddenly furious that I could not bring before my mind's eye the face of the wrecker. Damn you, I thought, whoever you are.


    'Why don't we go along to St Anne's,' I said, 'the next place along?'


    'Where Mr Robinson lives?'


    'That's it,' I said. I wanted to see that fellow again, though it would be hard to bring about. 'It's a nice run out there,' I said. 'I think they have a gas tram that takes you.'


    But the gas tram I'd heard about was gone, long since removed from service. The ticket clerk at the Blackpool Southern Terminus, which was just a step from the Pleasure Beach, said passengers riding on it had found themselves not able to breathe on windless days. The tram to Lytham - which was the one that stopped at St Anne's - was electric now, like all the other Blackpool ones.


    The ticket clerk shouted this to me, and he must have spent his whole life shouting, because that's how things went on around the Blackpool trams in the season. There was a fearful scramble to get on them, and the bells as they came up might have been the bells of a boxing match. It was not quite so much of a scramble for the Lytham tram, though. Lytham and St Anne's were quieter resorts, and quieter types went out to them. We climbed onto the top deck when the tram came in. The steps were very high; they went up in a corkscrew, and 'hovis' was written very big on every one. The electric wires hung from what looked like ordinary lamp-posts that had grown arms.


    The tram bowled along fast and high along the edge of the road, wobbling slightly, like a hoop being bowled, and in two minutes Blackpool was left behind. There were fields to our left, and dry grasses, sand dunes and the sea to our right. Sand had been blown onto the wide, white road. A long steamer was going by in the opposite direction.


    'It's like Africa out here’ said the wife.


    'Now I don't know about that,' I said.


    Then the big gardens started coming up, and hotels all cov­ered in ivy. We got off next to a miniature golf course. There was a low wall all around it made of dazzling white stones. As the wife and I stepped down from the tram, some smart sorts looked up from their game and stared at us.


    'Do you think we passed muster?' asked the wife as we turned away from them in order to cross the road and reach the sea.


    The beach was a startler. There were no fortune tellers or funfairs, but pretty banners stuck in the sand advertising shows by the Happy Valley Pierrots and the Jolly Tars, and there were three donkeys sleepwalking over the sand with children in sailor suits on their backs.


    So this was Robinson's home. He'd done pretty well to get here, but now he'd lost all of his money because of the light suiting and the way he'd been treated by Hind, father and son.


    We sat on the wall that divided the beach from the road.


    'I bet they're all snobs round here’ said the wife.


    'Aye’ I said.


    'But I would like to live here.'


    I looked at her.


    'Well, I don't see why the snobs should have it all to them­selves,' she said. 'And I've just had a vision of our little boy or girl skipping along the front.'


    'Did you have a vision of our bank account at that time?' I asked her.


    'I would come here,' she said, 'and I would get up a social­ist club.'


    'Oh they'd like that,' I said.


    The three children were getting down from the donkeys. There were no more takers, and the donkey driver was get­ting out his pipe.


    'I don't like that building on the pier though,' said the wife.


    The pavilion on the pier was rather weird.


    'I expect you'll be able to get it knocked down when you come here,' I said.


    'You see how all the benches around it face away,' she said. 'That's so you don't have to look at it.'


    I thought it more likely that this was so you could look out to sea. I then wondered again at how the train had not crashed this time, and how the wrecker or wreckers had left us alone. I felt grateful to them, which was the wrong feeling, I knew.


    'Did you get a look at Clive,' I asked the wife, 'the driver of the engine?'


    'I did, yes.'


    'He's a handsome devil, wouldn't you say?'


    'Yes,' she said, and then she laughed. 'Your face!' she said.


    'Do you think we might pay a call on Robinson?' I said. 'He's rather keen on you, you know.' The wife didn't seem to hear this; or she thought it a notion too daft to bother with. She was brushing sand off her skirt. 'Bustle up!' she called, and she was off across the wide, bright common that seemed to take up half of St Anne's-on-Sea, aiming for a pile of stones that were built up at its centre. She was a hundred yards ahead in no time and seemed too lonely, so I began running to catch her, when I saw beyond her a small boy seeming to spin backwards from behind the pile of stones. He was playing some secret backward-jumping game, and wearing a green suit. It was Lance Robinson.


    He didn't know the wife, of course, but he knew me - and from a fair distance too, even though he was not wearing his spectacles.


    'Oh hello,' he said as I came up close (the wife was looking at the stones in the background). 'The green's my home-from- home now that the paddock's gone. Have you come up from Blackpool?'


    'I have that,' I said, and I called the wife over and intro­duced her to the boy.


    It came out that the wife was working at Hind's, and the boy said: 'Cicely told me she had a new person working with her. I like Cicely. She's a brick, although Dad always used to say she wasn't a great hand at correspondence.'


    The boy turned to me, and said: 'Cicely's awfully pretty, don't you think?'


    'Well...' I said.


    The wife, leaning against the stone, was making funny faces at me as if to say, Now what do we have here?


    'Did you come along on the tram?' said the boy.


    I nodded.


    'It's smarter here, isn't it?' said the boy. 'It's nothing like Blackpool really, even though we're sort of tacked on to it. Our house is one of the first ones in St Anne's, and when we bought it, the Post Office had it down as Blackpool. Dad tries not to be snobby but he played merry hell over that, and he got it changed.'


    Lance Robinson was doing his little backward dance on the grass. 'I'm not supposed to say that,' he said. 'Merry hell, I mean. I got it from our maid, the one that's gone. Would you like to come to tea?'


    'Oh no,' said the wife immediately, and quite horrified.


    'Yes,' I said. 'That's very kind of you.'


    I wanted to see the Bradshaws that Robinson was sup­posed to keep lined up on his shelves. I wanted to see the fellow's motorcar, not that I could remember much of the one that had followed us to the Fylde, or the one that had frightened old Hind to death.


    Lance Robinson turned and I began to follow him. The wife was fixed to the spot. But she followed along after a little while, and began chatting brightly enough to the boy: 'This is a lovely spot, isn't it? I don't think we can take tea, although it is awfully kind. Perhaps we'll just say a very quick hello to your father, who's a very pleasant gentleman . . . But we shan't come into the house.'


    We were passing by an empty bandstand now, and step­ping off the green. The boy wasn't used to walking with other people; he was going too fast, and his green coat was flying out behind him.


    'It's the light suiting,' I whispered to the wife, as we fol­lowed the boy down a wide road of tall houses.


    'I know,' said the wife. 'It's sad.'


    I knew what she meant. At first I couldn't think of the word, but then it came to me. The boy had been put into clothes that made him a kind of experiment in motion - an experiment that had failed.


    'Now listen,' the wife whispered, 'we are not to stay.'


    'There was no stone on the line for Hind's today,' I said. 'Why not, do you suppose?'


    'Oh give it an airing,' said the wife. 'I thought you'd fin­ished with that.'


    'I've got to work out why there was a stone before, and why there wasn't one this time. One difference from Whit was that the governors of the mill were not on the train: Hind and Hind Senior. Now think on: who would have wanted to see off the two Hinds? And who might already have done the job on the older one?'


    The boy had come to a halt ahead of us. He stood at a turn­ing leading into another wide white road of tall houses with exhibition gardens. He was putting on his glasses as we got near. 'I don't wear them outdoors,' he said, hooking them over his ears with his head down, 'but I'm supposed to.'


    This meant we were drawing near.


    'Father's not home,' said the boy, looking up.


    The wife nodded, and I could see she was relieved.


    'He's dreadfully worried,' said the boy.


    There was a low fizzing in the street. All the gardens were full of bees.


    'The police', said the boy, setting my heart thumping, 'have been here ...'


    Where? I thought. Which one is the house? They all looked like tall churches, and they were all joined together: a dark line of giants behind the gardens. You were really meant to see the gardens not the houses.


    'How could you lose a mill?' asked the boy from behind his spectacles. 'Dad had one. He sold it, then went in with Hind's and now nothing's left and Mother won't pay calls because then people would have to come back, and they would see we only had one maid ... If a mill came down to me,' the boy went on, 'I would sell it straight off and put the money in the Post Office.'


    'You said about the police ...' I reminded him.


    'No, Jim,' said the wife, shaking her head.


    "The Hind's Whit Excursion,' said Lance Robinson. 'They think Father tried to bring it off the line.'


    I smartly took off my cap, because I was lost for any other way to react. I wondered whether the police had been work­ing away all summer, like the bees, and whether I had not put them to it myself after what I'd said in the copper shop at Manchester during my funny turn. But it was no use trying to recall just what I had said then.


    'Well, they're here again,' the boy said, and I knew the house. It was behind the boy, half a dozen along at the end of the road. A wagonette and horse stood outside. There was no motorcar in sight.


    The colours in this place were all too high: the boy's green suit, the whiteness of the gateposts and road dust, the colours of the flowers in the gardens; and the pillar box in the middle of the road was red like none before. But the horse was black, and the wagonette was black.


    'You must still come for tea,' said the boy.


    When the strangeness started I could not say; the boy was walking on, and the wife was saying too loudly, 'Master Lance, Master Lance', as if just saying his name could change something. But the boy walked on and the front door of the house opened as he did so. He walked into it, and the wife turned on her heels and fled. A moment later, I turned and followed.


    
Chapter Twenty-eight

    


    The tram raced back to Blackpool and seemed to fall into the welcoming arms of the crowd at the Southern Terminus. Blackpool was where the trams belonged.


    As we got up from our seat, the wife pinned the white rosette back onto her dress and the quiet of the ride was over.


    'I'm sure the boy has it all wrong, you know,' she said. 'The police will just have been asking Mr Robinson questions that might lead them to someone else. They asked you questions, didn't they?'


    I nodded. She liked Robinson and didn't want him to be the wrecker, so I said nothing, but my thoughts were running along these lines: perhaps he put the stone on the track not so as to stop the train, but only to stop old man Hind's heart, give him such a shock that he pegged out, while he drove alongside in his motorcar to watch. When that failed, he'd tried again, with the motorcar as the weapon.


    No. It was all loopy.


    When the wife climbed down from the tram, she said, 'Now where's that Tower?' then, a second later, 'Oh!'


    Blackpool Tower was the tallest building in England.


    'Well,' she said, quite recovered and speaking in her special Yorkshire voice, 'I'm off for me tea.'


    I arranged to meet her at six outside the main entrance to the Tower, and she disappeared into the crowd. I remembered about an 'A' cigar that I'd put in my top pocket. I lit it and set off towards the Tower myself. Whether I was pressing against the flow of the crowd or going along with it I couldn't have said; sometimes one, sometimes the other. Inside ten seconds I saw two other fellows smoking big cigars. Blackpool was that sort of place. Down on the beach the crowd was especially thick and you'd see a white arm waved or the top of a pointed hat, and this was a Pierrot show going on.


    I was alongside the Tower now - the wife was inside and below, taking tea in the basement.


    Music was coming at me from about a dozen different places, and the jangle of it was like those contraptions they have in pubs: the polyphons, which turn very prettily, but never quite seem to play what you'd call a tune. I crossed over the Prom and leant against the railings looking out to sea for a while. There was something about the sea that made you breathe deeply. I smoked my cigar and thought about Robin­son: he had lost everything over the summer suiting, and it was the old man who'd been most particularly set against him. Of that I was now certain.


    I looked down, and there on the beach, giving a show, was a ventriloquist with a figure on his knee. It was the good ven­triloquist from the Seashell, Henry Clarke, and the doll was ... what was the name? Leonard. Young Leonard.


    There were steps to the beach nearby. It was hard going, walking over the hot sand in my boots, and I fretted that the turn would end by the time I got to it.


    'By gum it's hot work this, you know,' Henry Clarke was saying to the little crowd when I reached the spot. 'My head's fairly throbbing, and I'm starting to sweat all over.'


    I was at the back of three rows of kids, but Clarke's voice carried pretty well. He was sitting on a folding stool. There was a bottle propped in the sand before him, with a few cop­pers placed inside to show that's what it was for. Underneath the bottle were some papers, and I knew what these were: handbills for the Seaside Surprises at the Seashell Music Hall.


    'It's not quite polite to speak of "sweating" you know,' Henry Clarke was saying to Young Leonard. 'Now let's all hear you say the word "perspiring".'


    Leonard looked up quite suddenly then stared around at all the children, his eyes seeming to get wider by the second, but they couldn't do that, so it was just something about the face.


    'Oh come on now, you know you're awfully good at talk­ing when you've a mind to be. Leonard, I would like to hear you say: "Around the ragged rock, the ragged rascal ran.'"


    Leonard looked at Henry Clarke, then out at all of us. 'So would 1’ Leonard said, sounding very glum.


    It was all daft stuff but it was real too, and that's why it was funny.


    Henry Clarke's folding stool suddenly slipped in the sand, and it was his turn to pull a funny face. This seemed to bring the show to an end, and some of the kids went forward to put money into the bottle.


    I put in a penny myself and picked up one of the papers. At the top of the page was Henry Clarke's name. Above it there was nothing. The name of the other ventriloquist, Monsieur Maurice, appeared down below.


    'The bill's changed,' I said.


    Henry Clarke looked at me with his pleasant face. Leonard was still on his knee. Clarke smiled, perhaps nodding slightly, but saying nothing. He wasn't about to start putting on swank.


    One of the kids was pointing at the figure. 'What's he?' he said. The kid was eating a penny lick.


    Clarke smiled again. 'Why, this is Leonard,' he said.


    Leonard suddenly smiled too, and looked at the boy, who jumped back. It was like electricity.


    'He's got a good face,' said another of the kids.


    'He has lots of faces really’ said Henry Clarke. 'He has what we call his "By Jove, you don't say!" face.'


    And those words were now spelled out in the face of Leonard, just as clearly as if they'd been written.


    'And he has his ... well, what we call his "thinking it over" face.'


    Now the dummy was all thoughtfulness, nodding gentle-­like.


    'Sometimes,' said Clarke, 'he even comes to a conclusion!'


    At this, a great look of surprise and happiness appeared on Leonard's face, so that he beamed like the glace kid on the boot-polish tins.


    'He's not living though, is he?' said a very little kid, and it was as if he knew the truth but wanted to make quite sure.


    'He is not’ said Henry Clarke, which was the kindly answer I thought.


    He tipped the dummy forwards and slid the head out of the neck. Leonard's head was just as lifelike as before, but now we all saw that it was on a long pole, with levers and wires attached.


    'Superior Professional Movement’ said Henry Clarke, and he winked at me, for this was grown-up stuff. 'Most figures have a set-up called something similar but Leonard's works are more superior and professional than most. His mouth and eyes move at the same time. That's not so out of the common, but it's the way they move. You see, the leather around his nose and eyes . . . It's very supple, and the levers draw it in just the right way ...'


    He gave us a few more expressions of Leonard's, and it was like watching a musician play his instrument.


