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          1 TRAIN OF THOUGHT BY JO KIRK

        

      

    

    
      The National Railway Museum. Jodie hadn’t been here for years, maybe even decades. She was just wondering what memories it might conjure, when a voice brought her back to the present, or as much as you can be in a building filled with history.

      “Miss Laker? Hi, I’m Sarah, I’ll be showing you around today. Is there anything you particularly want to focus on for your article?”

      Jodie explained the purpose of her visit. She was writing a piece about the birth of the railway, how it developed and where it might go in the future. “So as much as you can tell me really, give me the works.”

      Sarah nodded and off they went on a whistle stop tour through two hundred years of rail travel.

      ‘Dad would love this,’ Jodie thought affectionately, as they stopped to take in the magnificent Mallard, making a mental note to text him all the inside information she was being given, while taking as many photos as possible.

      It was so exciting to see the whole evolution, from bulky, smoky, origins to the sleek elegance of the Bullet Train, one of the only examples outside Japan, she was informed. You could almost sense the movement dormant in each engine, as if they still remembered what they had been created for, even as they stood here in dignified silence.

      They visited trains powered by steam, modern diesel engines, trains built for speed, others built for industry and then they came to a carriage built entirely for luxury and comfort, and Jodie’s heart skipped a beat.

      She’d seen this before, in another time, almost in another life it seemed now.

      “This is Queen Victoria’s private carriage,” Sarah said. “We don’t usually let visitors in here, but I think we can make an exception.”

      There were silk drapes and gold everywhere, no expense spared to convey Her Majesty in perfect style. There were even buttons she could press to request the driver to slow down so she could admire the view, or even stop while she ate. It played havoc with the timetable, but who’s going to argue with a Queen in need of her lunch?

      As Sarah was in full flow, Jodie imagined she saw two small, dark haired girls in matching coats, peering excitedly through the window at the opulence within. These were faces she knew very well but hadn’t seen, in this form, for a long time. They loved this carriage, they’d even bought a postcard from the museum shop so they could keep looking when they got home, and imagine how it would feel to travel like a Queen. No doubt the dressing up box would be involved.

      All too soon, the tour was over and Jodie made her way dreamily to the railway station, nostalgia tugging at her sleeve. Quite fitting that the day would end on a train too, it felt right somehow. She took her seat, settled down, plugged in her phone and said, “Hey Siri, call my sister. She’s never going to believe where I’ve been.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 PLATFORM SOLO BY ANN CUTHBERT

        

      

    

    
      They’re brand new. Red shiny clogs, PVC with platform soles, the latest fashion in 1972. And they’re meant to be a pair but now there’s only one, on my left foot. The other’s down there, underneath the train now standing at Platform 1, Leeds Railway Station.

      I’m on my way home for the weekend. Going to see my boyfriend. He knows which train I’m getting. He’s got a timetable, all marked up. He’ll be heading to Thornaby station soon to wait for me at the gate like he always does.

      I’ve asked the guard Can I get my shoe back? New, my pride and joy. So red and shiny. He reckons he can hook it up with a pole, but only once the train has gone out from the platform.

      Last train. I won’t make it home today if I don’t catch it. I can’t ring my boyfriend, mobile phones are not a thing yet, and anyway, even if we do manage to connect, I know just what he’ll say. Stupid footwear! What were you thinking trying to board a train in backless shoes? Of course one would drop off! You’re so ridiculous!

      But I love these shoes.

      I stand back as the doors are slammed shut, as the guard blows his whistle and the train pulls out. And when it’s gone, I gaze down onto the track and see my shoe lying there unscathed. So red, so shiny and just look at the platform sole!

      The guard will fish it out and I’ll replace it on my foot. My boyfriend will wait at Thornaby station but I won’t arrive. In my beautiful pair of shiny red PVC backless platform sole shoes, I’m going solo.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3 BRIAN’S FUNERAL BY ALISON POWELL

        

      

    

    
      Brian’s funeral was mental. No immediate family apparently. I didn’t know that about him. Shame.

      We informed the undertaker we would attend and awaited further instructions. Two days before the funeral, a return train ticket from Darlington to Saltburn arrived with a request to wear a bright/homemade/silly hat. For crying out loud, Brian.

      I rocked up at the station with a high viz hat I wear for running in the winter. I attached a poppy as I had seen Brian one remembrance day all suited and booted. I had always meant to ask about his war years.

      I felt like a right tit until I saw everyone else. Folk had gone OTT with the hats in my opinion. We got on the train and took our seats. There was a lot of commotion. Brian had been specific - sit next to someone you don’t know. The undertakers were well out of their comfort zone. Quite funny really.

      Brian had insisted on a cremation which had already taken place. Nobody invited, just Brian. I thought that was sad for him. The undertaker had a microphone with speakers in both carriages. He sounded like a comedy show compare as he explained in a put on sad voice that a seat was reserved for Brian, as per his wishes. There were raised eyebrows and sideways glances.

      I got talking to the woman next to me who was wearing a cowboy hat covered in glittery tat. She used to pass the time of day with him at the shop at the end of the road. The conversations flowed.

      At Saltburn we had fish and chips and a bit more banter. Brian paid. I thought that was nice of him. The hats had become a bit of a conversation starter. I regretted not making the effort with mine.

