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Cast of characters

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

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

Lydia Stringer – Jim’s wife.

Bernadette Stringer – their daughter.

Harry Stringer – their son.

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

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

Cynthia Lorne – a film star.

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

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

Mary Ainsworth – a balloonist of York.

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

Wright – elderly Chief Clerk of the York LNER Police.

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

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

Lowry – desk sergeant of the York City Police.

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

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

Mr Marshall – a gamekeeper at Bolton Abbey.

Superintendent Monk – an officer with the Leeds City Police.

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

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

Kevin – a young American film editor.

Fred Bannister – a publisher.

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

Mrs Ellis – keeper of a tea rooms at Knaresborough.

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

Sidney – a car mechanic.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘You’re looking very smart, Jim.’

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

‘So are you, Margaret.’

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

‘Off somewhere nice, Jim?’

‘Don’t know.’

‘You don’t know?’

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

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

‘No. They both kick off at seven.’

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

‘They’re both in the reading room.’

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

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

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

‘York Station Mutual Aid.’

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

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

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

‘During.’

‘And what time does it all wind up?’

‘Half eight.’

‘You’re having me on, Jim Stringer.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Margaret said I looked smart,’ said Jim.

‘Yes, she would do.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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