    'Did you make him?' asked one of the kids.


    'Oh I'm not nearly clever enough to do that. Leonard was made by a Mr Pardoe, who lived in Manchester and worked under the name of Zack. He passed on some years ago.'


    'Why?' asked one of the kids.


    'Why . .. did he pass on?' asked Henry Clarke.


    'Why did he go round calling himself Zack?'


    'Oh well, people in the show business often go in for fancy names, you know. I think it's because it makes it easier for people to remember them.' The world was then put back to rights, as the neck was slid back into the body. As some of the kids walked up to have a closer look at Leonard, I was thinking of Monsieur Maurice, or - what was his real name? - Morris Connell. He'd been moved down the bill because he wasn't up to snuff, which was like an engine man moving from an express link down to local goods. There would be no coming back from that.


    So here were two men who'd lost everything: Robinson and Connell.


    As I looked at Henry Clarke, I made the leap, and he saw something progress in me, for he pointed and said, 'Question, sir?'


    'Were you playing at the Seashell Music Hall at Whitsun­tide?'


    'Yes,' he replied, 'I was here for Whit Week in the Seaside Surprises.' He smiled at me as he said the name.


    'When did that Whit Week show begin?'


    'Why, on the Monday of Whit Week,' he said.


    He was too much of a gent to tell me to simmer down.


    'You'd been at the Palace in Halifax not long before, hadn't you?' I said. 'On a run that was extended?'


    He nodded.


    'Did you come over here by train from Halifax?'


    'I have done, yes. I'm on the go all the time, and the Seashell only keeps me here odd weeks.'


    'No, but I mean before that very week. Did you travel up on Whit Sunday from Halifax?'


    Even the smile of Henry Clarke was beginning to fade under this bombardment. He looked up at the sky. Leonard lay dead on his lap. There was nothing in the sky but blue, yet he found what he was looking for.


    'Why, I believe I did, yes.'


    'On the eight thirty-six express from Halifax?'


    He was shaking his head before I'd finished. 'No, no, I have it wrong. I did play at the Palace in Halifax before Whit, you're right over that, and then I had a day or two free in the town. Later on, I had to go and see . . . Mr Wood . . . Mr Wood at ... at Burnley on a business matter. And so I came here to Blackpool from Burnley, and it was on the Mon­day that I came, not the Sunday. Why do you ask all this, if you don't mind?'


    The kids had all faded away by now and I felt a chump. 'I just thought I might have seen you on that train,' I said, which sounded pretty sick, but was all I could come up with. 'I work on the railways, you see.'


    Henry Clarke nodded.


    'Fireman,' I said, 'with the Lancashire and Yorkshire. The name's Jim Stringer. Jim Stringer from Halifax,' I added, and I moved forward and shook his hand.


    The poor fellow still looked a bit flummoxed.


    'I have a boy who's mad on ventriloquism,' I lied.


    Henry Clarke smiled, which was about all he could do.


    As I walked back over the sand, I thought: it might be true. I might have a boy. And he might be keen on ventriloquism one day.


    I climbed back up to the Prom, and the further I walked from Henry Clarke, the crazier my late notion seemed. This had been it: Monsieur Maurice had placed the stone on the line to stop the 8.36, knowing his rival, Henry Clarke, was riding on that train, and not realising our excursion would hit that spot first.


    I was going nuts.


    But when I looked back at the beach, Henry Clarke was staring after me and frowning.


    ------


    The wife was coming out of the Tower buildings and laughing with Cicely, who coloured up very nicely when she saw me. She was about to go off to the company house she was staying at with some of the others from the mill, including one fellow with a bushy moustache who would seem to dart towards her whenever the crowd was after swirling her away. I wondered if the two of them had clicked over tea or before.


    By the time the wife and I started back towards Central sta­tion, the evening gulls were in full cry.


    'Noisy brutes aren't they?' said the wife, as the line of cabs outside the station came into view.


    'Are you jealous of them because they can stay?' 'The gulls, you mean, or the lot from Hind's?' 'Well,' I said, 'both.'


    'I wouldn't want a whole week here, but I wouldn't mind staying for a couple more hours, just for a walk along the sands.'


    'We can do that if you like,' I said.


    'Let's not,' said the wife, 'it's train time now.'


    
Chapter Twenty-nine

    


    Having grafted through fourteen-hour turns on the Monday and Tuesday of Wakes Week, taking such folk as had not already got away to spots round about Halifax, I found myself with a day's leave on the Wednesday.


    I woke early, and the sound of the Horton Street tram floated up to our bedroom as usual - steel fighting stone at high speed - but this time there seemed to be something freer and wilder about the noise, for there was nobody at all about to muffle its racket.


    The wife left for Hind's at seven, and I heard George Ogden clattering down the back steps a little later. Towards eight, I was drinking tea and eating bread and butter next to the window looking down into Hill Street while reading over yesterday's Courier. There was no news of any smashes.


    There was not a soul to be seen out, and by 8.15 it hit me that the baker's van had not even troubled to appear. But the heat was rising steadily in the empty street, as if trying to force the folk left in town out of their houses.


    It was getting on for eleven when I put on my Sunday suit and set off for a turn about Halifax.


    Back Hill Street was empty, and so were the alleys and snickets beyond: no sound of marbles rattling along gutters, no footballs bouncing down the alleys or screaming kids giv­ing chase. Also, there was more sky than usual: no washing on the lines! I came to Horton Street and a tram flew past, like a stone that someone had pitched at the Joint. The only one aboard was the driver.


    I strolled over to the Palace Theatre.


    Morris Connell - Monsieur Maurice - was back and still topping the bill here, even if no longer doing so in Blackpool.


    But who would want to go to the theatre in Halifax in Wakes? And in this weather?


    As soon as I set foot in Commercial Street, I heard the jan­gling of a barrel organ, like a man walking down a street kick­ing bottles and somehow making a tune of it. The barrel-organ man was getting on for being the only person in the street. He was right outside the Post Office. As I walked towards him, a fellow came out of the Halifax and Hudders- field Bank, hurrying towards me with a kind of secret smile on his face. He knew this Wakes show was a queer going-on, though not really worth speaking of, for it did happen every year after all.


    I looked inside the bank as I passed: at one clerk, sitting under the coloured sunlight that came through the stained glass.


    As I walked, it was hard to tell whether the shops were open or closed. You had to walk right up to them to find out. The fishmonger's in Silver Street was closed, and looked as though it had been for years. Well, everybody had gone to where the fish came from.


    I found myself walking over to Northgate. I wanted to see whether the New Zealand cheeses were in the window of the Maypole Dairy. They were there all right: fresh cheese, fresh plants, electric fans revolving above them. The door was propped open and, for the first time, I walked in rather than just looking on.


    The place smelt so much of heat and cheese that I could hardly breathe, yet there was a nice old fellow smiling behind the counter. I asked him to parcel me up a bit of something cheap, and he said he'd knock a penny off since it was Wakes.


    'Not going away yourself?' I asked him.


    'Oh yes,' he said, 'I'll be in Blackpool Wednesday until Sun­day. I never miss, you know.'


    I bought a couple of bread rolls, a bottle of beer and a bottle of Special Cola at the grocer's two doors down, then walked over to People's Park, seeing not more than half a dozen folk all the while. In the park they were a little in the holiday way.


    There was a helter-skelter tower near the bandstand, and half a dozen children around it. I had my pick of the benches, so I made for one near the fountain, which gave out coolness, and here it struck me that there was something different about the day apart from the want of people: clean air. You saw things faster than usual.


    Presently I stood up and made for Horton Street. Sugden was there, dreaming outside the Crown with his ice-cream cart as usual.


    'You should be in the park!' I called to him. 'There's a few about up there!'


    'Righto,' he said, 'I'll think on.'


    But I knew he wouldn't be straying too far from the Crown. Sugden's trouble was that if it was hot enough for folk to want penny licks, it was hot enough for him to want a glass of beer.


    My steps fell in with the beating of exhaust steam as I neared the Joint. Two trains were pulling out at the same time: one was going 'up', one 'down'. It made a nice balance, like two ends of a reef knot being pulled. As the sound of the engines faded, the Joint fell quiet: a lot of excursions had gone and a lot would shortly be coming back, but just at present we were in the eye of the storm, so to speak.


    Approaching Hind's Mill at the top of the Beacon, I saw that all the doors were open, as if they were giving the place an airing. I walked straight into the main doors, and the first surprise was the clocking-off machine: it was lying on its side in bits.


    I walked on, into the weaving hall. The looms were still and silent, with not a soul to be seen.


    I moved along a line of looms. They looked both old and new: knock-kneed somehow, but dangerous. I put my hand into one of the looms, thinking: if this loom starts up now, I'll lose this hand. It was a crazy thing to do.


    It was cool in the weaving room; I kicked at some blue fluff that floated in the sleepy white light.You'd think there'd be some stay-behinds, but no; the place was quite deserted. Well, there had to be somebody about, for the front doors had been open.


    I walked clean through the weaving hall and found the wife's office. The door and the bob-hole were both shut tight, so I knocked. No answer. I pushed at the door and walked in, closing the door after me. The wife was expecting me at about this time. Where was she?


    I was going off Wakes by the second. I wanted everything back to normal. Putting the little buffet of bread and cheese down on one of the high stools, I spotted the Kelly's directory I'd seen in this office before. It was lying open. I picked it up and saw that it was the Kelly's for 'Yorkshire - Western Divi­sion'. I put it down.


    There's nothing about this room to show that my wife works here, I thought. The typewriter was set on one of the desks, and I thought: well, it's nothing more than the wife's own loom.


    I then spotted a whole row of Kelly's. I took down the one for 'Lancashire - Eastern Division', then searched out a pencil and made a note of an address.


    The next item to catch my eye was an envelope lying next to the typewriter. 'Rly Accident' was hand-written in the top corner. It was not the wife's writing.


    I picked up the envelope and pulled out the first paper just as the door flew open.


    It was the wife, carrying more papers. She came over and kissed me. It was rather exciting to be kissed in an office.


    'I'll swing for that maintenance man,' she said.


    'What's up?' I said.


    'Oh,' she said. 'Certificates for this and that. He wants all the ones I haven't got.'


    I looked down at the paper in my hand. It was a copy of Major Harrison's draft report into the smash.


    'What's the telephone number at this place?' I asked the wife.


    'Four,' she said, 'Halifax four.' 'I'll try to remember that,' I said.


    'You must make a note of it somewhere. Of course, the Dean Clough Mills are number one.'


    'Cheese’ I said, pointing to the stores I'd brought along, 'from the Maypole Dairy.'


    'It's beautiful’ she said, looking inside the bag.


    I didn't think you were supposed to say that about cheese.


    'We could eat it by the mill pond,' she said. 'Just ten min­utes. We've a lot on today, with maintenance and inspec­tions.'


    So we walked out and had our dinner by the mill pond, with Halifax in the sun below us, and nothing for once between it and the sky.


    When we'd put down most of the food and drink, the wife said: 'That's me done’ and we walked back inside. But as soon as we were through the door, the wife said, 'Blast, tele­phone’ lifted up her skirts, and began making fast towards the office. I followed on behind.


    I stood in the doorway as the wife picked up the instru­ment, said, 'Hello, Hind's Mill’ very briskly. But something was said the other end that checked her.


    She put the instrument back in its place. 'Peter Robinson's dead,' she said. 'That was his solicitor.'


    'How is he dead?'


    'He jumped,' said the wife.


    'How do you mean "He jumped"?'


    I remember thinking: By God, he's bloody well jumped off Blackpool Tower, and then being a little disappointed when the wife said: 'He jumped off the pier at St Anne's ... In the light suiting . . . Only he'd put stones in the pockets ... So it wasn't light.'


    The wife looked at me with a kind of rising wonderment, but then she just sighed and said, 'Oh it was such a mistake.'


    I thought of Lance Robinson. He wore spectacles like his father, and these were now a kind of memorial of his father. I wondered whether it was the loss of money that had driven


    Robinson to his jump, or the questioning by the police over the stone on the line. Had I put the police in his way by what I said during my strange turn in Manchester? I could not remember.


    I followed the wife, who was walking towards the weaving hall saying, 'I am to tell the director.'


    'Hind?' I said, following. Ts he about?'


    We burst into the weaving room and Hind was there, walk­ing between two lines of looms. In my mind's eye he was out on the Fylde, coming along the track towards the stone on the line, a fellow whose feelings you couldn't make out.


    The stale man. He owned a mill, and he was used to own­ing a mill, and he was tired of owning a mill. He was quite correct in his black and white clothes; he had just enough hair to be going on with. His face was biggish but for no reason, and his age was anything from fifty to seventy. I couldn't see him on a yacht off Llandudno, drinking champagne.


    The wife said, 'I've just spoken on the telephone with Mr Robinson's solicitor, sir, and he gave me some terrible news: Mr Robinson is dead. It appears he has committed suicide.'


    Hind looked at the two of us. 'The poor soul,' he said. 'And so soon after Father.'


    There was no clue to be had from the man. Every word had the same force as every other word. He set off walking again, heading in the direction we'd just come from: towards the back doors of the weaving room.


    The wife said: 'That's the old sod who did for Robinson.'


    I'd never heard her curse before. She was looking up, and there was a painting on the wall - a new painting, or newly put up. It was Old Hind, with one strand of hair going over his white, gone-from-the-world head. I could see that the fel­low was very likely a bastard, but it was the wrecker who was to blame, for this and for everything.


    
Chapter Thirty

    


    The next day, Thursday of Wakes, we were booked for another run out to Southport and back. Most of those on the train had already had time away elsewhere earlier in the week and were light-headed with holidayness. There'd been some bottle-throwing from the windows.


    All this skylarking, all this life ... and Robinson lying dead after drinking his fill of the Irish Sea.


    During the day the questions had picked up speed and rolled into a blur: had I put the police on to Robinson or would they have questioned him anyway? And was that the reason he jumped off the pier, or was it the loss of his fortune?


    After the Southport turn, I'd taken a pint with Clive in Sowerby Bridge and was later than usual going back up Horton Street. The wife, I knew, was being kept late at Hind's by the summer stock-taking, so I was in a fair way for a call at the Evening Star.


    I took my pint while reading the Courier, which was thinner than usual on account of the holiday. I looked for news of Robinson's death, but there was nothing. Newspapers, I knew, waited for the inquests, and the reports always ended the same way: 'A verdict of Suicide while of unsound mind was recorded.' It was hard to imagine Robinson, with his specs and his brainy looks fitting that bill.


    I had my two pints then pushed on up the street with my coat over my shoulder. Walking past the Imperial, I looked through the window, and there in the jungly darkness sat George Ogden. He was at his supper, and enjoying it so much that he seemed to be singing at the same time as eating, mov­ing his hands in the air and fluttering his fingers in between mouthfuls. His eye caught mine and he froze for a moment, like a bio­scope broken down; then he stood, with his napkin still at his throat, and signalled me for me to come in. A waiter saw him do so and strode up to the door, taking guard.