      On the way back, the undertaker read a note from Brian. There was a bit of echo on the microphone. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Brian loved trains apparently. I never knew that about him. Every week he took a train somewhere. Mostly to Saltburn. He discovered folk talk to you on trains if you talk to them. If you say something like, “I like your hat!” I see what you did there, Brian. He said it helped with his loneliness. I didn’t know he was lonely. Why didn’t he say? I mean, I always said hello when we met in the street. He was a decent neighbour.

      Nobody sat next to Brian’s seat on the way back. Gill with the cowboy hat had it allocated, but just after we set off, she swore down Brian spoke to her and squeezed her hand so she moved on quickly. We did laugh.

      I right enjoyed Brian’s funeral.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          4 THE EMPEROR OF THE NORTH POLE BY BOB BEAGRIE

        

      

    

    
      The clickety-clack heartbeat of freight-hopped-boxcar dreamings, sketched across rolled paper was the hand’s map of aimless meanderings, huddled down, among pulp, newsprint, metals, building materials, appliances, food products, bags of fertiliser, moving through the blind spots of suburbs, behind back gardens, upturned trampolines and vegetable patches, kennels of sad-eyed dogs, chicken coops and hot-tubs, between new retail parks and industrial ruins, skirting the empty shells of mothballed steel works once throbbing with their secret fiery salamanders, across defunct shipyards, beside scrapyards and out into the farmed fields, the moon-drenched moors and forested valleys, clickety-clackity, clickety-clackity. Snoozing with one eye open, one eye closed. Watching the sparkling city in the night harbour’s waters from the loading dock of the fish quay, where the hand hops off to slip into deeper shadows as the guards’ torches sweep the sleepers, fish bolts and spikes, their boots crunch ballast, and they pass by unsuspecting so once all’s quiet it can scoot across the yard and catch the handle of the caboose of the next train rumbling into life, or else they don’t and the guards’ boots stop and double back, crunching, to check again and the torch beams locate the hand cowering in a crevice like a stray cat, and haul it out to deliver its punishment for trespassing. We take a beatin' all the time, the hand will tell you with a shrug, and break out into crooning Woody’s clickety-clackity tune, Let the towns drift slowly by, Listen to the steel rails hummin', That's a hobo's lullaby.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          5 STEAM TRAINS BY TERRY GREEN

        

      

    

    
      I was born in Bedford Street, Newtown, Stockton on Tees, at a time when it was a very nice place. There were big houses in Durham Road and the same on Bishopton Road. We lived in the centre. The big houses had business and professional people living in them.

      I had two pals, Wilf and Keith. Wilf’s father worked as a guard on the railway. Keith’s father was a joiner. My dad was harbour master at Middlesbrough Docks.

      The three of us spent many hours at Stockton Station, train spotting. On cold days, we would get a platform ticket for one penny and go into the waiting rooms and sit in front of the coal fire, watching the trains out of the windows.

      On other days, we would go down to the bridge over the tracks and wait for the train to leave the station, billowing steam and black smoke. We would be on the bridge waiting to be covered in steam and soot. Mam was not happy when we went home.

      Another plus was that Wilf’s dad would get us into the signal box if his pal was on the right shift. Once more, there was a coal fire to keep us warm.

      We also went to Keith’s dad’s allotment by the side of Newtown Club and put half pennies on the track for the train to flatten. There was no health and safety then, but I’m still here, eighty-four years old.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          6 DEATH ON THE EAST LINE EXPRESS BY JOHN HOLMES-CARRINGTON

        

      

    

    
      The smell of hot coal drifted through the air, mingled with a sweet tang of grease. A great shot of hot steam roiled across the stone flags that lined the platform, making me jump. My nose twitched as it assailed me, momentarily obscuring the scent I had been tracking.

      Our game had been playing out for the past hour, and I was eager and ready for the final play which did not include losing my prey at this late stage. Oh, it had been clever in crossing the tracks, using the rolling stock as cover but I had managed to keep up. Taking a dive towards the arriving train had been a desperate attempt to evade me, but I am far too experienced to fall for that trick. Besides, there was still plenty of time for the game to run its course.

      Empty carriages littered the nearby marshalling yard, providing both cover and vantage points in the fading light. Our game so far had been played out amongst the iron wheels, bogies and sleepers. Tactical darts from one side of a track to the other had given me moments of occasional pause, but always after a brief sample of the air, I had reacquired my objective. It was getting desperate now in heading towards the buildings. Back to my home turf.

      The shadows were lengthening as we raced towards the station. Though experienced in hunts such as these, I was not prepared for a train to actually to be there at this time. It was possible, this being a stop on the Eastern Express Line, but I knew the timetable off by heart and no train was due until the following morning.

      Footsteps in the distance startled me, and for a moment I considered ceasing my hunt. It was the station master, meeting the unexpected arrival on his platform. I could hear his voice, agitated in conversation with the driver on the footplate, but the words meant little to me.

      He and I kept regular company, but at this time he would be expecting me to be out hunting, as I expected him to be in bed. I paused, keeping out of sight until he had passed. The fewer others involved the better and the sooner he could move this iron interloper along the better for all of us.

      A brief gust of wind carried away the stench of the engine, aiding my search. I lifted my head and sniffed. There was the elusive scent. The smell of fear. It led away off to the left, in the same direction the station master had headed.

      I moved forward at a brisk trot, head low, ears pricked for additional sounds that would assist my search. It was heading for the goods van behind the waiting engine. I followed quickly, jumping in through the open door.

