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Chapter 1 — The Departure Log
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The departure log is a thick book with a cloth cover, kept in the drawer under the ticket window at Alder Cove station. I have written in it every night for twenty-two years.

The station has one platform. There is a shelter with a bench, a lamp I light at dusk, a clock above the booking office door, and the window where I sell tickets. The last train leaves at 23:41 for South Liss. It is the only train I still wait up for myself. After it goes I lock the office, check the lamp, and walk home along Harbour Lane.

On the night of Monday 2 November 2026, Milo Aren came at half past ten with his tool bag to fix the station clock. The minute hand had been sticking at forty-one minutes past the hour, which is an inconvenient place for a hand to stick in this station.

"It catches on the same tooth," Milo said. He is thirty-eight and runs the repair shop on Pier Street. He took the glass off without hurrying. "Your father had the same fault, according to my father's notes."

"Did he fix it?"

"He filed the tooth down. It grew back, in a manner of speaking. Metal remembers where it was worn."

He worked for twenty minutes. I made tea and we drank it standing up.

"Labour is twelve," he said, when the hand moved cleanly past forty-one. "Flat, as always."

I paid him €12 from the tin and wrote it in the day book. Milo charges €12 flat for labour, whether the job takes ten minutes or an hour. His father charged the same. At 23:41 the clock would be correct, which matters more here than in most places.

The platform was wet. The town had gone quiet, shutters down on Pier Street, the blue door of Café Anchor closed, five tables empty inside.

The last train came in at 23:38, three minutes early, and waited. I sold no tickets for it that night. Three passengers were already aboard from Pennick: a woman with a shopping bag, a man asleep against the window, and a boy with headphones who did not look up. I punched nothing. I stood with the log open on the little desk by the door.

At 23:41 I raised the lamp. The driver answered. The train left Alder Cove for South Liss, twenty-two minutes, arrival 00:03, if nothing intervened.

Nothing intervened. I know this the way I know most things in this station: by the signals and by the telephone from South Liss when it arrives, and by the habit of twenty-two years. The train passed Kestrel Halt in darkness without stopping.

Kestrel Halt is eight minutes south of here. It closed on Friday 12 June 2004. Its platform is still there. Its shelter is still there. Its lamp is still there, unlit. It appears in no timetable. No train has stopped there, in the ordinary way, since my father locked it for the last time.

I wrote in the log, in my ordinary hand: 2 November 2026, 23:41, three passengers.

That is all the log is. Paper. Ink. A count for every 23:41 since 12 June 2004. It proves the counts, nothing more.

And yet the counts are enough, if you read them long enough.

This is the rule the log proves, and it has never varied. When the 23:41 carries exactly one passenger at departure from Alder Cove, it stops at Kestrel Halt. It arrives there at 23:49. It stands for exactly seven minutes. It departs at 23:56 and arrives at South Liss at 00:10 instead of 00:03. The passenger may step onto the platform and must re-board before departure.

When it carries no passengers, or two, or three, or any other number, it passes the halt in darkness without stopping. There are no exceptions for any person, weather, or reason.

On the platform during those seven minutes are the people who were on the platform on the closing evening, 12 June 2004, between 23:49 and 23:56, at the ages they were then and with only the knowledge they had then. They know nothing of anything after that evening.

The visitor steps onto the platform at their own present age. Nothing physical can be carried back from the platform onto the train. Pockets, bag, and hands are exactly as they were at boarding at Alder Cove. Only memory crosses.

Only the last train can do this. A paper single from Alder Cove to South Liss costs €4.50. No other train, in either direction, ever stops there.

I did not learn this all at once. The log gave me the nights with one passenger. The drivers gave me the arrival times at South Liss, 00:03 and 00:10. Passengers, over the years, gave me the rest, in fragments they mostly did not repeat to anyone else.

I have never ridden. The stationmaster must close the station.

That night, after I wrote three, I closed the log and put it back in its drawer. The drawer sticks in damp weather and I have to lift it slightly as I pull. I locked the office at 00:07. The clock above the door said 00:07 and was correct.

On the walk home I passed the West Pier. The blue telephone booth at its end stood quiet in the dark. I did not stop.