    'Might I just come in for a moment?' I said, which was not the right way at all of going about it.


    'Of course you might, sir,' said the waiter, and there was a bit of sauce, I thought, in the way he threw back that word 'might'.


    I pulled my cap off my head. I almost handed it to him, and he almost took it, but we both thought better of it in time.


    I walked over to George, feeling for the first time the blast of those fans on my hair. The place was only a quarter full: frock coats and wine glasses; Halifax swells with their legs stretched out, showing me the sharp creases in their trousers. Nobody looked up at me, in that steady world of wine drink­ing, as I walked across to the beaming face of George Ogden. But I couldn't help notice how my boots did not make any play with the lights and how my trousers just flopped like cloth tubes.


    George was still standing. There was no food and drink on his face, but it was all only just inside it, and he glistened like a ripe red apple.


    'Hello, Features,' he said, putting out his hand and point­ing to the empty chair opposite his own.


    'Having a bit of a blow-out?' I said.


    The waiter, walking past, heard me say that and going by the face he pulled didn't much like the sound of it.


    'Spot of supper, that's all,' said George.


    'You do yourself pretty well.'


    George looked down at his plate. 'It was potted shrimps to start, and this is steak and kidney pudding. Well, it was. I've a mind to finish off with wine jelly and brandied peaches, then the coffee and cheese, of course. Now the wine carafe's empty, I see ...'


    George was waving for the waiter.


    'Some sound wine for the two of us’ he said and he winked. 'You will join me in a glass.'


    'I've just had a couple of pints down the hill’ I said.


    'Beer?'


    I nodded. It would hardly be anything else. 'You wouldn't like to settle up and go back there with me, I suppose?' I said.


    'I will not drink those apron washings,' said George.


    The waiter came over and George said: 'Another of these please,' waving the carafe.


    'Could I have a glass of beer,' I interjected.


    The maps of India seemed to come up onto George's cheeks, but faded into the general rosiness pretty quickly. 'Will you run to a beer for a good fellow like this one?' George asked the waiter.


    It seemed that the fellow could, but that he would be putting himself to a fair bit of trouble in the process.


    'I've been able to pull the string,' said George when the waiter had gone, 'but it really is quite amazing the airs they put on here.'


    Then he suddenly asked: 'You ever been to London?'


    'I lived there for a while’ I said, 'Waterloo way.'


    'South, en't it?' said George.


    'It is in the Southern Division,' I said, proudly.


    'Ever get up to the Cri?'


    'The Cri?'


    'The Criterion, I mean.'


    'What is it? Music hall?'


    'Leave off’ said George. 'I don't hold with those places at all. No, the Cri is rather a select bar and restaurant. . . Mind your eye!' he said, for the waiter was coming up to us, swirling down a silver tray with another of the queer wine containers and a glass of beer. The beer had too much froth and looked like an ice cream; tasted all right though.


    George was saying something to the waiter, thanking him for going out of his way with the beer and asking for his pud­ding. He seemed born to it all, I had to admit. 'What does your dad do, George?' I asked.


    'Dad? Oh he's in the potty house.'


    'That's a good 'un,' I said, taking another pull on the beer.


    'No,' said George, 'honour bright. Dad was a solicitor in a small way of business ...'


    'Where?'


    'York,' said George. 'Near there at any rate.'


    'Where near there?'


    'Well,' said George, 'ever heard of a spot called Bishop- thorpe?'


    'Can't say I have. Well anyway,' I went on, 'I'm very sorry to hear it, George.'


    He was frowning perhaps, and I wondered whether I had found the limit of his cheerfulness, but he put his napkin to his face, wiped his mouth, and when the action was done he was smiling again.


    'It's quite all right, old man. Dad was always a little blue, and then he just got bluer and bluer, and . .. well, they call it a hospital, you know. The Garden Hospital. It's a pretty name ... Just going to drain off, old man.'


    He stood up, and walked off to the Gentlemen's. He came back, not walking but rolling, full of himself all over again.


    'Question for question, Mr Stringer,' he said, sitting down.


    'That's fair do's,' I said, and I waited.


    'Your Mrs Stringer, she's a regular beauty, you know.'


    I wished he would stop saying that.


    'How's she liking it at her mill?'


    'Getting on all right,' I said.


    'Do you know her movements this weekend?'


    He must have seen the look coming over my face - and it was a look of horror - for he quickly put in: 'It's only that I must pay the rent, you understand.'


    I wanted to keep George Ogden away from the wife, even in his talk. I said, quite sharply: 'She should be back home by now. You can come along with me and pay it directly.'


    'I may be kept here a little late with brandy and a cigar,' he


    said. 'Second matter’ he went on, sipping wine. 'Any news of Lowther?'


    I sat back. 'Curious question,' I said. 'How the devil should I know?'


    George frowned.


    'Tickets, after all’ I went on; 'it's your line of country, isn't it?'


    'No, no’ said George. 'We sell'em, he inspects'em, or did. It's quite different. I'm pig-ignorant when it comes to the inspecting side.'


    George's pudding came, and he set to.


    His trouble was that he was not ignorant of anything. He had brains to spare - brains not used up in the booking office at the Joint.


    As George put down his peaches it didn't seem right to watch, and my eyes began to rove over the restaurant. I caught sight of our waiter, and was glad to see he was look­ing at George and not me. The look in that waiter's eye said: now, can this gentry come up to the chalk as far as the bill is concerned? I too was wondering about George's pocketbook. How could he afford brandied peaches and all the rest on a booking clerk's wages?


    I was certain there'd be a to-do over the bill and wanted to be off before it happened, but first, I needed to use the Gentlemen's.


    Well, there was a fellow lived in there: he had a desk, a chair and a little stack of newspapers to be going on with. He passed you a towel when you'd washed your hands, and you put a penny in a silver bowl by the sink.


    When I came back, the beaming smile on George's face was turned up to full. A sovereign was lying on top of a folded paper that I took to be the bill, and a glass of brandy and a big cigar were waiting at my place. The cigar was longer even than the 'A's I'd had the week before from the Albert Factory. I looked at the cigar band and there was a beautiful picture of a tropical scene: a whole other world, half an inch square.


    'I've taken the liberty of laying in stores,' said George.


    A lighted match was before me. I lit the cigar, drew on it. It was tighter, more complicated somehow than the 'A's and 'B's: more to it all round. I sipped the brandy, once, twice, and by degrees my suit became just my suit and nothing to be ashamed of. I checked on the waiters again and none were looking our way.


    'Not so bad is it after all?' said George.


    'I shouldn't let you stand me all this.'


    'Nonsense,' said George, and he just smiled at me for a long time. It was pleasant in a way, because he was a good smiler, but I thought: What's he fishing for? Trouble was, I wouldn't trust myself not to give it, even though it couldn't be a good thing.


    He leant forwards and began talking railways: about how the Lanky had its faults but was a great show really; how it had carried twenty-six millions of tons of freight in the year before; how its freight engines lit up the nights across York­shire and Lancashire; how it was, all in all, a fine place to make your corner.


    'I see you in Manchester,' he said to me quite suddenly.


    'Manchester Victoria?' I said, to stretch out the moment of pleasure.


    'I picture you as part of the brass,' he said. 'At first, I thought: railway police. That's the thing for Jim Stringer, on account of his great stickability; his wanting to know. You've showed me that over this stone on the line business ...'


    'I still mean to get to the bottom of that,' I said, trying to look gravely at George, but not succeeding and feeling fool­ish in the attempt.


    'But I now feel you have the steam to go further,' George went on.


    I knew it was all daft talk, but I was carried along with it. 'But I'm not the right sort, am I?' I said. 'You know that very well.'


    'Not a johnny, you mean? I wouldn't worry over that. You have a gentlemanly way of going on, pleasant looks. I don't say you wouldn't benefit from a new suit, but fate intended you for a fortunate man, Jim Stringer.'


    Why would anybody say that if they did not think it true? Why?


    I told George about my visit to Winterbottom, the Scarbor­ough tailor, and early on he began to shake his head.


    'You must not buy off the peg,' he said. 'Of course it'd make no odds up on the footplate, but in the offices at Victo­ria you'd be found out.'


    'Shabbiness is a false economy,' I said, nodding, just as if I was already there in those offices at Manchester.


    'You have it,' said George, and he fell back to smiling at me for a long time.


    Another brandy came along for me, and a quarter of an hour later I floated out of the Imperial on a wave of beer, brandy and cigar smoke, leaving George behind for what he called his 'nightcap'. I was canned, and I was looking forward to the cold night air of Halifax. But of course when I came out into Horton Street the air was still warm, and another trick was in store, for all the buildings seemed to lift and turn so as to let me see them in a new way.


    
Chapter Thirty-one

    


    The next day, the Friday of Wakes, the Hind's Mill lot came back from Blackpool, but it wasn't Clive and me that brought them in. Instead, we were running specials from Hebden Bridge into the Joint, which was no distance at all, and I felt sorry for those who'd only been able to get as far away as Hebden in their only week off during the year, pretty spot though it was. It was like a prison breakaway that had not come off.


    That evening at seven I was coming back up from the Joint with my shadow stretched out before me as long as a railway carriage, but the heat of the day still at my back. I was quite done in, and the sun had gone from being a daily marvel to plain hard work.


    My shadow reached and touched from time to time the boots of a tired man in black plodding up the hill under a black bowler. He stopped for a while at Sugden's ice-cream cart, but Sugden was not about, and there was no boy hold­ing the pony. The fellow looked very agitated waiting there, and for a moment I thought he was going to try mak­ing enquiry of the white pony which was letting the man know, by certain sideways glances, that it would rather be left alone.


    As I came up to the man, I saw that it was Bob the book- ing-office clerk. Or was it that other rather half-baked chap, Dick? Was it the one who had the same name as Arnold Dyson's dog, or was it the one that could write with both hands?


    It was the second: Dick.


    'If you want a penny lick,' I said, 'you'd best go in the Crown. That's where you'll find Sugden.'Dick seemed a bit embarrassed at being caught wanting an ice cream, and pulled at the ends of his stiff collar. 'Well, you know,' he said, 'anything for coolness.'


    'How do you fancy a pint in the Evening Star?' I said.


    I was in no hurry to get home, since the wife would be out again, I knew. She was taking Cicely Braithwaite to a meeting of the Co-operative Women's Guild. This had been fixed up and put off several times, on account (I guessed) of Cicely not being over-keen on going.


    Dick was looking me up and down: rather nervous of the working man, in his holed clothes and with his stink of yel­low soap. But he voted yes. 'You've talked me into it, old man,' he said.


    We walked in past the red billiards table, which he looked at long and hard. 'It's a good make,' he said.


    'Do you play?' I asked him.


    'Not really. I can generally see when a shot's on, but I can't make it myself.' He laughed nervously.


    'But you can write with two hands,' I said.


    'Yes, I can that,' he replied, and he sounded a little more Yorkshire, and a little happier now. Maybe it was the sight of the pint of Ramsden's I was passing his way.


    He took his first go at the beer and I let him talk cricket for a while, and then we took another glass each and I thought: Well, I'm sorry for you, mate, but now the bom­bardment must begin.


    It was one facer after another, but he took it pretty well, and the airs and graces that go with ink-spilling work grad­ually fell away.


    'Do you remember when I stepped into your office that time, and George spoke of some tickets going missing?'


    He nodded. He was looking at the beer barrels behind the bar. 'There was a pretty solid row over that,' he said.


    'Why?'


    'Well,' he said. 'Tickets going missing . . . It's the next worse thing to money being taken.' 'So Knowles was down on you?'


    'Like I don't know what,' said Dick. 'We all thought we'd be sacked. Sacked or reduced over it anyway.'


    'And that would be because the tickets went from your office?'


    'That's just it,' said Dick. 'Did they? The tickets always come in from Manchester. That's where they're all printed up. They come in by train with a lad riding along of them. Now the lad says he brought this particular load up. Some of them were third-class returns to Liverpool. Not so many of those. Maybe just one block of two hundred and fifty, and then there were a good many more of another sort.'


    'What sort?'


    'Blackpool singles,' he said.


    'That's it,' I said, and he looked at me strangely.


    'Firsts, seconds and thirds,' Dick went on. 'Hundreds of pounds' worth. I worked out the exact figure once, but I've forgotten it now. The lad who rode with them from Manch­ester says he brought them up and left them in the office. He admits it was a busy sort of time when he did it; we say we never had them. You know how it turned out, don't you?'


    'No,' I said.


    'In the end, we were the ones believed, and some poor fellow in the despatch office at Manchester was stood down, and they're talking about bringing a prosecution for theft against him.'


    'What did he look like, that fellow?'


    'What did he look like? I don't know. I've never clapped eyes on him. He'd been in bother with the coppers once before, though, so that was him out.'


    'Will you take another Ramsden's?' I asked Dick.


    He passed me his glass. 'I swear on a hundred bibles I never saw those tickets,' he said.


    'What about anyone else in the booking office? What about Bob?'


    Dick shook his head.


    'Now,' I said, 'what about George?'


    Dick shook his head again, and then, as I handed him his fresh pint, tried a laugh that didn't come off. 'He's a cau­tion, isn't he? Old George. Lodges with you, I hear?'


    'Just while he looks about for a mansion of his own,' I said.


    'We can't all be born into the nobility,' said Dick, 'but old George . . . He don't seem to know that.'


    'If you'd had those Blackpool tickets away,' I said, 'how could you sell them?'


    Dick was on the point right away. He wanted this chat as much as I did myself. 'If you were a booking-office clerk,' he said, 'you could sell them through the window. You wouldn't record the sale, and you'd pocket the brass.'


    'But those tickets might be inspected on the train, and they're bound to be collected the other end. Besides, every­one's going to be on the look out for the missing numbers.'


    'That's why you'd have to be off your head to try it,' said Dick. 'I mean, you might hope to get pally with as many of the ticket-checking and -collecting fellows as you could, but it wouldn't half take some doing. Of course, you would have the brass to pay them off.'


    'But anyone you tried to bring into it who cut up rough ...'


    Dick was nodding. 'They might split,' he said, 'then you'd be in dead lumber.'


    And it was just then that I heard the last sound you'd ever expect in the Evening Star. I turned about, and the bil­liard balls were rolling, but the fellow who'd made the shot was already through the door and gone. I walked out into Horton Street and there was nobody to be seen. But there again, the Imperial was the next place along, and its door was forever open to those who felt themselves the right sort.


    -------


    When I came home the wife was talking in low tones to Cicely Braithwaite. The two of them were sitting on the sofa and leaning forwards, holding hands. I knew what had happened: the wife had told Cicely that she was expecting.