      The interior was a cluttered space filled with a myriad of sacks, packs and cases, each with its own unique smell. It had been dim enough outside, but in here it was black and coupled with a competing array of smells formed a blatant attempt to put me off. I am far too accomplished a hunter to be so easily derailed. I had my patience, all it had was fear.

      A brief sound in the corner drew my attention. Now we could finish the game. We had been playing too long and a hunger was gnawing at my stomach. I trotted quickly across to the piled goods and along its edge towards the noise. The scent was stronger here. I was close. So very close.

      My full attention was focused on the far corner, my body between it and the door. A shaft of moonlight stabbed through the opening, throwing the interior into stark relief. A brief movement revealed my target, pinned in the spotlight, its head raised, but a shadow passed across the moon and the scene dimmed. It was the station master and the driver entering, dragging a heavy bundle between them.

      Swinging it heavily, they slung it onto the pile right next to where my prey had hidden. A cloying smell seeped through the wrappings, masking that of my prey. I glared at the pair indignantly. How could they interrupt my sport so audaciously? Each of us in this world has a role to play, theirs to drive the train or run the station, it was mine to play this game. At my indignation, the two men retuned to the platform.

      At that moment, using the distraction as a cover a brown form shot out towards me, its legs pounding in a vain attempt to gain its freedom, but I am a master at this game. With a jump and twist, I pounced quickly, snapping my jaws. I shook my head then dropped my prey alongside the bundle.

      A further hiss of steam gave warning to the impending departure of the train. I turned to leave, jumping easily back onto the platform as the train began to move.

      No matter, the game was won.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          7 THE GOTH TRAIN BY ANNE FOTHERGILL

        

      

    

    
      “It’s Goth week. There’ll be lots of strange characters walking about,” the taxi driver warned.

      “Goths,” Alex replied. “How exciting.” She’d never seen one before.

      Alex sat back in her seat as the train rumbled ahead. She was on a journey to becoming a writer and was researching for her first book.

      The train sped past green fields where sheep and cattle were grazing.

      Alex smiled contentedly. Her daily commute to work in London was not so pleasant. The train would arrive, and it was standing room only.

      Commuters would spend the journey to work squashed like sardines in a crowded smelly compartment inhaling a mixture of aftershave, perfume and sweat. Now here she was in Yorkshire, God’s own country they call it, and looking out of the window at the fantastic views, she wholeheartedly agreed.

      The train stopped at a station and a man and woman got on. They sat on the seats opposite.

      They both had long black hair, white pasty faces, black eyeliner and blood red lipstick. He had a skull logo on his teeshirt and they both wore heavy black ankle boots.

      Goths, Alex assumed.

      She felt underdressed in her smart suit and sensible shoes. Maybe she should let her hair down more often, she thought.

      The woman smiled broadly, revealing two vampire fangs. Alex instinctively stroked her neck. She’d watched too many Dracula movies.

      “We are going to Whitby,” she said cheerfully. She stared at Alex with catlike eyes. Her eyelashes intrigued Alex, they were so thick and long they could have swept the floor.

      The train stopped further along the line and soon the compartment was overcrowded with Goths. They greeted each other warmly and there was friendly banter between them. Alex was bemused by them all. One Goth, wearing a painted Joker face mask, grinned at her or she thought he did. His partner was wearing combat Skull and Roses Gothic boots which Alex quite admired. She wondered if the large ring that pierced her nose would leave a scar?

      Alex grinned. It was all so absurd.

      One Goth dressed as the Devil plonked himself next to her. He was wearing a long black cloak and helmet with horns and carrying a pitchfork which he asked Alex politely if she would hold. His girlfriend sat on his knee.

      “My name is Zagan and this is Aurora,” he said.

      Alex thought with them names they’d make a good double act.

      “We’re having our annual gathering of Goths,” he explained. “I work in a delicatessen in the daytime. And Aurora is a hairdresser.”

      She brushed back her long purple hair with long black claws and smiled at Alex.

      Alex would have liked to send a selfie to her friends with the caption, ‘I’m liaising with the Devil’. How they would laugh.

      An image of him slicing meat in his Devil’s attire came into mind. Alex bit her lip to stifle a laugh.

      The train eventually reached its destination, and Alex followed the Goths off the train.

      It was the most fun train ride she’d ever had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          8 DANGEROUS CREATURES BY NIMUE BROWN

        

      

    

    
      When I was a child, I really loved stories about Winnie the Pooh.

      I was especially fond of the one where Pooh and Piglet find themselves out in the snow on a trail of a growing horde of apparently dangerous creatures. It charmed me, as a child, to think that you might be able to go round and round a bush, not realising that you were seeing your own increasing number of tracks, as though your feet were somehow unknown to you. Even more funny, given that one character is a stuffed bear and the other a toy piglet, and those soft little feet should not, surely, be mistaken for those of something truly dangerous.

      I suppose, now, that those stories were written for the kinds of children who go out into snow wearing wellington boots, and who might therefore not run. Their own footprints amongst everybody else’s. Maybe that way it makes more sense. But as a child, I found it strange and laughable and charming, in a way that stayed with me.