    I kissed the wife and nodded at Cicely. 'Is our lodger about?' I asked the wife.


    'I've not seen him,' she said, and she didn't seem too happy about the subject being brought up.


    'Lecture went off all right, did it?'


    It was Cicely who answered. 'Oh it was such a lovely hall: green and white with electric light, and bright fustian curtains, ha'penny teas and buns . . .'


    'And the talk that was given?' I said.


    Cicely had begun to frown. 'It was ever so good,' she said, but she was well into her frown by now.


    'What was the subject?'


    '"The Municipal Duties of Co-operative Women",' said the wife, rather crossly. 'Mrs Duggan was not quite at her sparkling best.'


    'Oh she wasn't, love, was she?' Cicely eagerly put in. 'Not that I've ever heard her before. You know, I was thinking all the while what a lovely place it would be for a dance.'


    I left them to it, stepping through into the scullery for my usual scrub down at the boiler.


    Through the closed door I could hear the wife saying: 'I just knew. You change, you know . . . here.'


    'Well you did look peaky, love,' Cicely was saying, 'and to be honest, I did wonder . . .' The wife said something I couldn't catch, then Cicely said: 'Raspberry leaf tea - you must have it. And something else Lydia, dear: you must not raise your arms above your head too much.'


    In the scullery, I laughed at that.


    It must have been getting on for ten o'clock when Cicely quit the house, whereupon the wife and I went to bed. We had all the windows open, and it was as if there was no town at all outside.


    I couldn't sleep, and at midnight I heard the chimes from the parish church, going on for ever and mingling with the clanging of the boots of George Ogden on the outside stairs. I heard him open his door and step into his bedroom. There was no sound at all for five minutes or so. Then he started moving about in his room, and I believed he was still doing so when the two o'clock chimes came, at about which hour I finally fell asleep.


    
Chapter Thirty-two

    


    The Saturday of Wakes, I was with Clive on the Rishworth branch from five in the morning. The afternoon I had off.


    Arriving back at the Joint from Sowerby Bridge shed, I walked to the booking office. Bob was at the window.


    'Is George in?' I asked him.


    He shook his head. 'Day off.'


    I walked up Horton Street and did not stop at the Evening Star.


    I wanted a normal sort of Saturday, with the town packed to bursting, the pubs with all their doors propped open, the trams flying about and the shop goods set on trestles in front of the windows so you couldn't help notice all the bargains going. But it was just the silent streets, with the sun hanging above and every tram looking like a runaway.


    At three o'clock I reached Back Hill Street. The wife wasn't in: she was off seeing the midwife she'd been put on to by the Maternity Branch of the Co-operative Women's Guild.


    I sat on the sofa in the parlour with a book of the wife's: it was by Charlotte Bronte, and I couldn't get on with it, but I had determined to read and wait for a while, so I finally took up one of my old Raikvay Magazines and started an article on joint stations. The first was the Tri-junct at Derby, shared by the North Midland, the Midland Counties and the Birmingham & Derby Junction Railway. It was madness: three stationmasters. But then they all became the Midland Railway, so the station was no longer joint. There was no mention of Halifax Joint, which was rather disappointing - sort of made you feel like you didn't exist.


    There was then an article on joint lines ...I heard the parish clock strike the half hour, and could wait no longer. I walked up by the inside stairs to George Ogden's bedroom. In case he was asleep inside, I knocked on the door, then I clattered on the door. Hearing nothing, I opened it and walked in.


    The room was a jumble of dead plants and unread books. You could tell they were unread just by looking at them, just by the silence that surrounded them. All he'd done was set them in piles, but the piles had fallen over. The sunshine com­ing through the window was rolling gently over the dead plants, as if to say: well, I did my bit for you lot, you know.


    I reached for the first of the books, Letters of Descartes, and there inside it was the wife's neatly typed-out contract for regulation of payment of rent, notice periods and so on. I picked up the next: Hazlitt: Essays. Inside was a tiny blue flower, dried out and itself turned almost to paper. I brushed it away and caught up the next volume, the biggest of all: Don Quixote.


    There suddenly came a great crashing at the front door. It was not knocking but an attempt to bring it down, so it could hardly be the postman, early with the evening delivery.


    I dashed down, and there at the front door was a scruffy man with a big head and big boots, turning and looking about the street. Next to him was a small man with fair hair, light, white beard, wide pale-blue eyes and a beer bottle in his hand. It was a big one, and it was broken, too.


    As soon as I opened the door, this fellow passed this bottle to the taller one and, looking away towards Hill Street, said, 'Give him something for himself.'


    'Is it a delivery?' I said, and the broken bottle hit the side of my head. I was up and at the bottle man and got one good one in, but then he did a leap and put his whole weight into his boot and his whole boot into my stomach. I was now down on the floor in the parlour, and the fair-haired one was sitting on the sofa with my copy of the Railway Magazine, tak­ing my place in all particulars.


    This was Cornstalk, the ticket collector I'd seen at Black­pool Central after my night with Clive at the Seashell, and then again while meeting the wife. He was the one who'd thrown the beer bottle in the air; the one who looked not like a railwayman but an angel gone to pot. I sat up on the floor as best I could, and there was a flowing free coolness on the side of my head. I slid my fingers over the skin on the side of my head and they moved through wetness, and then they were under skin. I slid my fingers back down through the blood and the skin fell; I moved them up once more and it rose again. It was a simple mechanism, like a letterbox, a shortcut to the inside of my head. The feel of it stopped me moving.


    'Some Notable Joint Stations', Cornstalk was saying, and even as he was speaking he was tearing the pages. He stood up so as to make a better fist of the ripping, saying, not to me but his mate with the boots, 'I don't go much on this paper, you know.'


    'What is it, Don?' asked Boots.


    'Fucking Railway Magazine, Max,' said the fair-haired kid. 'I don't care for it because it always seems to remind me of fucking railways. Ask him "Where's George?'"


    Max, the boot specialist, turned to me. I was still sitting on the floor. There was a warm sound in my head.


    'Where's ...'


    He had many teeth, all white but assorted shapes and sizes; all strangers to each other. He smelt of old meat.


    '... George?' I said. 'He's gone.'


    'What's that? He's a fucking gonner you say?' said Max, leaning down over me.


    'We fucking know that,' said Don to Max.


    'He's gone,' I said again. 'What do you want him for?'


    'Owes us brass,' said Max, who was taking from his pocket a bag of something. White powder. He held it out to me.


    'Stick your finger in,' he said.


    My blood was starting to stick my collar to my neck. I pulled the collar away. 'Did you two cunts put the stone on the line?' I asked Max, who was still holding out the white bag.'Did we fucking what?' he said, and I knew they hadn't.


    Don continued tearing up the Railway Magazine, fighting with it over at the sofa. His face was going pink, which made his eyes seem bluer, his beard whiter.


    'Take a lick of this fucking sherbert,' Max said, moving the bag closer to my face. He said sure bert, drawing it out. His head was too long. It looked like something you saw on its own in a museum.


    I could feel the blood a long way south inside my shirt now, heading down in force towards my belt.


    'Did George put the stone on the line?' I asked.


    Max still didn't seem to cotton on to what I was saying, but Don did, and, looking over to Max, he said: 'Doesn't sound like one of his strokes, does it?'


    But Max had only one idea in his head. 'Sure bert,' he said again, and the bag was right under my nose.


    'I don't want any fucking sherbet,' I said.


    'Are you sure about it?' he said, and I stood up and swung at him, missing, and falling over. He kicked me in the belly and I was down again, couldn't breathe, could only bleed.


    'I want to put this lot on the fire now,' said Don, the angel gone to pot, who was standing at the sofa with the remnants of the month's Railway Magazine all around him. 'I want to get a fire going and I want to get this lot on.'


    'There is no fireplace, Don,' said Max.


    'Jesus Christ, you're right,' said Don, looking at the hole in the floor.


    The wife would be back very soon. If there was trouble of any sort with the examination, if her pelvis was too small, she might be kept late. But the wife was strong and perfectly built.


    I saw now that Max, holding that powder of his, wore gloves. On a day of this heat they were not required. Max picked some of the powder from the bag and threw a little of it towards me. It hung in the hot dark air of the parlour like stars. I rolled back away from it.


    'That's it,' said Max, leaning over me with his horse's head, 'You do right. Quicklime, see. Be the blind home for the rest of your days, mate: half fare on the fucking trams, basket weaving and chair caning ... riding that long push bike with all the other fucking blind blokes. You've fucking seen 'em...' He leant forward again, roaring: 'En't yer? Six of the buggers to one bike, and all blind as fucking bats.'


    'No, Max,' said Don, who'd sat back down on the sofa, with his hands in his pockets. 'The one at the front can see. Tell him: we know Ogden's done a shit. Now where's he gone?'


    'I don't know.'


    Don was frowning on the sofa, with his legs wide apart, looking down at his pointed boots.


    'He's the landlord though . ..'


    'George has flitted,' I said.


    'Now that does sound like him,' said Don, standing up, and he nearly looked at me this time. Then he said, 'Put his fuck­ing lights out with the quicklime. One eye, any road.'


    Max's horse's head fell forwards and changed. He was looking down at the bag of lime and the change in his face was a grin. He punched his gloved hand into the bag, and there was a clatter at the door. Two letters came floating through and I wondered if my eyes would last to see them land. I rolled away again from Max as he threw the lime. I stood up and swung the coal scuttle at his head, and he was flying at me, boots first.


    Don was at the door saying, 'Letter for George,' and then he gave a chuckle as he opened and read it. 'It's from his ma,' he said. 'She's expecting to see him tomorrow at her place. No wait, today, at seven.'


    'Has she put down the address?' asked Max, after putting me down again with another kick.


    'She has that,' said Don. 'People generally do in letters, you know, Max.' He put the letter in his pocket, saying, '54 New Clarence Road, Bradford.'


    With that they were out of the door, and a second later it was the wife who was standing there.


    'Who were those loafers just coming out of the house?' the wife asked, but the breath went out of her when she saw me sit­ting on the floor with the wonderfully clean and straight split at my temple, and the bag of quicklime spilled alongside me.


    'I know that address,' I said, all in a daze, 'I know the address on the letter.'


    As the wife was bandaging my head with one of her petti­coats, I said, 'How was your pelvis?'


    'Never mind that,' she said, 'what about all this?'


    'It was all railway business,' I said, for it had been: railway ticket business.


    She was looking at the old mantel. 'The gold cross has gone’ she said.


    I looked up at our marriage lines, at the place where the gold cross wasn't. 'It will be put straight soon.'


    'It will,' said the wife. 'It will be put straight and it will be over, this and all railway business.'


    This was the second time there'd been scrapping in her house over trains. The first time was down in London.


    By writing to her son, George's mother had accidentally saved me, but what was she accidentally bringing on herself? I then remembered about the address: 54 New Clarence Road, Bradford, was the place George told me you wrote to in order to obtain biscuits if the machine at the Joint failed.


    I saw the second letter on the floor, the one that had arrived with the letter from George's mother. Holding the petticoat to my head, I picked it up and put it into my coat pocket.


    We then walked across Halifax to the Infirmary, a place I had been sure I would not be returning to until the wife was twenty-eight weeks gone, and maybe not even then. We struck barely anybody on the way.


    This time, I followed the sign for 'accident cases', and I was the only one, so I was taken directly through for sewing.


    

  


  
    
Chapter Thirty-three

    


    As the stitches were put in, I asked the doctor whether concus­sion cases ought to be kept lying down or raised up. He gave a great sigh and said, 'It depends,' and I was happy with that.


    Each stitch was like a little star made of silk. Iodine was painted over the top, and it was stinging under the bandage as I walked back through the Infirmary grounds with the wife.


    'I don't know what's going forward,' she said, 'but you are to speak to the police.'


    'Yes,' I said, taking the second letter from my coat pocket. It was franked 'Blackpool', and had been forwarded to Back Hill Street from the Joint station. It was from Henry Clarke, the good ventriloquist.


    'Dear Mr Stringer,' I read,


    On the sands at Blackpool recently you made enquiry as to whether I had been on a particular train, namely the 8.36 Halifax to Blackpool Express on Whit Sunday last. I told you that I had not been, but there seemed something rather familiar about those details.


    On returning, directly afterwards, to my dressing room at the Seashell Music Hall, and looking in my diary, and at certain documents in my pocket book, I remembered that my ventriloquial figure, Young Leonard, was sent in his travelling basket as luggage in advance on that very train.


    Forgive me for writing but I am fairly burning up with curiosity as to why you should have made your enquiry, and I admit that I cannot put from my mind a feeling of anxiety. If my figure were to become lost or damaged, I would very soon become destitute, and it is always with the greatest reluctance that I entrust my 'boy' to the care of the railways. Leonard's basket is marked about with 'fragile', 'this side uppermost', and every label going, but it is always such a relief when he is returned to my own safekeep­ing. Might I close, then, by asking you outright why you put your question. I do so in every confidence that, as a conscientious employee of the railway company, you will have sought the infor­mation in my own best interests.


    Please do write to me here at the Seashell, Mr Stringer.


    Yours respectfully,


    Henry Clarke


    


    I stopped amid the tired flowers of the Infirmary gardens and turned to the wife. Suddenly, all was newness. 'I am going off to the Palace Theatre,' I said. 'No,' she said.


    But I knew that she would not argue with an invalid, and I set off at a lick for the centre of Halifax, calling back to the wife: 'Don't touch the white stuff in the bag on the floor of the parlour - it's quicklime.'


    Had the terrible ventriloquist Monsieur Maurice tried to wreck the 8.36, only to find his stone in the way of our special train pulled by the Flyer? And had he done it in order to kill something that was already dead?


    Young Leonard, the very lifelike figure, was a winner in the halls and could not be built again because his maker, the man in Manchester with the queer, short name that I could not bring to mind, was dead.


    Young Leonard had been the making of Henry Clarke, and in a roundabout way the undoing of Monsieur Maurice.


    As I pounded on, I saw that Halifax was a little busier by now. What had been the chances of the guard's van, or the guard's part of a carriage where the luggage was kept, being blasted to smithereens in our smash? No more than fair. And what were the chances of a ventriloquist's doll, heavily pro­tected in a well-made travelling basket, being ripped apart in that smash?


    You'd get long odds against that. You'd have to be clean out of your senses to try it. But there again train wreckers were clean out of their senses.


    <o>


    That summer the world was full of old men sweating in liv­ery, and one of them stood outside the stage door of the Palace Theatre, where Monsieur Maurice was top of the bill for Wakes Week. I didn't know the exact time, but I did know we were not far off the first performance of the evening.


    'How do,' I said to the guard on the stage door, who said nothing back but stared at my bandage, I supposed because I looked like a Hindoo. 'I'd like to have a word with Monsieur Maurice,' I said.