      Even now, so many years later, I tend to think of that story, any time it snows. And as I crunch my unusual, clawed footprints into the pristine snow, I like to imagine that I am the Woozle, and that somewhere behind me are a rather anxious Pooh and Piglet nervously following the trail I have left for them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          9 MEETING JOE BY ALISON POWELL

        

      

    

    
      Tickets, bag, food, wine and oh yes – teddy bear. I know he will attract stares but I don’t care. I board the train at Bath Spa, change at Temple Meads, a journey so familiar in my seventy fifth year. On the train out of Bristol, bag above me and bear at my side, wine and sandwich ready for the journey ahead.

      We are right on track as we pull out of Cheltenham Spa when the lady opposite gives bear a smile. She looks at me and nods to bear. “He is very cute. Where are you headed?”

      “He is indeed! To Eaglescliffe, it’s near Stockton on Tees,” acknowledging her compliment and giving bear’s hand a squeeze.

      “And you?” I ask.

      “York, to visit my daughter, we are all at it us oldies – training it up and down the country.”

      I nod in agreement and look out of the carriage window as the train and time rolls us by.

      “I used to see all this from the sky,” I say without really wanting her to hear.

      But she did hear and looks me in the eye with her reply. “Did you fly during the war?”

      “I did,” I say, still focused on the passing land. No more words needed as we leave the darkness of Birmingham New Street.

      I offer her some wine; she raises her hand and declines.

      “No matter, more for bear and me.” I chuckle in time with the train.

      She smiles and asks, “What awaits at Eaglescliffe?”

      “My new grandchild hence the bear, but to be specific, my fifth. A boy called Joseph; his pals will call him Joe, I am sure.”

      “How wonderful,” she replies, “new life, we need new life,” and I nod in agreement, acknowledging our mutual widowhoods without words. The announcement about the buffet car tries to fill the gap.

      I eat my sandwich and stare out a little more at the tranquil lostness that comes with train journeys and allows our thoughts to explore. I wonder how many times I have travelled up north and think about how many times will be henceforth. New life. She is right. Generation after generation travelling these tracks. She gets off at York. It was good to talk.

      I change at Darlington, board the first train for Eaglescliffe. Disembark. I see my daughter-in-law and wave bear in the air.

      “Meet Joseph,” she says.

      “My new grandson! He is handsome! I am going to call him Joe,” and our mirrored blue eyes meet.

      “New life, Joe, what joy!”

      Journey complete.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          10 CHUGGER CHUG CHUG BY MARK HAYES

        

      

    

    
      Chugger, Chugger, Chugger, Chugger.

      Chugger, Chugger, Chugger, Chugger.

      WooooHoooo!

      Chugger, Chugger, Chugger, Chugger.

      Chugger, Chugger, Chugger, Chugger.

      Chugger, Chugger, Chugger, Chugger.

      Chugger, Chugger, Chugger, Chugger.

      Chugger, Chugger, Chugger, Chugger.

      Chugger, Chugger, Chugger, Chugger.

      WooooHoooo!

      Chugger, Chugger, Chugger, Chugger.

      Chugger, Chugger, Chugger, Chugger.

      Chugger, Chugger, Chugger, Chugger.

      Chugger… Chugger… Chug.. Chug…. errrrrr.

      Chug…. errrrrr… Chug…. errrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr.

      Chhhhuuuugggg,

      Chhhhuuuugggg,

      Chhhhuuuugggg,

      Chhhuuuggg.

      Chhuugg.

      Chug.

      Chug, Chug.

      Chug, Chug, Chug.

      Chug, Chug, Chug, Chug,

      Chug, Chug, Chug, Chug, Chug,

      Chug, Chug, Chug, Chug, Chug, Chug,

      Chug, Chug, Chug, Chug, Chug, Chug, Chug,

      Ch , Ch , Ch , Ch , Ch, Ch, Ch , Ch , Ch , Ch , Ch, Ch,

      Ch , Ch , Ch , Ch , Ch, Ch, Ch , Ch , Ch , Ch , Ch, Ch,

      

      Ch , Ch , Ch , Ch , Ch, Ch, Ch , Ch , Ch , Ch , Ch, Ch,

      Ch , Ch , Ch , Ch , Ch, Ch, Ch , Ch , Ch , Ch , Ch, Ch,

      WOOOOOOHOOOOOOOOO!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          11 THE BOY AT THE CROSSING BY DAVIA SACKS

        

      

    

    
      I don’t remember how I got here. In fact, I don’t even know where ‘here’ is. All I can see is a big blur racing past my eyes.

      The last thing I remember is feeling light-headed as I waited for the train to go by so I could walk across the tracks and go home.

      Oh, wait! I remember seeing a young boy ahead, standing on the other side of the tracks. He was waving at me. He almost seemed to be beckoning to me. What did he want? Did I know this boy? As I got closer, I realised he reminded me of someone, but before I could place him, I heard the train whistle and saw the train was approaching. At the last second, three men appeared next to the boy. They were waving as well. Did I know them? Or maybe they needed help and were trying to get my attention?

      There wasn’t anything I could do at that moment, there was no way I could get to them with the train barrelling down on the level crossing. But I figured, after the train passed, I would cross the tracks and find out what was going on.

      But, when the train was finally gone, the boy and the three men were gone too.

      Oh man! What is happening to me! What is this blurriness? It’s giving me one unholy headache! I try to shake my head, shake the blurriness away. But there’s something pressing on my forehead, holding it in place.

      I remember now, it was so hot, waiting at the crossing. And I was so thirsty, my throat was so dry, parched actually.

      Why can’t I remember to hydrate? How hard is it to remember to drink water throughout the day? Why do I let myself get dehydrated like this?

      And why was I walking home anyway? Why wasn’t I taking the bus? I always take the bus, why was I not taking the bus?

      Oh! Oh! Yes! I remember now! The company started downsizing. That’s right! First, Leo, then Franklin, then Maury. All of a sudden, one, then the other, then the other didn’t show up for work. There was no prior notice that they were being laid off, not to them nor to the rest of the staff. They simply disappeared. Then one of the bosses came down and divvied up each of their projects among the rest of us. Yes! That’s why I was walking. I remember now. That’s why I didn’t take the bus home anymore. With all that extra work, my day was so long now, by the time I got off work, the buses only ran once every ninety minutes. I live about eight hundred metres over the tracks and can walk home in less time than I would spend waiting for the bus. Yes! That’s why I was walking!

      Dear God, will this infernal blurriness never stop? This horrible blurriness flying by my eyes! I feel as if I’m about to barf. Please don’t let me barf!

      Wait a minute! I think I hear a voice! Is someone calling out? Yes! I hear a man’s voice calling out! What is he saying? He’s getting closer. What is he saying?

      “Next stop The Land of Colledig.”

      The blurriness starts to clear and I feel someone take my arm. I can move now and I realise my face has been plastered up against the window of a train and the blurriness was merely the scenery rushing by.

      “This is our stop, Ben,” someone says.

      It’s the young boy from the crossing. I recognise him now. But how can this be? My brother has been dead for over ten years now.

      “It’s so good to see you again, Ben,” he says. “I’ve missed you so very much!”

      The train has come to a stop and we’re making our way toward the exit. The three men in front of us pause and turn to face us. Leo, Franklin, and Maury all smile and pat me on the back. Something is different about them, though. It’s their faces. They seem off. Kind of lopsided.

      “We made a little wager as to who would be next, Ben,” Leo says. “I said it would be you.”

      Franklin and Maury shrug and the three of them chuckle amongst themselves.

      And I know I won’t be showing up for work tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          12 THE NURSING STUDENT BY JAN SAYER

          DARLINGTON STATION 1983 – 1987

        

      

    

    
      I was always going to be a nurse. My destiny took me to Derby School of Nursing in 1983. The first time I left home. I had long hair and a proper 80’s spiral perm as seen in the films of the time. Dad took me to Darlington Station by car mostly but sometimes it was the train from Stockton to Darlington and then the very exciting Intercity 125 on to Derby.

      We had our placements on the wards very early on in the course. I remember being terrified of the Ward Matron or Charge Nurse. Every third weekend we had three or four days off – the long weekend. Washing tightly crammed into my bag, I was back on the train from Derby to Darlington. Dad was there to meet me. Dad always drove back home via Sadberge and Darlington Back Lane and then Mam would slave over the twin tub to get my washing sorted!

      Sunday night or often very early Monday morning, I remember that we usually just made it to the station on time. This was generally because I wanted to leave it until the last possible moment to leave home, not that I was homesick or anything… well, maybe a bit. It was that transition as a teenager, still attached to home, but also having an exciting start to a new life.

      Then there was the acute anxiety on Darlington Station! Dad would insist on getting on the train to get me settled and put my bag on the netting above my seat. The whistle always blew before he got off the train and I was sure he was not going to make it. He always did. However, I am sure that my anxiety stemmed from my childhood of a time when he didn’t get off in time.

      I had a portable cassette recorder for those frequent train journeys, eventually graduating to the latest in technology – the portable CD player! I remember seeing Marc Almond on Leeds Station once as I passed through. And, I would always save Japan ‘Quiet Life’ for when I passed through Sheffield… I still hear it in my head when I now drive through Sheffield to get back home UP North.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          13 NOT FAINTING BUT SWOONING BY JULIE KIRK

        

      

    

    
      In 2017 there were 729 recorded incidents of fainting on the London Underground.

      I’m here, googling the stats, hoping that – despite anxiety and subterranean airlessness – I don’t end up as this year’s No.730.

      Breathe into the belly… and ooooouuuut.

      Discovering 729 annual fainters amongst 4 million daily tube journeys has given me a boost, I’ll take those odds. See, sometimes you have to focus on the thing you’re trying to avoid. That’s how you avoid it. Hearing “Mind the gap” is not the time to start up one of your mindful distraction techniques. So as not fall into it, you don’t ignore the gap, you gaze directly at it. And the gap gazes back at you.

      Breathe into the belly… and ooooouuuut.

      Buoyed by one positive search result, I try my luck with: “How many romances start on the tube?” And though Google can’t provide ‘exact numbers’, a girl can dream. Has to most days.

      Look, I’m aware I’ve disobeyed those signs warning not to board the tube while feeling unwell. But sorry TFL, we’re all hanging on by our fingernails out here, I need to get to my meeting, panic attack or not. If you’re that concerned for our wellbeing maybe sort out the ear-piercing screeching down here. It’s doing nothing for my nerves.

      Breathe into the belly… and ooooouuuut.

      “What exactly is that noise?” I breach the Commuter Code of Silence to ask.

      Just when I think no one is going to respond, a deep, calming voice says, “Wear and tear on the tracks, mostly along the fastest stretches. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Oh,” I say, hauling myself up as my stop approaches, and turning to face towards the speaker. “How underwhelming.” A verb which in no way applies to this man’s smile, or shoulder width.