    'Best write him a letter,' said the door guard.


    'I mean ... Morris Connell,' I said.


    'Acquainted with the gentleman, are you?'


    'We've met before,' I said.


    'What do you want to see him for?'


    'Just.. . shake him by the hand, like,' I said. 'I'm a student of ventriloquism.'


    'Follow me,' said the door guard, and he led me into the back of the theatre, past all those hot, empty gaslit spaces that must exist for the shows to go on. There was a very strong smell that was completely new on me. A tiny cat followed behind us for a bit of the way, and, through one doorway, I glimpsed a fellow wearing trousers and boots but no shirt. He was plucking at a banjo. His eyes were blackened with make­up, and as he turned to stare after me I seemed to see right into his mind.


    We came to a door with a little slate attached to it. On the slate were chalked the letters 'MM', and the word 'knock'. Livery knocked, and the door was opened by Monsieur Mau­rice.


    'Fellow wants a word, Mr Connell,' said Livery. 'Student of ventriloquism.'


    Monsieur Maurice nodded at the doorkeeper, who went away with the ventriloquist looking after him.


    'Time was when a fellow like that would have said "sir"‘ said Monsieur Maurice. He closed the door and fell to staring at my bandage.


    I put out my hand. 'Jim Stringer,' I said.


    He didn't give his name; everybody knew it after all.


    He was not in his stage costume, but wore an ordinary blue suit. His fancy beard and moustache looked just as they did on stage, though, with the moustache stretching out wide, like the yardarm of a sailing ship.


    The dressing room was painted green. There was a looking glass with electric lights running all across the top of it, which put me in mind of Blackpool. But the lights only lit the mirror. In shadows at the back of the room was a long couch, and the walking swell figure with the moon head was stretched out on it. The thing looked about right lying down - what could be more natural than taking a breather between shows? It was a better hand at lying down than walking at any rate. Behind the couch was a closed door.


    Monsieur Maurice took a drink from a glass of something strange-coloured that was on his dressing table. 'Student of the art, are you?' he said, and he looked me over. He did not seem to recognise me from our earlier meeting, but it was hard to say. 'Lesson number one, take care of the vocal chords.'


    He looked at the concoction in the glass and I thought: the fellow's canned. That's why he's let me in.


    'Now I must be careful as regards you students,' he said. He folded his arms and looked at me.


    'Why?'


    'I call it brain stealing . . . Had most of my best ideas imi­tated over the years.'


    'I just really came along to say how much I enjoyed your performances, and especially the walking, which I hold to be the hardest thing of all to pull off.' He nodded and nearly smiled. 'I sometimes wonder if there's any call for it these days,' he said. 'Lately, we've had a steady rim of stars in the art who go for the knee figures: the smaller sort of doll, sitting there on the knee. They're all right in their way, but they're just comic turns really. I prefer the walking and the business with a row of figures. Ventriloquism ought to be a spectacle to be wondered at rather than just laughed at.'


    'I agree,' I said.


    As he picked up his drink and took another pull at it, a strange vapour came across to me from the glass. The stuff was yellow and bits of it lingered on his moustache, shining there in the gloomy room. Behind him lay the figure: sleeping so very deeply, with its head like a big toe expanded to giant size.


    'And of course, the younger chaps have all given up the distant voice,' he went on.


    There was a pause, and a sizzling sound came from the direction of the figure stretched out on the couch. It took me a moment to realise that something was happening to Mon­sieur Maurice's lips behind the moustache.


    'Frying fish, do you see?' he said, at which the noise stopped. 'Of course the beauty of the distant voice is that one can have an act without going to the expense of buying a fig­ure. Do you have one of your own as yet?'


    'No,' I said, 'although I am putting a little away every week in hopes of getting one. I am thinking of going for one of the knee figures I must admit, simply on account of those particular ones being so much cheaper ... I rather like Young Leonard, you know, Mr Henry Clarke's schoolboy figure.'


    Monsieur Maurice sighed, but that's all he did.


    'That doll has a good saucy face,' I said.


    Monsieur Maurice glanced backwards at the blank, sleep­ing moonface of his own walking figure. 'Sauciness is all the fashion now,' he said. 'And the poor ventriloquist is merely the butt of the jokes made by the figure.'


    'Yes’1 said, 'but of course it's the ventriloquist himself who's making the jokes.'


    Monsieur Maurice was frowning at me. 'Of course it is,' he said.


    'Henry Clarke's all right if you like that sort of ventrilo­quism,' I said.


    'Yes’ said Monsieur Maurice with another sigh, another sip of his strange cordial. 'Yes he is. We've been sharing bills at Blackpool, and they've lately put him top, over me.'


    He looked down and looked up and there was a heaviness in his eyes.


    'Henry Clarke's a pleasant fellow,' said Monsieur Maurice, 'but why do you think they would put him up to top of the bill?'


    I could see that he really wanted to know.


    'I couldn't say,' I said, 'I work on the railways. I'm pretty often firing trains to Blackpool...'


    There was no flicker in the face of Monsieur Maurice, just a deepening sadness.


    'For this reason,' I went on, 'I am pretty often in Blackpool, and I saw you on at the Seashell only a few weeks ago. All I can say is that I thought you a good deal better than Henry Clarke, who's more of a droll, as you say.'


    'By Jove, did you?' said Monsieur Maurice, and he bright­ened a little. 'I sometimes feel,' he said, 'as I walk across the stage with the figure, that if there ever was another cry of...' He began to shake his head. 'I don't quite follow,' I said.


    'Oh, at the Seashell once . . . There was a big fellow sitting on the front row . . . Blackpool's a vulgar sort of place as I expect you know, and all the vulgarity had come together in this fellow, who was with his girl because ... Well, you know, they're never alone, the ones that call out.'


    'What did he call?'


    Monsieur Maurice looked down at his empty glass, then at the door at the back of the room, and I heard the fish frying once again; more fish this time, in hotter oil, and now with words mixed in: 'Monsieur Maurice, Monsieur Maurice ...'


    He turned back to me, and said: 'I am being called from that door.'


    I looked at the dead figure and the door behind.


    'Front-of-house business,' said Monsieur Maurice; 'I really must attend to it; I am so grateful for your interest.'


    He bundled me out through the other door, and I was back in Horton Street, double-quick time, with a very choice expression on my face.


    Monsieur Maurice had not put the stone on the line. The world was moving away from him at a great rate, which he knew; and he also knew there was nothing to be done about it. I was thinking of the vulgar fellow who had called out the word that Monsieur Maurice had not been able to bring him­self to repeat. I doubted that it would have been anything out of the way. 'Rubbish!' - that would probably have been it. Or 'Get off!' I could imagine George Ogden giving such a cry.


    And nobody went alone to Blackpool, as Monsieur Mau­rice had almost said.


    I began to run.


    
Chapter Thirty-four

    


    As I ran, I glanced back, seeing a line of people trooping steadily up Horton Street with boxes and bags in the evening sun, and I thought: it's finished. They're coming back.


    On walking into the house, I saw the wife sitting on the sofa.


    'Where's the bag of quicklime?' I said.


    'We're shot of it,' she said.


    I should have known not to ask her to leave it alone.


    'What did they bring it for?' she asked, looking at the ban­dage on my head.


    'Put the frighteners on,' I said.


    'How?'


    'Made out they were going to dash it into my eyes.'


    'Was one of them the man you chased to Manchester?'


    'No. It's all connected with Lowther, though. They visited him at the Infirmary, or tried to. Couldn't get in, but the names they gave damn near finished him off.'


    'Well that's as clear as mud,' said the wife.


    'Now they're after George,' I said. 'He's not been back, has he?'


    'No.'


    'He's flitted,' I said.


    I climbed the stairs to George's room once again and opened Don Quixote. Inside it was a photograph of George. He was in his high collar and fancy waistcoat as usual, but was sitting inside a flying boat. You could tell he was off the ground, for his hair had all been knocked to one side by the wind.


    The wife was looking over my shoulder. 'It's the flying machine at Blackpool,' she said.


    She was looking all around the room now, saying, 'Why ever did he not water these plants?'


    I turned the photograph over. On the back were the words, 'I told you there was nothing to it, silly C. Love from Big G.'


    I caught up some fragments of dried flowers, which I'd scattered about the room and were on the very point of becoming nothing at all. 'What's this?' I asked the wife.


    'Forget-me-not.'


    'When do forget-me-nots come out?'


    'I forget,' said the wife, and then she laughed, saying: 'All I know is they're Cicely Braithwaite's particular favourites.' Then she stopped laughing.


    I looked at the wife, then around the room. There was something else besides the books. Curtains, damask curtains, thrown anyhow onto the floor under the window.


    'They're so viewsome,' I said in an under-breath. It was the strange saying that Cicely had come out with on seeing the forget-me-nots at Hardcastle Crags.


    The picture came into my mind of George running in order to get his letter posted in the box on the tram. He'd said the letter was to his best girl, and that she was out in Oldham. What better way to get rid of the whole question of a sweet­heart? The young lady's out at Oldham. There's something about the word 'Oldham' that checks all questions.


    'Is Cicely walking out with anyone that you know of?' I asked the wife.


    'She is not,' said the wife.


    'And was she keeping company at all before?'


    'There was someone before I knew her. But she had to chuck him over.'


    'The name was never mentioned?'


    The wife shook her head. 'If you ask me she's rather sweet on Michael Hardcastle.'


    "The traveller for Hind's?' I said.


    The wife nodded.


    Cicely had mentioned him on my first visit to the Mill, and coloured up as she did so. I thought of the man trying to keep next to Cicely in the crowd under the Blackpool Tower when the Hind's lot had come spilling out after their tea. Was that the fellow? 'Do you know where she lives, off hand?' I said.


    'I don't,' said the wife. 'Somewhere over Savile Park way. The address is written down at the Mill, of course, but you'd have to wait until Monday for that.'


    'There's no way round it?' I said.


    'Not short of marching through the streets bawling out her name’ said the wife.


    'I must speak with her,' I said.


    'What you're trying to make out,' said the wife, 'is that George Ogden wanted to wreck the train so as to kill Michael Hardcastle?'


    'He was on the Whit excursion then was he?'


    The wife nodded. 'On both excursions,' she said.


    'No,' I said, 'I don't think that was his reason.'


    'Well you're right there’ said the wife, 'because nobody could have known there was anything going between them back at Whitsuntide - they barely knew it themselves.'


    'I think it's odds-on he was out to get Cicely’ I said.


    'Oh’ said the wife, and she sat down on the truckle bed.


    'But how will you ever prove it? And what would you do if you could prove it?'


    'Put salt on him,' I said.


    'But still we don't know, do we?'


    'Oh no,' I said. 'It's all just thinking on. Did you never men­tion to Cicely that you had a lodger here called George Ogden?'


    The wife went red, which you didn't often see.


    I looked out of the window, and down: at Halifax. The sky was dark blue. The gaslights were all coming on, and more of them inside the houses than for the past six days. The strange thing was that, even though it was getting on for seven o'clock, I was breaking out in a sweat. Wakes was over, but the glass was rising still. 'You know I'm not over-proud of taking in lodgers’ said the wife, at last.


    'Well, I'm off now’ I said. 'Off where?'


    'Down to the Joint. I've to catch a train.'


    
Chapter Thirty-five

    


    The clock was striking seven as I half ran down Horton Street, against the waves of excursionists that were rolling up towards me. The next day, Sunday, I had a six o'clock go on with Clive. We were to collect from Southport twice over, and the turn would be a bugger: a ten-hour touch at least.


    As I ran, I didn't know exactly why I was running. I wasn't really trying to catch a train; I was trying to catch the station, more like.


    Seven o'clock had gone, so I had missed the chance to see whether George had kept his engagement with his mother at 54 New Clarence Road, Bradford. He wasn't a great one for keeping his word, and he'd had a lot on, what with being hounded by Don and Max. I wondered why he had given the address of his mother as being the address of the cream biscuit-machine factory when I'd first gone up to the cigar fac­tory with him. Most likely because he didn't write off for replacements, as he'd said, but stole the deliveries as they came in. There was a biscuit scheme as well as a ticket scheme, but the ticket scheme was the bigger one. Then again, it wasn't railway tickets that had made George Ogden a killer.


    If George had been at 54 New Clarence Road in Bradford, he might be lying dead at this very moment, or be a hospital case at least. Why did Don and Max want him?


    They were in on the ticket scheme with him.


    It wasn't so hard to tease it all out. Don, the little, clever fellow, the angelic-looking one who was a tough nonetheless . . . He was a ticket collector at Blackpool, although he hated the work. His job would be to put his hands on as many as possible of the stolen Blackpool singles that had been sold on illegally by George at the Joint. Those, when collected, would be put out of sight of the ticket brass, or the auditors, or who­ever it was checked over spent tickets.


    Max, the big-headed fellow, the mate of Don's . . . Well, I wasn't quite sure where he came in.


    As I sped on past the empty warehouse in Horton Street, I saw that a new bill had been pasted over 'condy's bath fluid', which had in turn replaced 'a meeting to discuss questions'. I caught a glimpse of the new one as I went flashing past: 'a dirigible flight', I read and, underneath, 'Balloon v. Motor Car'.


    Down at the Joint, the trains were coming in at a great rate, and the excursionists were climbing out, looking red in the face and morngy. There were stacks of bags and boxes like little mountains here and there on the platform. All the porters' faces were shining with sweat in the white and green gaslight. I dashed about without a ticket, and then I heard a shout go up from one of the deputy stationmasters. The shout was 'Preston train!' and my plan was made. I ran along to it and climbed up, bumping into a ticket inspector immedi­ately. He was miserable all right, just like all that sort, but he let me buy a ticket off him. It was not a ticket for Preston, though. I was only going to change there. The ticket I bought was for a place a couple of stops beyond: Kirkham.


    The stone had stopped the Highflyer between Salwick and Kirkham, the two villages in the fields before Blackpool. If George had been the wrecker, he would have needed to get the stone to the line. He would have needed a turn-out of some sort. In my last visit to the wife's office at Hind's Mill, I had looked in the 'Trades' part of the Kelly's directory for East Lanes, search­ing for fly proprietors, jobmasters or livery-stable keepers at Salwick or Kirkham, and had turned one up at Kirkham. I'd made a note of the address in my pocket book, but the name was easy enough to remember: The Wrong Way Inn.


    ------- <o>----


    There wasn't much to Kirkham: shadowy, empty cattle pens near the station, and the place had one mill to its name. The Wrong Way Inn was at the end of Wrong Way Lane: a dusty track between tall hedges that were fairly seething with life in the darkness. Big red berries glowed in the hot night; moths and small mysterious flying things swooped about before me.


    The Wrong Way Inn looked like a mansion given over to the hoi polloi. There were fires blazing in all the rooms. There was an arch going clean through the front of the inn, and this led to a courtyard with stables and a hot, sweet, hay smell and all kinds of carts and carriages about the place. The horses were just dark movements inside the stalls. A fat man was standing in the middle of all. He wore a leather apron and had a very red nose - the colour of something that by rights should have been part of his insides not his outsides. I knew right away that he was a horseman or jobmaster, happier to be out with his nags than inside the inn.


    I stood before him for a second, trying not to look at his nose, while he looked at my bandage.


    'What are you after then mate?' he said.


    'I'm not quite certain,' I said.


    'I see. Want the whole stable trotted out, do you?' He smiled, which came as a relief. I think it went in my favour that I was not canned, for sobriety must have been at a premium during Saturday nights at the Wrong Way Inn.


    'I'm a fireman on the Lanky,' I began; 'the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway, I mean.'


    His smile fell a little at that. Horsemen did not as a rule like railways any more than railwaymen liked motorcars.


    'Railway business is it, then?'


    I nodded. 'I wondered if you might be able to say whether somebody had hired a dog cart or something of that kind on Whit Sunday last.'


    'Oh aye?'


    'I have a notion of who it might have been,' I went on. 'He would've been a youngish fellow, quite well turned out, with a very particular sort of waistcoat. He was also quite ...'


    I looked at the horseman. He wasn't half fat.


    'He was quite, ah ... well, quite a chubby sort,' I said.


    The jobmaster grinned. 'Well, you know what they say,' he chuckled, 'fat and happy!'


    'He tried to wreck the engine I was firing along the stretch just near here.'


    That checked the horseman's good humour.


    'He did it by placing a grindstone on the line.'


    'Jesus Christ, did he?' said the jobmaster, and he turned about in a circle as though looking for somebody or some­thing. When he was facing me again, he said: 'A fellow we had here a few weeks back ... I don't say it was Whit because I don't recall, and I wasn't the one looking after him ... He was seen to by a lad who's not here presently. Now this character took a pony and cart for the day, and he had a grindstone off us 'n' all. The bloody thing was lying about in the yard here. Too bloody smooth, you see? No use to man nor beast, but the lad as works here let this fellow have it for a bob, helped him load it up too.'


    'Well then,' I said.


    'You make out the bloody thing was used to wreck a train?'


    'It was an attempt,' I said. 'It didn't come off, but we had to clap the brakes on so hard that a lass on the train tumbled over in a carriage and was killed. Have you not had the cop­pers here, asking questions?'


    'We have not.'


    'And would the lad remember this grindstone fellow? Would he make a witness, I mean, if it came to it?'


    'I'm bloody certain he would. He was full of it afterwards. Acted like a lord, the bloke did. Then off he went, with his little pony and worn-out grindstone.'


    I nodded.


    'Where's this bloke now?' asked the jobmaster.


    'That's just it,' I said. 'I've no notion.'


    


    


  


  
    Chapter Thirty-six

    


    Sunday, we had the Southport turns to work.


    We ran the first engine out there empty, and came back with umpteen chuffed-off excursionists. Then we did the same again. The engine - which was a rotten steamer - would only go right when the fire was just so. It was another unbreathable day and I'd taken off the bandage. When Clive asked about the stitches, I said I'd fallen, which he did not believe, but it was simpler than starting on a story that was not yet finished.


    Clive, as usual, was looking the very glass of form, and I wondered again about what he'd been up to in Scarborough, and whether he was making love to the stationmaster's wife, but if my notions about George were right, it hardly mattered.


    As we booked off at Sowerby Bridge, Clive said: 'See you tomorrow at six,' for that was the time of our go-on. I nodded back, but I knew he'd be booking on alone.


    --------


    The next morning I walked to Hind's Mill with the wife.


    The whole of the town was going back to work and the mood was black. We fell in with the Hind's lot inside the tun­nel that runs under the Joint. It was filled with the sound of clanging clogs, but no voices. Before clocking on, there was Halifax's steepest hill to be climbed in roasting heat, for the sun didn't know the holidays had ended.


    Cicely Braithwaite's was the first happy face I saw. She was sitting on the wall by the mill pond waiting for the buzzer to go, and when she spotted the wife, she called, 'Clog on, Lydia! I've so much to tell you about goings-on at Blackpool!'


    But when she saw me, her face turned puzzled.


    The wife said: 'Cicely, my husband would like to ask you something.'


    Not 'Jim' but 'my husband'. It was the kind of talk you come out with when there's been a death. Well, there had been a death - three, all told.


    I knew the wife would have worked out the wording beforehand. It was her way of saying: I have nothing to do with this myself, her way of trying to keep up a friendship that my questions were well-nigh certain to end.


    I said, 'Cicely, was a fellow called George Ogden courting you?' I looked up at the mill chimney: the smoke was already racing out of it and Cicely was going from white to red. I felt bad about the effect the question had on her, then glad about it, then bad again.


    'He did,' she said, standing up. 'He was, I mean. How do you know him?' It was a new, sharper Cicely: the weaver- turned-clerk. It's not so easy to make that jump after all.


    'He was our lodger,' I said.


    The wife was standing by the water in the background.


    'Only he's flitted,' I went on.


    Cicely looked at me straight, then the buzzer went. It was as if all the steam available at that moment had been put through the one tiny whistle. The doors were rolled open and Hind's Mill began to suck in its people.


    I waited. Cicely and the wife waited too.


    'Well, I flitted from him,' said Cicely when the racket had stopped and the people were all inside.


    'Did you go to Blackpool with him?'


    'Oh, he didn't hold with Blackpool. Too common by a long way. But yes, we went, and it was one of the best days we had.'


    'Did you take a picture of him on the flying boats?'


    'You've turned it up, have you?'


    'It was left behind in this room.'


    'I wouldn't go on myself. He went up. George had pluck, and he could be the most charming fellow, you know. Afterwards, we drunk Champagne in the Winter Gardens.' She gave me a look that said: bet you've not done that.


    'I think he put the stone on the line’ I said.


    'Now you fuck off’ said Cicely Braithwaite.


    The wife came up but Cicely put her arm up: just one movement, like a signal. The three of us were alone by the mill pond now, with Halifax working beneath us in the heat.


    'You don't believe he did, then?' I said.


    And there it ended. Cicely turned, the wife took her into the mill, and I set off back down towards Halifax.


    But when I was no more than half a minute down the hill, I looked back at the front doors of the mill. Cicely was stand­ing before them, just as though the mill was her own home. She was looking at me, and as I walked back up towards her, she walked down to meet me. She took off her bonnet and said: 'I'd finished with George. He was up to something crooked at the station and that's what brought it on. He accepted that we were finished, but he said I was not to go to Blackpool without him. I said he was nuts. He is nuts, you know.'


    'I know.'


    'But he loved me.'


    That knocked me; I hadn't expected it to be said.


    'That's perhaps why he did,' said Cicely, and tears and laughter nearly came together in an instant. But instead she said, 'George told me he would stop the excursion.'


    'You're a witness to that, you know’ I said.


    'I am,' said Cicely. 'I've thought about it and I will say what must be said. He's written to me since,' she said. 'Threats. I will not have that. But I still don't believe he tried to cause a train smash, you know.'


    'Where's he now?'


    'Well,' she said, 'is he not at work down there?'


    She pointed at the Joint.


    This I had not considered. He'd flitted from Back Hill Street and was being chased for brass by Don and Max. But what harm could come to him in the booking office?


    'I'm off to look’ I said.


    --------


    At the Joint, Dick and Bob were both at the window. Two clerks for the price of one, arguing over a ledger.


    'Is George in?' I asked Bob. 'I want to see him most partic­ularly.'


    'George!' said Bob. 'We're out with that idle so-and-so. He's not turned up, left us short-handed on one of the busiest days . . . but hold on a moment, he lives with you. Have you not seen him? What's going off?'


    All these questions, like a little summer fly going round and round my head. But Dick was looking at me with a steady eye. We'd had our chat at the Evening Star, and I knew he had an inkling.


    'He's flitted,' I said to Bob. 'Owes back rent.'


    I turned to Dick. 'Where's he gone, mate? Any ideas?'


    'I'll tell you what,' said Dick, 'wherever it is, he wouldn't buy his ticket here, now, would he?'


    This was a joint station, and my eyes went over towards the next-door ticket window, the one operated by the Great Northern.


    Dick shook his head. 'They know him there 'n' all,' he said.


    'Everyone knows George,' said Bob.


    'He may have bought it at the next stop along’ said Dick.


    I nodded. Sowerby Bridge.


    'Let's have a ticket for Sowerby Bridge then, Dick’ I said.


    Half a minute later I had in my hand a third-class single to Sowerby Bridge. I looked at the ticket and I looked at Dick. It was number 6521. A nothing number in a run of ten thousand.


    Trains from the Joint to Sowerby Bridge are ten a penny. I was aboard one in no time, and climbed off it dead opposite the little booking office at Sowerby Bridge station. I could see the shed in the distance, smoking away in the sun.I'd thought that Dick and Bob were your regulation booking-office types, but this fellow before me took the bun: hair all moved over to one side with Brilliantine; titchy, thick, scientific-looking specs.


    'How do,' I said.


    The Sowerby Bridge booking-office clerk said nothing. I'd never struck this fellow before because I usually just relied on folk knowing me on my runs between Sowerby Bridge and the Joint. And if it came to it, there was always the footplate pass in my pocket.


    'Have you sold a ticket lately to a big fellow in a fancy waistcoat?' I asked him.


    'If I had done,' he said, 'it would be my business, wouldn't it?'


    'It's just that he might have done a murder.'


    'Police matter then,' he said.


    There were two layers of glass between us: the clerk's specs and the ticket-office window.


    'What do you reckon?' I said.


    Still nothing.


    I took out my pocket book.


    'I have an interesting sort of railway ticket here,' I said.


    'What's interesting about it?' he said.


    And I knew I had him.


    'The number,' I said.


    'Four zeroes, I suppose it is’ said the ticket clerk. 'I buy them for myself when they come up, if they're not too pricey.'


    I held up at the window the third-class single to Todmorden that George had given me.


    'One, two, three, four,' said the ticket clerk, reading the number. 'Third class ...'


    'What do you reckon?' I said again.


    'Fair do's,' said the clerk. 'I'll give you thruppence for it.'


    'It's yours gratis’ I said, 'if you answer the question.'


    'I forget’ he said.


    'You forget what?' 'The question.'


    'A big fellow’1 said, 'running to fat; lot of hair; fancy waist­coat. Acts like a lord.' I was still holding up the ticket.


    'I did strike a fellow like him,' said the clerk.


    'When?'


    'Forty-five minutes ago.'


    'Where was he off to?'


    'Goole.'


    I nodded. Step on at Goole for the Continent.


    'When's next Goole train?' I said.


    'Half an hour,' said the ticket clerk.


    I handed over the interesting ticket to the clerk, and had a third-class single to Goole off him in return. I did not look at the number.


    
Chapter Thirty-seven

    


    All morning there'd been something amiss; all bloody sum­mer there had been, and, as the train for Goole pulled out of Sowerby Bridge station, the answer came: blue blackness in the sky.


    I had never been to Goole, but I knew it to be an inland port. The barges used the canals that went out from it - and there were any number of those. The sea-going ships came and went by the Humber Estuary, which by the time it reached Goole was called the river Ouse.


    So the steamships went out into a river, and they could only do it when the tide was right.


    The eastward ride to Goole was a two-hour touch, taking me right across Yorkshire. The rain was stalled in the black­ness at Sowerby Bridge; skies were clear again over Wake­field, but our little train struck storm conditions once more at Pontefract, where the black ink was spilling across the sky. Here I leant out of the window as the guard was giving the 'right away', and one big raindrop was blown into my face.


    The first lightning flash happened just as Goole appeared, and it seemed to bounce the whole town into my view.


    Lightning is the real light, and all was revealed in an instant: the frightening black and red water tower, the tall coal hoists like factories on legs that could roll back and forth, and one of them seemed to be walking through the port in that bright, white moment, but no: that was the coal hoist that floated. I saw the sailing ships, plenty of those - the masts and yardarms made tall crucifixes - and the steamships too, with their backward-sloping funnels. Most would be of the Lanky's own fleet. The station was only a few hundred yards from the docks. As I stepped through the ticket gate, the wind made the sound of a motorcar - a motorcar far off but gigantic. The rain was flying in the wind; the bookseller outside the station had an oilcloth over all his wares.


    'Batten down the hatches,' he said to me as I passed by.


    I stopped beyond the station for a moment, looking at the docks. Goole was not like a town, but more like a giant system, with the moving cranes going one way and the trains running a different way, and the houses hard by the docks with sea water rolling before them instead of roads. The lightning came again from out over the Humber, like the blue lines you might see in the whites of a woman's eye, in the corner of the eye, almost out of sight.


    And then the lightning came again, from a different side of the seaway, as if the light was blown by the wind.


    I walked on into the docks. The first thing I struck was a church that stood in the centre of the low dock buildings, like the hub of a wheel. The flag on the steeple was having a rare old time of it. I saw that the clock was lit by lightning- coloured gas.


    The time was midday - midday in summer and the town was dark, with gas lamps lit all across the docks.


    I walked on, and the water that should have been down there in the docks was up and at me, and there was a sharp­ness to the wetness. There were half a dozen docks before me, each like a town square filled with water. At one dock close by, two men were winding wheels on opposite sides of a small pump. A white tube, shining in the rain, came from the pump and hung down over the dock wall into the water, and I thought: there's a man down there on the end of that. Well, he was out of the rain at any rate. Over the road from where I stood were two warehouses with a pub crammed between them. Along from the ware­houses was a building that looked like a chapel, but was not. The wide doorway was propped open. Above it was a carving of two small galleons bobbing about on a sea, and, above these, a flagpole flew the seagoing version of the Lancashire and Yorkshire Railway badge. It was the shipping office for the Lanky.


    The place was stifling: long lines of men in bowlers and steaming Ulsters stood queuing for tickets. The two blokes giving out the tickets at a long table were both smoking pipes. It took a long time for any man to get his ticket, for it was all a lot of fishing in pocket books, presentation of passports, checking of same; and finally the issuing of tickets that looked like little books, with each page needing to be stamped.


    Behind the ticket clerks was a wide painting showing the fleet of Lanky steamers, each in its own bit of sea, and all set in a circle going around a sort of gravestone on which were two columns headed 'continental ports' and 'days of sailing'. Today was Monday. On Monday there were sailings to Amsterdam, Antwerp, Ghent, Hamburg, Rotterdam. All ships conveyed merchandise, but would take passengers too - it was ten bob to most places.


    I walked up alongside one of the fellows in the queue. 'What time are the ships going off today?' I asked him.


    'Four o'clock.'