      “I’d been imagining – hoping – really, it was a crew of raging banshees escorting me safely from the underworld. But wear and tear, huh? I know the feeling.”

      As the doors swoosh open, he laughs warmly, and I’ll admit to being momentarily distracted as I step out onto… nothing.

      Belly breathing won’t help you here. Rip a frantic gasp from your lungs instead.

      “Easy,” he says, pulling me to him, steadying me until we’re safely over the platform’s yellow line.

      As I turn to thank him for keeping the gap and I from becoming intimately acquainted, I silently wish the opposite for he and I. I may not have become Fainting Passenger 730, but maybe I fell into those inexact tube line romance statistics instead.

      I turn back and give a discreet nod to the escorting banshee matchmakers, then, with his shoulder bumping mine, I head up, out, and into the light of the day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          14 WINDING DOWN BY KEITH ERRINGTON

        

      

    

    
      After grandfather died, my annoying brother Michael and I had to clear his house. Mostly, it was old furniture, records, books, paperwork and photo albums. We sold some, kept others, and the rest went to charity or a skip.

      It was a tough job with little reward. Eventually, all was clear except for the attic, which I had left till last. Michael was off on a charity run, and I was dreading it. Hot, dusty, cramped and dark. Full of spiders and cobwebs.

      Having invested in a powerful work lamp, I pulled down the ladder and ascended into the roof space. There wasn’t much, a few empty boxes, a couple of old tennis rackets, aging Christmas decorations and a substantial wooden chest. How on earth did that get up here? It was bigger than the hatch. There was no way I was getting it down. All I could do was empty it. I opened the lid. It was clearly a toy box. I caught myself whistling under my breath. There were several boxes of Meccano and some perfectly preserved Dinky toy cars. Now there was some real value. But the biggest item was a big box of old model train track and engines. Underneath were more boxes of track, rolling stock, buildings and little people. One by one, I brought the contents of the chest down.

      

      Now, I’m not a train nut, but I did enjoy the small train set I had when I was young. In fact, I think it was Grandad that bought it for me. But this set was an antique; beautiful metal track sections and clockwork engines. I thought I had better take photos of the track set up and a video of the trains running for eBay. But really, I think I just fancied a play after all that work. I took out some track pieces and started setting up a small layout on the empty lounge floor. I pulled out an engine from a box and a couple of wagons, wound up the engine and set it off on the track. It was fun and after a while I forgot about photos and added some more wagons, and a second train with carriages. Then I wondered just how big the layout could get. But I couldn’t make it join up no matter what configuration I tried.

      At the bottom of the box was an old, faded brown envelope. On the outside there were a few lines of neat handwritten script in a strange language I did not recognise. Underneath that, in a cruder pen, was scrawled ‘DO NOT CROSS THE TRACKS’. Odd, I thought. I opened the envelope and inside was a four-way crossing, where one track crossed another at right angles. Now I understood. If you crossed the tracks with more than one train running, you had the possibility of a crash. Then I realised that the crossing was exactly what I needed to make the layout work. I made a quick rearrangement of the layout, then added the crossing. It slotted in perfectly.

      If I ran just one engine, everything would be fine. I wound one up, placed it on the track, added some carriages, and let it go along the track. It took quite a while to make a full circuit.

      Suddenly the phone rang – my mother – asking me how I was getting on. At the same time, Michael came back and into the room, and his eyes widened at the sight of the track. I was telling Mother about the toys when I noticed Michael setting up a goods train and placing it on the track.

      “No!” I shouted.

      There was a moment of intense disorientation, then suddenly I was inside the toy passenger train. Somehow, I had shrunk and was sitting in a carriage. I rushed to the window and looked out. The train was heading towards the crossing. On the other side of the room, the goods train was rounding one of the long bends. Thankfully, it seemed a long way off.

      Why was I here? How was this happening? It was then that I remembered the warning.

      The train appeared to be slowing, and I realised the clockwork engine must be winding down. Slower and slower we went, as the train moved closer and closer, inch by inch, to the crossing of the tracks. With inexorable slowness the engine passed through the crossing, then stopped altogether – leaving the carriage I was in, bang in the middle of the crossing.

      I went to the door of the carriage, but there was no door handle, not even a door, just the impression of one. The side of the carriage was just a single sheet of stamped metal.

      In the distance, I could see the engine of the goods train approaching.

      As it came closer, I could see in the cab, my brother Michael, looking terrified and frantically waving at me.

      It showed no signs of slowing down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          15 A GHOST OF A CHANCE BY JULIA GOUDGE

        

      

    

    
      I have one of those faces, useful in my profession. People want to tell me things on buses, on trains, in the supermarket queue and not just those who know I’m the lady vicar. I think it might be because I don’t say much but I do look and listen.

      I saw a little old lady excited about her holiday when she sat down next to me, somewhat familiar but not one of mine. I gave my usual wave before I seated myself.

      “People say you can see things. I think you might have the sight.”

      Could be a tricky conversation here about exorcism or seances.

      “This could be my last trip you know.”

      Last trip? Is she ill? She looks very well for her age.

      “I’m thinking of getting married.”

      I nodded.

      “I know at my age. Do you think that’s wrong?”

      That’s the medieval mindset that marriage is only for childbearing. I was going to launch into my spiel for older weddings about companionship etc but then she went on.