    He'd answered without looking at me. He looked like a criminal. Every man jack of them in that queue looked as if he was escaping from somebody or something. And then I noticed a copper standing in the corner of the room, and for the first time I was set thinking about what I would do if I tracked down George. Up to then I'd just been dreaming of saying to him: 'I know you did it, you fucking rotter.'


    I don't know exactly why, but I never tried asking the ticket clerks in the shipping office whether they'd sold a ticket to a fellow with the particular looks of George Ogden. It was something about the length of the queue, and the way the blokes silently smoked as they tore and stamped the dockets. I knew it would be like talking to a wall.Then there was the copper.


    I could put the whole matter in his hands. But no, not yet. It would be Manchester all over again if I did that.


    I walked out of the shipping office and the storm was still there. I watched the rain hitting the sea like a quarrel and streaming through the circles of light around the gas lamps. The two men were still winding the wheels on the small pump connected to the air tube. And something being done in the docks was sending an underwater-bell sound floating over Goole.


    I walked into one terraced street, turned into another. Between two houses was a shop with a wide black iron panel fixed to its front. Pressed into the iron was the shape of three balls, as if three iron balls had been hurled there when the iron was hot. I saw the remains of gold paint in the hollows, and below, also driven into the iron, the words 'harper brothers, money advanced on pictures, bronzes, violins & c & c.'


    I stared at this place, and George Ogden walked out of its door holding a little case.


    I was over the road from him and along a little. I shouted out and he ran directly around the corner with his funny, wobbling run. But it served him well enough because, as I stepped forward, I slipped on the slimy kerbstone, dashing the back of my head on the cobbles. I put my hand directly up to the wound that had been sewn. It was not torn. Then I hared around the corner, striking a long, empty street, dead straight. It ended in lines of railway wagons. As I watched, the nearest line of wagons jangled into life, and the words 'transhipment', 'coal factors and exporters', 'tran­shipment', 'coal factors and exporters', over and again in alternation, were dragged across the end of the street.


    There was a little hotel. I hurried along to it and burst through the front door. It was full of very dry people in strange hats, and all smoking cigars. I was in the public bar and for a moment thought my hearing had gone west, for they were all speaking words I could not make out. They were all foreigners.


    I came out of there double-quick and ducked into the next place. It was a little watery fishmonger's, with things floating in pails of cloudy water, but most of the fish already sold and the owner swabbing down the floor.


    'You've not seen a fellow come by this way, have you?'


    The fishmonger shook his head.


    I gave it up. Back into the rain; back into Goole town.


    George was in Goole at any rate, and he would only be leaving the town on a boat, and the boats could not set sail just yet.


    So I walked about for an eternity in the blackness and the rain, keeping my eyes skinned. I must have stood for half an hour in front of a butcher's, with a line of dead rabbits over my head holding the rain off. Presently, I turned back to the docks, where the black water looked as though it was being beaten by hammers. There might have been getting on for half a dozen steamships loading. Horses were being walked up onto one of them, but it was mainly coal that was going in. As I looked on, a coal barge came by, snaking through the docks with smaller barges towed behind, all heaped with coal. I thought of the swan at Hebden Bridge, with the signets following behind in a line.


    I found myself after a while back in the place near the church, bang outside the Lanky shipping office once again. I looked up at the flag, the little galleons carved over the door. Right over the road was the pub I'd spotted before. It also had two galleons on show - these on the pub sign. They were friendly-looking little ships, but the pub was just a white room, heaving with sea-going blokes. There was nothing on the wall but gas flares with no mantels, giving out a bright white light. Everybody was supping, and everybody was smoking, for what else do you do while waiting for your ship to leave? There were bags and portmanteaus all over the floor, and the fashion was to stand there swigging your ale with your foot placed on top of your bag, so as to stop it being carried away.


    I pushed my way through to the bar, trying to avoid the hazards of the luggage pieces, and asked for a glass of ale from the barman, who was small and rough-looking, like his pub. Just as he passed the beer over, I saw something red in the far corner of the room: the redness of a glass of wine, the one glass of wine being drunk in that room.


    Well, it was George Ogden drinking it.


    As I moved over to him with my own glass in my hand, one of the big fellows waiting for transhipment knocked against Ogden, and half the wine was down his fancy waistcoat. When I got over to him, he was trying to rub it away, saying to him­self, 'Just need a little something in a bottle to furbish it up.'


    'It's all up, George,' I said.


    He was not wearing his stiff collar. He was wearing the white shirt as usual, but he had on no collar at all and I saw his neck for the first time. There was a fair amount of it.


    He closed his eyes for a second, as if he could magic me away by the power of his mind. But then he looked back. 'Hello, old man,' he said, putting his hand inside his coat and taking out a pocket book. He handed me a pawn-shop ticket and a banknote. 'Look, old sort,' he said, 'the fellow in that pawn shop's as tight as Kelsey's Nuts. He let me have a sovereign for the gold cross, and I'm now giving you the ticket and ten shillings. You'll have the balance directly I get myself straightened out.'


    I put down my glass of ale on the nearest table, took hold of his shirt and pitched him against the wall. He bounced back off it. The blokes around us barely moved - it was a normal sort of event in this place.


    'Careful, old sort’ George said presently, 'I will not be slighted.'


    'Let's have it’ I said. 'Tell me about the tickets first.'


    'Had a few away, that's all,' he said. 'Just a lark, really. I began by thinking it rather a pretty little scheme.'


    'You needed help with it though.'


    'Ha!' said George, 'and that's where things got a little tan­gled. I'll tell you what, old boy: you wouldn't believe - good chap like yourself - the vagabonds they've got on the ticket- collecting side over at Blackpool.'


    'Don was one of them,' I said.


    'Well I'm blowed!' said George, who was now getting back to something like himself. 'You've happened on that gentry, have you? Very nasty piece of goods indeed.'


    'And his pal, Max, is a sight worse,' I said.


    George blew out his cheeks. 'You're not wrong there either.'


    'Where did he come into it? I asked. 'Max, I mean. He's not a ticket collector, is he?'


    'Well now, Max . . .' said George. 'He was on hand just in case anyone should stumble over the scheme and then . . . well, how can I put it, old man? He is rather scarifying. I mean, Queensbury Rules don't enter into it with that particu­lar chap, and that I can promise you.'


    'You're waiting for a boat,' I said, ignoring this. 'Where are you off?'


    'Holland, old man.'


    In my mind's eye I saw George Ogden in Holland, wearing big trousers with patches sewn on, sticking his fat finger in the hole in the dyke.


    'Thought I'd try my luck in Amsterdam,' he was saying. 'Now you wouldn't crack on, old man, would you? We've had some rare old larks, the two of us. I'll be honest, I liked your company. But could I ask you a question, old man? Why should you be up there, day in, day out, working for slave wages in all weathers, getting burnt, bashed about the head - I see you have stitches in - when many stupider fellows are sitting back in their offices and barely lifting a finger for twice what you're on? I only wonder because I saw you in the restaurant and you were like a cat on hot bricks, and it's not right that you should be. You must have a scheme, old man, otherwise your life will be quite wasted. Would you care for a refill?'


    'No.'


    Over the heads of the crowd in the bright, white room I saw the helmet of a copper. It was the one I'd seen over the way, in the shipping office. He was standing by the door, chatting to a bloke who looked as though he ought to be arrested by the copper, not passing the time of day with him.


    'I had a sweetheart once,' George continued. 'Oh, she'd go for the salt with her knife as soon as wink. Well, I checked that in no time and schooled her in speech a little: "Six year", she would say, and I would say "No, sweet, six years". Now, she didn't like it one bit, but I kept at it. Started on the mill floor, that one did. I'm not ashamed to say it, old man: I was step­ping out with a factory girl, but I put her up to going for the office, and it was the proudest moment of my life when she went typewriter in the same concern. And why do you think I bothered? Because she had brains, and I would not have them wasted, and I would not have her slighted. It was my duty to keep the wind off that girl, and I tried and I tried, and in the end, old man, you see, I failed.'


    I was not really listening to George. I was thinking of Margaret Dyson and how, as I had picked her up, the life had spilled out of her.


    'You're the same in some respects, you know,' George was saying, 'but you have your Mrs Stringer, and she will keep you up to the mark, old man, believe me.'


    The doctor's words came back: 'I will go further, and say that if it is a delicate person you are dealing with ...'


    'Oh, whether you like it or not,' George Ogden was saying, 'believe me. And you will like it, for you're an intelligent fellow.'


    'To put him or her suddenly upright may cost your patient his or her life.'


    'And I knew, I just knew, old sort, that I could never keep anything back from you,' George Ogden was saying, 'and I'm really awfully sorry for trying.'


    'Speaking of that,' I said, 'your dad's not in the nutty house at all, is he?'


    George gave a laugh, and what was vexing was that it was a real laugh. 'He is not, old man! Though he should be, and I only wish the bastard were locked away. Why, Dad was a butcher, just like your old man, from what I gather. I say, did yours put little lumps of suet on the scales so as to give short change?'


    'No,' I said.


    'I don't want to talk about my pa any more, if it's all the same.'


    'You clapped eyes on your mother lately?'


    'No,' said Ogden. 'Why do you ask? She doesn't live with Dad any more on account of his being so . . .' He frowned, adding: 'I did have an arrangement to go and see Mother, but what with one thing and another ...'


    'Why'd you put the grindstone on the line?'


    He was shaking his head at this right from the off. 'Now just a moment,' he said, 'I know as little of that as the new­born babe. I realise you thought it might have been part of some plan to do for Lowther, the ticket inspector, because of what happened to him later, but you see, old sort, Lowther was in with us on the ticket scheme. I sounded the fellow out, in a roundabout way, and he jumped at it. Lanky wages, you see: they make desperate men of the best of us.'


    He looked at me, nodding for quite a while.


    'Now I happen to know', he went on, 'that Lowther came to grief, over in those Hebden Crags, at the hands of a rather angry fellow from Ticket Despatch in Manchester.'


    'The one who lost his job over the missing tickets?'


    'That's him. I wouldn't have had it happen for worlds, you know, that a fellow should lose his position over the business, let alone another ending up with two busted legs.'


    'You put the stone on the line,' I said, 'not because of the ticket business, but because you wanted to kill Cicely Braithwaite, who'd thrown you over.'


    'If I could just...' said George. His hand was moving.


    'Or at best you wanted to scare the bloody daylights out of her.'


    George's hand was in his waistcoat and the clasp knife was in his hand, the one he used to slice the ends off his cigars. I saw it there, shaking in his fat hand, and I saw on the handle a picture of Blackpool Tower.


    There came a great yell and a tug from behind on my coat.


    I almost fell backwards at the yank that was given, and in that instant I saw the empty space where George had been standing and heard the barman roaring: 'You've not paid me for the fucking ale!'


    'For Christ's sake!' I shouted, putting coins into his hands, 'you daft fucking cunt!' and I was fighting my way over the bags and through the crowd, after George, or the copper, but the copper who'd walked in had gone. In fact, half the lot that had been in the pub no longer were, and when I stumbled out into the street I saw why. Clear skies: the blue- ness seemed to go up and up, and all was order and good sense once more in the port of Goole, with happier-looking folk all about the place and the steamships not just steaming but moving.


    All across the docks, I could see fellows walking in circles, pushing wooden spars attached to turning poles. The tide had risen to the correct level and the lock gates were being opened. Two of the steamers were already out on the Hum- ber, moving with no sign of effort over the wide, bright water.


    I ran into the docks, looking for a copper, or looking for George. Had he loved Cicely Braithwaite, or tried to control her? They were the same thing. At any rate, I wanted to see him swing.


    I dashed back and forth as the big blokes turned their circles and one lock gate after another opened, bringing a gentle rushing sound, the ringing of bells on the boats, and shouts back and forth between the boats and the docks.


    This was the moment of freedom for those sea captains and they all wanted to be off and away. In amongst all the ship business I saw the diver, the iron man, up from underwater, sitting on a chair at the top of the dock wall near to me. With his two attendants standing by, next to the pump that was now still, he looked like a strange sort of king from another world, with his great iron boots that could have been gold, his white suit that could have been silk, and the great brass head. As I peered closer, I saw the face of an ordinary man staring through the window at the side of it.


    'Where's the Holland boat?' I shouted to a man throwing a rope onto a moving steamship.


    'Ouse Dock!' he shouted, and pointed over to a ship still in dock but steaming hard; there were horses on its deck in pens, and blokes working away before it, one on either side, turning the wheels that controlled the dock.


    From behind me, George Ogden appeared with his tum­bling run. He leapt a pile of ropes and stumbled, but still he had ten yards on me as I began pounding after him. He was making for the boat that was about to leave Ouse Dock.


    The iron man was standing up once again and moving towards the top of an iron ladder that led down into the water. His attendants helped him all the way, as if he was an invalid. The breathing tube trailed behind. As I leapt the coil of ropes that George had leapt a moment before, I saw that the three were in George's path. I saw him try to leap the air tube, but his boot caught, pulling the pump over. I saw the pump topple and the iron man turn with a sort of slow shock, and ... I couldn't see George.


    Beyond, at Ouse Dock, I saw the lock gates moving, with water moving on them: two mobile waterfalls, swinging away from one another. The boat was a Lanky boat. Its name was written big on the side: Equity.


    I looked again at the iron man, now alone on the dock. His two attendants were climbing down the iron ladder. They were both clinging on to the top of it and shouting things I couldn't take in, but as I got up to the top of the ladder, one dropped into the water, reluctant, like, and then the other. The last man that could help bring George up was the one that was dressed for diving, all togged up to sink.


    I looked down. The assistants had been under and were up again now, moving the water with their hands, as if it was long grass they'd accidentally dropped something into.


    I looked up again at the Equity, moving through the lock gates with a clear, confident rumbling of the engine, the horses all looking forward, with their manes streaming back­wards in the direction of the funnel smoke. The sky, cleaned out by the storm, was light blue with a gleam of gold. The long grass in the meadows either side of the waterway was all blowing gently to the right. There was a church out on one of the banks with a pretty sort of barn near that, and you saw that Goole was not so great and terrifying a machine after all if you could be out of it and into country so fast.


    As I watched, and the iron man's attendants roared in the water, the steamship moved into a turn in the centre of the channel, like a dancer; the horses were turning too, under the spinning smoke that was hanging over the shining water, hesitating.
PART THREE

    After
Chapter Thirty-eight

    


    I took the train with the wife to Hebden Bridge. From there we walked - not to the Crags this time but to a high pasture out towards Mytholmroyd, the route along the lanes being indicated by smaller copies of the Horton Street poster that had read 'a dirigible flight' and 'Balloon v. Motor Car'.


    The hill tops and the parts of the fields that were for some mysterious reason colder than others were still covered in snow. In other spots, the ground was showing through again in unexpected shades. The sky was the colour of iron, and such daylight as there was seemed somehow begrudged. The trees were black and still.