      “Only I wouldn’t want to live in sin. I mean, nothing might happen at our age but I do like him and it’s the legal bit you know.”

      “Pensions?” I asked.

      “Oh, not just that. I expect we could afford to live but I would have to give up my train pass. My Bill worked on the trains. It’s been a godsend for visiting my daughter after. You might remember Bill. He died in the station.”

      I do remember Bill. He was the train guard. We blamed the shock. The last words I heard him say before he collapsed, “It’s only a cow that we hit.”

      I used to be a nurse. I was one of the First Aiders. The driver backed us back up to the station platform to meet the ambulance.

      “I watch you from our allotment. You wave as you get on. I wondered, can you see Bill? Is he haunting the place? Could you ask him if he approves?”

      I can’t remind her of the vow ‘Till us do part’ or quote Jesus saying there is no marrying in heaven.

      So I just say. “I’m sure Bill won’t mind but would you like me to say some prayers with you.”

      That was how I came to be blessing a raised bed on the platform for Bill’s widow and her new beau who are now volunteer station gardeners.

      I don’t see Bill’s ghost. He was a nice man. He is sure to have gone straight to heaven.

      It made me think though. I wave at the cameras because my son is one of the people who look at the footage on the CCTV footage. If something happened to me, I hope he’d remember me cheerily waving.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          16 MISSING BY ALISON POWELL

        

      

    

    
      The train driver waved and screamed at the child standing close to the platform edge. He could barely see her for the steam. She was rooted to the spot. He knew he should not leave his train, but he had no choice. He jumped down beside her, forming a barrier between her and the train.

      “Now then missy, where are you off too?” he asked.

      She didn’t reply, her gaze fixed on the train. He saw her grip tighten on the handle of her small suitcase. She couldn’t be more than six years old. Kneeling in front of her, he asked where her Mam was. No reply. He waved at the station master, then wiped his coal dusty hands on his trousers before taking her hand in his. She took it willingly, letting out a small sigh of relief.

      “This young lady needs a bit of help,” he said to the station master.

      “Where you off to all alone?” he asked again.

      “To look for Dad. He is missing in Germany.”

      The two men looked at each other with the familiar complete and utter despair that came when faced with explaining anything about this war to the children.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          17 STATIONARY AT THE STATION BY BENJAMIN DOUGLAS

        

      

    

    
      Mrs Justice Fairweather ground her teeth. The worst bunch of witnesses, accused, police and millennial Barristers were before her. She’d already called a recess, had two large sherries to steady her nerves, after that oaf of a policeman had droned on and on. Returned, refreshed and slightly tipsy, she spoke. “Sergeant Bane, continue your statement.”

      “Yes ma’am. On the 7th of May, match day, I was on the Station, at my usual station, for a match-day, or rather should I say, just beyond the sign ‘Station’ not AT the sign saying ‘STATION”, outside the Station building itself but on the Station concourse.”

      Mrs Justice Fairweather ground her teeth.

      “Whilst at my station, on the Station, I observed the accused stood stationary on the Station platform looking down at the deceased who lay stationary and surrounded by Stationery. I took the deceased to be either unconscious or deceased due to the very stationary way he lay on the Station line, that being the railway lines…”

      Mrs Justice Fairweather interrupted. “Sergeant, your detailed… nay turgid exposition has as yet made no mention of the… dare I use the word… Stationery at the Station and its relevance to the stat… no, prone deceased. Please be brief!”

      The facts eventually surfaced. A drunk had taken a magazine from the vendor’s Newspaper and Stationery Stand. Left without paying and a tug-of-war over that magazine ensued. That magazine tore. The vendor struck the drunk across the face with the torn magazine. The magazine shed its staples and the victim had inhaled those staples causing a coughing fit which in turn led to a stumble and fall onto the railway tracks below.

      The charge was ‘Manslaughter’. The Defence argued that ‘Death by misadventure’ was the appropriate verdict. Mrs Justice Fairweather agreed, rebuking the Barrister for remarking that “A staple diet was unwise.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          18 THE UNDERGROUND MAN BY MARY CARR

        

      

    

    
      They had a regular nightly spot against the wall, on the very end of the southbound platform, which the locals called Little Belgium. But no one else had arrived so Amalia took them to sit in the open by a stopped carriage. Trains meant safety: trains and little boats that carried you to a strange country, when your world was ripped apart by the Germans.

      The smell of unwashed bodies thickened the air and it was noisy with foreign voices she was just beginning to understand. It felt like they were in an oven, but Louis still wrapped himself in his blanket for comfort. Elise sat on her lap and sucked a leg of her knitted rabbit until a kindly Red Cross worker brought her a mug of hot chocolate.

      Far above them, she knew the blitz raged, tearing the sides of houses and battering the blacked out shops and hotels. But you could not hear the bombs down here. Amalia gathered her siblings closer and fingered the cool smooth beads of her rosary.

      A man in his sixties was playing a penny whistle in a whirling swirling tune, part cheerful, part mournful. He caught her eye and gave her a grave smile. His clothes were worn and a red spotted kerchief stood in place of a collar. His flat cap was at a rakish angle and his boots were thick with what looked like clay.

      “Tell us a story, Ammy.”

      She shushed Louis and he pouted, lower lip quivering.

      “Allow me, mademoiselle,” the old man suggested.