    As we followed the signs, the cold made steam engines of the wife and me. I liked to talk in this weather, just to see the clouds come rolling from my mouth.


    'There's hardly a breath of breeze,' I said.


    'That's good for the aeronauts,' said the wife. 'They don't sail in excessive wind.'


    The jaunt was the wife's idea. She'd seen the poster in Horton Street and it had set her reading anything she could lay her hands on to do with aeronautics. It seemed to be one of the funny ways pregnancy had taken her.


    'I can see that wind might cause trouble for the free balloons,' I said, 'but the dirigible pilots are able to steer, aren't they?'


    'Somewhat,' said the wife.


    She didn't want to talk; she wanted to reach the flying ground. In her hand were two Farthing Everlasting Strips.


    We continued on. The wife wore her overcoat, but I'd made do with my work suit, which came into its own in freezing temperatures. It was the middle of October, and summer was already far beyond imagining.


    'Just look at all that silk’ said the wife, sounding rather jeal­ous, as we walked through the gateway into the flying ground.


    Two of the three so-named free balloons were already inflated and were being held down by teams of shouting men. They looked like upside-down onions, and were onion colour too: silvery brown. A third balloon was being inflated from tanks resting on a cart, and, as the gas went in, it was just like seeing a big-headed man slowly raising his head from his pillow.


    The three motorcars that were to give chase waited in the corner of the field with their own shouting attendants, all heavily muffled up. A corps of cyclists would also be follow­ing along, and this lot were pedalling in circles in the field, trying to keep warm.


    There were not as many spectators as I'd expected, so it was pretty easy to pick out old Reuben Booth. He wore an overcoat that seemed very black, like a night without stars, and then it came to me that this was his own overcoat and not the one he wore for work, so there was no gold on it. Next to him stood Arnold Dyson in his Crossley Porter cape, with the Irish terrier, Bob, alongside. All three stood close together but silent, looking on.


    As I led the wife over towards the little group, I watched the dog. Every time a little more of the gas went into the bal­loon, Bob would inch forwards, eagerness increasing.


    I nodded at Reuben. 'How do’ I said.


    'How do,' said Reuben.


    The boy Dyson wore the same face as before: a sort of knot. Every so often, though, he would pat the dog, which he was holding by a string, and his features would relax for a moment as he did so. The lad was quite taken with the balloons, anyone could see that. Mr Ferry had written to us from the orphanage to say that the boy's interests lay in that direction.


    A man in a long coat was in the centre of the field, shouting through a loud-hailer. He seemed to be pointing to one man in particular of all those holding on to the balloons, and this fellow, it was given out, was the Chief of Aeronautics.


    I introduced the wife to the boy, and he just gave a grunt, as I'd warned her he would do. That was when the Farthing Everlasting Strips came out. When they were put into his hands, Dyson looked up at Reuben, who winked and said: 'Tha's a lucky beggar, en't tha?'


    Then the first balloon went up.


    In no time at all, the people riding in the basket were higher than the top of Blackpool Tower, and looking down on us and waving as best they could in their thick coats.


    They're waving to show us they're not scared, I thought, even if they are. The next two went up in very short order, skimming over the fields in exactly the same direction, for of course it was the breeze - such as there was - that had taken charge. Their tailing ropes bashed the same hedge in the same place, sending up sprays of snow on both occasions.


    There came another burst of shouting from the man with the loud-hailer, and the cars and bicycles went off, but how they hoped to give chase I could not say for, upon turning through the gate, they were immediately required to follow a lane that took them in the opposite direction to the balloons.


    'I don't get it,' I said to Reuben.


    'Rum,' said Reuben, looking after the motorcars.


    'Now, where's the dirigible?' I asked, for that was the bill topper, the steerable balloon.


    'Yonder,' said Reuben, tipping his head.


    They were bringing it across the field towards us. It must have been in another field to start with, stowed away behind a hedge, out of sight.


    'More silk,' I said to the wife, and I realised I'd interrupted a conversation of sorts between her and the boy.


    The dirigible balloon, or airship, was half inflated, and so was half floating. There was a line of men underneath it, and I couldn't make out whether they were holding the thing up or holding it down. Directly beneath the balloon was a wooden frame, inside which sat the aeronaut, who looked like a hero already, the way he was being carried aloft. At one end of the frame was a propeller; at the other end was fixed a rudder (which was the important article). It was not a regular balloon shape. Instead, it was horizontal - a big cigar.


    The loud-hailer man was now telling us all about the aero­naut, who by all accounts had been practically born in mid-­air. Last winter, he had flown somewhere to somewhere in fog. His training, we were told, was a jolly good dinner; he smoked and drank in moderation, and the only thing he did to excess was fly. The engine in his craft, the loud-hailer man continued, was controlled by wires; this would be a short flight, but still the aeronaut would be quite lost to sight for most of it; he would be flying in a circle and returning within half an hour to this very field.


    But I didn't want to know about the aeronaut. I wanted to know about my mate on what had become once more the relief link, Clive Carter.


    'Reuben,' I said, 'you know those Scarborough runs we had this summer?'


    'Aye,' he said.


    'Clive disappeared both times with a bag.'


    Reuben nodded.


    'What was going off?'


    As we looked on, the dirigible was placed on wooden sup­ports while a team of men started pulling the gas cart nearer.


    Reuben's mouth was opening behind that worn-out grey beard. He meant to speak, so I leant close, for the air was filled with the sound of the rushing gas and the shouting of the loud-hailer man.


    Reuben's words came with shaky breaths and shaky clouds of steam. 'Eighteen seventy-five,' he said; 'that were when I had my start... Midland Railway.'


    'As train guard?'


    Reuben shook his head. 'Carpenter’ he said; 'Settle to Carlisle stretch.'


    'It's famous’ I said. 'Gave the Midland its line to Glasgow. But they had hell-on building of it, by all accounts.'


    'Ribblehead Viaduct...' said Reuben.


    'That bugger was the highest of the lot’ I said.


    'That were me ... day in, day out...' Reuben was shaking his head. 'Never was such a wild spot...'


    'It was all navvies’ I said. 'Very tough sorts.'


    'Couldn't half sup, though’ said Reuben, and he stood there in the freezing field smiling for a while.


    'Would you take a drink back then, Reuben?' I said.


    He shook his head. 'I were Chapel.' Then he smiled again. 'I were a great hand at... harmonium.'


    I laughed at this, for I thought it might be the right thing to do.


    As the attendants sent the gas from the tanks through long sleeves of silk into the dirigible, I watched as the craft changed by degrees from a 'B' cigar into an 'A'.


    'The Ribblehead Viaduct,' I said; 'I've read a good deal about it. They built it up with wooden piers first of all.'


    'That's it’ said Reuben. 'Timber framing below, stone going in up top ... Could never make out how it could stand without rocking.'


    I nodded.


    'March twenty-first, eighteen seventy-five ...' Reuben was saying, as the attendants seemed to just lift the dirigible off its supports, and put it into the air.


    'Crane they had up top’ said Reuben as we both watched the dirigible, 'well, it suffered a mishap, like


    The aeronaut, sitting in his frame under the big cigar, was yanking on a long wire.


    'Sling chain broke’ Reuben was saying; 'let go a block of stone, size of ...'


    The tiny engine of the dirigible was going at last.


    'Size of what, Reuben?'


    The dirigible was going up; circling and swooping but certainly going up all the same, and not in quite the same direction as the free balloons, which proved it was being directed by the aeronaut.


    'Six and half ton,' Reuben said, nodding.


    'And it crowned you?' I said. 'No, it can't have done, else you wouldn't be standing here talking.'


    'I'll tell tha summat,' said Reuben. 'It had me cap clean off.'


    We looked up at the sky where the dirigible was turning like a weathervane; then I remembered why our chat had begun in the first place.


    'But where does Clive come into all this?' I asked. 'And all the Scarborough goings on?'


    Reuben was nodding. 'Come March twenty-first any year,' Reuben said, 'I'll celebrate, like.'


    'Understandable, that,' I said.


    The dirigible was nearly gone from sight.


    'March twenty-first, nineteen hundred,' said Reuben. 'Now that were twenty-five year after ...'


    'And you were in Scarborough with Clive?'


    Reuben nodded.


    'He said we were to take a drink . . . Grand Hotel, he said . . . Nowt else would do, on account of it being such a near thing, like ...'


    'Bloody hell,' I said.


    'So we took oursens off up there’ Reuben continued. 'Trouble is . . .' He turned to me, and he was smiling again. 'They're most particular as to costume.'


    'They wouldn't let you in’ I said.


    'They would not.'


    'It's a bloody disgrace’ I said.


    'Didn't bother me’ said Reuben. 'Clive though . . . proper riled, he were.'


    'I have it,' I said. 'Ever since then Clive's been going into the Grand whenever he has a run to Scarborough?'


    Reuben nodded.


    'So in that bag of his’ I went on, 'he had all the proper togs?'


    Reuben nodded again.


    'Frock coat,' Reuben said, 'and all that carry on ... Goes off beforehand to a little spot off the Valley Road . .. whatsname ... Snowdrop ... aye.'


    'Snowdrop Laundry,' I said. 'I knew that much.'


    'They've a steam press there,' said Reuben, 'but you've to pitch up at a certain time to be sure it'll be working, like.'


    'That's where he was hurrying off to then,' I said. 'To the laundry, then to the Grand. I suppose he didn't want it known.'


    Reuben nodded.


    'I can just picture him,' I said, 'acting all la-di-da . . . Well, I'm sure he looked the part, any road . . . And here's me thinking he'd clicked with Emma Knowles.'


    Reuben was still nodding.


    The sky was changing and you could see the serious stuff coming: darkness and colder snow.


    'Stationmaster's missus ...' Reuben was saying.


    'Crazy notion,' I said, looking up at the sky for any sign of the dirigible coming back. I noticed that Reuben was looking at me with a smile buried ever so deep.


    'Hold on,' I said. 'He never is, is he?'


    But Reuben was now gazing up at the sky, along with most of the spectators.


    'He's late,' said some fellow standing close by.


    The master of ceremonies was waiting, loud-hailer at his side. Arnold Dyson, the wife and the dog, Bob, were in a line looking up.


    The Chief of Aeronautics was in the middle of the field, looking down. His arms were folded.


    With all Reuben had said, more strangeness was put into the weird summer I'd had of it. I thought back to the lifting of the stone from the line and all the things that had come out from underneath, so to speak.


    I fell to thinking of Monsieur Maurice. He'd been connected to the stone on the line only in my mind. The upshot was that he'd thought me a fan, and I was glad of that, at least.


    Monsieur Maurice had topped the bill once more at the Palace, but for only one night - late September, it would have been - and the notable event had been written up in the Courier, under the heading: 'retirement of a famous ventriloquist'. Monsieur Maurice, I'd read, had resolved finally to take in hand his small garden in Sussex.


    It would have been at about the same time that the order for great quantities of the light suiting had arrived from Italy. It had been the wife's notion to send out the particulars, and she had received thanks, of sorts, from the younger Hind. It was all too late for Peter Robinson, of course, and the wife had asked me: 'Why couldn't Hind Senior have died instead?', and that while stepping out of Halifax Parish Church.


    Who'd murdered old Hind? Nobody. And the same went for Arthur Billington.


    As far as I knew, the Halifax coppers were still looking out for the Socialist Mission.


    The long-haired fellow, Paul, was now to me like some­thing in a dream, and his governor, Alan Cowan, last heard of in Dunfermline, was like a dream dreamed inside a dream.


    Well, I was Paul's one chance of having the Mission written up in the newspapers as something to be reckoned with. And as far as that went, I'd done all the work for him, apart from a bit of stone throwing. Paul had pitched the stone through the excursion-office window, I was sure of that, but whether he'd burst our bedroom window ... I didn't really believe it. It might have been George trying to father the blame for the wrecking onto the socialists, but he would have had all-on to get back into his room and let me see him there a moment later. No, I believed it was Don and Max, who'd done it to warn George over the money owed. Although, of course, they'd got the wrong bedroom. I'd not seen either of them again, at Central or anywhere, and another ticket collector at that station had told me Don had been stood down long since, and taken himself off to London.


    The light was quite gone now, and the blackness of the sky was coming down to meet the blackness of the trees. I was cold, and fancied that I could detect every one of the burn- holes in my work suit. But I was proud to have a suit full of burn-holes, and proud once again to be an engine man. The great thing was to make speed, and then to give it to others, for it gave folk time, and it gave them life.


    Looking up once again, I still could not see the aeronaut. Nothing moved in the sky, but somehow the greyness was mixing with the blackness. It would certainly snow again, and the weather brought to mind an interesting article I'd read that very morning in the Raihvay Magazine, under the heading: 'Fighting the Snow on a Canadian Railway'. 'British railroadmen', I'd read, 'have a limited conception generally of what excessive snow can do . . .' Well, it could be that we were about to find out, for extremes of temperature seemed to be all the rage in 1905.


    I was thinking back to the summer once more, and the strongest picture in my mind's eye, the one with the strongest, brightest after-storm colours, was that of the Lanky steam­boat, Equity, rocking on the Humber, heading slowly out to Holland, and down by one passenger.


    I'd not read the report of the inquest when it had appeared in the Courier a week later, but I'd had the notion of writing to Peter Robinson's solicitors telling the tale of the funny fellow, George Ogden, and mentioning that, since he'd put the stone on the line, their late client could have had nothing to do with the matter. That would have been a comfort to the boy, Lance. But, as the wife said, a letter of that kind would have made things hot for Cicely, who by rights ought to have spoken up earlier.


    The Chief of Aeronautics had taken out his pocket watch.


    A fellow I didn't know, who was standing nearby, turned to somebody in our little group of watchers, and said, 'I reckon he's been dashed to death.'


    I watched the wife as she stared upwards. She was waiting for much more than the airship, of course.


    A movement caught my eye - the loud-hailer going to the lips of the master of ceremonies; and there in the corner of the dark sky, tiny, but quite all right, was the dirigible.


    I looked over to Arnold Dyson and saw that he was smiling.


    The fellow with the loud-hailer was going forty to the dozen once again, giving us more credentials of the aeronaut. The fellow, it appeared, had three daughters; he was to be the principal attraction somewhere on Wednesday next. He valued his airship at no less than £3,000.


    The attendants were all gathering to receive the airship.


    The wife was next to me. 'Well, I hope they don't mean to catch it,' she said.


    Arnold Dyson was alongside the wife and grinning up at me, just as though he'd been all smiles from the very start.


    'She's all right, your missus,' he said.


    'She is that,' I said.


    'She can make her eyes go crossed, you know.'


    I looked at the wife, but she was miles away, gazing up at the airship.


    'Can she?' I said.

  