      Amalia started. He spoke French. At least it sounded like French – she couldn’t quite follow his lips as if they were slightly blurred. I am tired, she thought.

      She smiled at him gratefully.

      “Many years ago,” he began, “when your grandfather was just a boy, they built the first underground railway…

      “London had got too small for all the people who lived in it and there were traffic jams everywhere. So, they decided to tunnel beneath the streets. One of the first tunnels ran under old Father Thames and was used by horse and carriages and tourists but they quickly converted it into a railway line. Soon there were several different companies digging for trains below London.

      “There were no machines for tunnelling back then, just men. It was back breaking work and often dangerous but there will always be poor men willing to risk their skins for the price of a meal. They called them navvies, because they came over from Ireland and Scotland to work on the navigation canals, but stayed to build the railways. Overground then underground too.

      “Such a man was Patrick Berry. He lived like a mole, digging for eight hours a day then sleeping in a dark damp tunnel.

      “A bit like us, eh?”

      The old man poked Louis in the ribs. The children were enthralled by his soft rich voice. The noises of the other people seemed far away as they hung on his words.

      “Now, Patrick was not what you would call a good man. He had no family to send money to, so he spent his wages on drink and betting. He was generous with his drink and was a good man to be next to in a fight. And the navvies loved to fight. So not a good man but well liked amongst his gang. That was Patrick Berry.”

      The lights had dimmed and the dark seemed to curl around them, spilling from the maw of the long, arched tunnel at the end of the platform. Elise shifted slightly on Amalia’s lap and dropped her woollen rabbit.

      “Below ground you had to know who your friends were. The moving round gateshead shield protected the diggers from falling earth but there were other risks including flooding. Heavy rain or a rising tide in the capricious Thames could cause the underground River Fleet to burst out of the sewer containing it and pour into the fresh clay tunnels.

      “One such flood happened when Patrick was digging near here. He was at the back edge of the shield and, pausing to mop his brow, he spotted a dark glimmer of water dripping down from the tunnel roof behind him, in the soft gas light.

      “Of course, he shouted a warning. But he didn’t wait to check his mates were following before he ran pell mell for the surface.

      “He should have checked. Then maybe some of them would have been saved before the water burst through the roof over them and swept them away. He heard their desperate screams as he climbed out of the tunnel and he heard them every night after as he tried to sleep.

      “He grew thin with guilt and drink, an outcast from his former friends. And when he died next year from pneumonia, no one cared.”

      Amalia made a soft sound of protest. The old man reached for the children’s hands and pulled them up to go with him.

      “They say in death he got another chance. He wanders the underground, looking for people in trouble, to save them. If he saves enough maybe he can be at peace.”

      The old navvy shepherded them down the tunnel a mile or more to the next station, carrying the little ones when they began to stumble. As if in a dream, Amalia heard the boom and screaming behind them, as the bomb exploded in the ticket office, and the shock blast ripped down the escalators and across the crowded platform.

      They would have died. She knew it for a certainty and every time afterwards that she told her rosary, she added a prayer for poor Patrick Berry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          19 TEES TUNNEL BY J.R. WHITBOURN

        

      

    

    
      After all those years, all those efforts, it came as a surprise to all involved how quickly the Tees Metro got built. Well, it needed to be in order to be ready for 2075 and the 250 year commemoration of the first public railway system.

      The plans had been in the works for a best part of half a century but the thriving metropolis couldn’t stand for any more dither and delay. The trams and trains were at capacity. The A66 and the A19 were several times past that – driverless cars had made things easier for a decade or two – and then human-carrying drones took some of the strain. But the limits had well and truly been reached. There simply wasn’t any more room for transport.

      At least on the land.

      The new laser ablating tunnelling machines made quick work of the silt and sandstone. Darlington, to Stockton, to Middlesbrough all within the same week – then onto their next project the giant mole-like things went. Android workers had made for a totally safe construction underground – with not a single casualty or accident. They took all the risky jobs and instead us humans were left the fun stuff. Every station is a riot of mosaics, tapestries and murals.

      Everything had gone so well, but there at the last, the final step was proving stubbornly difficult. Who was going to be on that first test run? Everyone on the committee wanted to be a part of history. Everyone remembered the story of the first railways back in 1825 and wanted to be a part of it.

      The boardroom was a clamour of voices all fighting for attention, all fighting for a ticket that only half of them could ever get.

      “I spoke first – I should be on it.”

      “Well, maybe we don’t need people on a test run.”

      “It was my idea to call the carriage the Experiment like that first one all those years ago.”

      “What if we draw lots?”

      “What if we play a game for it?”

      

      And so on and so on, the discussion looped around and around. All that progress, all that development, and still some things never change. You can’t change human nature, best to just try and direct it.

      The Chairlady stood up, and then piped up

      “Half of us get to go tomorrow, but they’ll have to agree the other half get tickets for next year’s project.”

      There’s always a keenest half to any argument – quick agreement broke out.

      “But what’s next year?” at last came the question.

      “Those new tunnelling machines are mighty powerful,” she replied. “So good in fact that I’d like to announce our next project – the Stockton to Stockholm tunnel! Due next year.”
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      The Crossing the Tees Book Festival is supported by funding from Arts Council England and brought to you by the library services for Stockton, Middlesbrough, Hartlepool, Darlington and Redcar & Cleveland.

      

      For more information, visit www.crossingthetees.org
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