Chapter 2 — The Nine Minutes in Fog
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On Tuesday 3 November the fog came in before noon and stayed.

Fog on this coast is not dramatic. It does not roll. It settles. By four o'clock the harbour wall had disappeared. By six the lamp on the platform was a small, patient circle of light with nothing beyond it. Café Anchor's blue door opened and closed and each time a little fog went in with the customer.

Elena Voss asked me to tea at four, at 4 Harbour Lane. She is sixty-seven, a retired ferry dispatcher, and she keeps her kitchen in a state of readiness that makes most station offices look careless. Her clock, which Milo repaired last autumn, ticked on the wall.

"You have the look of a man counting something," she said.

"I am always counting something. It is the job."

"November does it. And fog."

She poured tea. Through her window there was nothing to see, which on this coast in November is a view like any other.

We talked about the fog night. She did not raise it suddenly. First the price of fish. The ferry timetable. Then, after a while, 2011.

In November 2011 I was already stationmaster. I had been stationmaster for seven years. On a night of fog much like this one I held the 23:41 at Alder Cove for nine minutes.

The official record is simple. Fog. Reduced visibility. The signalman — I was both signalman and stationmaster by then, on that shift — believed he saw a figure and a lamp at Kestrel Halt, along the line, where no figure and no lamp should have been. I held the train. The fog thinned. There was nothing on the line. The train proceeded. No one was harmed. The inquiry cleared me: holding in fog was correct procedure.

I have recorded the nine minutes in the margin of the log every year since. Not in the count column. In the margin, in pencil: Held 9 min, fog. The pencil has been gone over so many times the paper is soft there.

What did I see?

I believed I saw a figure standing where the halt platform ends, and a lamp beside it, low, the height of a lamp carried in a hand. I saw it for perhaps four seconds. Then the fog closed. I telephoned South Liss. I telephoned the signal box that no longer exists. I held the train because that is what you do when you believe there is a person on the line in fog, and I would hold it again.

I still do not know what I saw. I have never claimed to know. The halt was closed in 2004. Its lamp was unlit in 2011 and is unlit now. The people of the closing evening belong to 2004, between 23:49 and 23:56, under the rule the log proves. A November night in 2011 is not that evening.

"Dispatch always knew the counts," Elena said. She said it without emphasis, the way she would say that the ferry takes forty minutes. "We had the South Liss arrival times before your log was a year old. 00:03, 00:10. A child could have drawn the line between them. We just never wrote it in a report, because there was nothing to report. Trains arrive when they arrive. Some papers wait, some trains stop. Both keep their own terms."

Her dead waiting ticket stays in its drawer. She did not open the drawer. She did not need to.

"You never asked to ride," she said.

"I close the station."

"That is an answer you have polished."

"It is the true one. It is not the only one."

She let that stand. The tea went cold in the way tea does when a conversation is more important than drinking it, which is to say without anyone minding.

That night the fog was still down at 23:41. Two passengers boarded at Alder Cove, a couple with one suitcase between them, arguing quietly about a key. I sold them two singles, €4.50 each, €9.00 in total, and punched them. The train left on time. It passed the halt in darkness. It arrived at South Liss at 00:03. I wrote: two.

I wrote nothing in the margin. The margin is for one night only, and that night was fifteen years ago, and I still cannot tell you what stood in the fog with a lamp, or whether anything stood there at all.

A lamp in fog can be many things. A reflection. A signal misunderstood. A memory with good timing. I was thirty-nine in 2011. My father was still alive then, though not well. He had kept that halt. He had carried that lamp. A man can see his father's lamp in fog without there being a lamp, and a man can also see a lamp. Both sentences have lived in me for fifteen years without evicting each other.

I lock the station the same way whether the fog is down or not. Lamp, office, drawer, gate. The order does not change. On fog nights I take longer at the gate, that is all. I stand and listen to the line going south, eight minutes to a platform nobody uses, and I hear nothing, and I go home.


Chapter 3 — Ana, Alone
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Ana Ruiz is sixteen. She helps Sera at Café Anchor on Saturdays, five tables, coffee €2.80, and she is quicker with the till than anyone else who has ever worked there, including Sera, who would admit this only after closing.

On Wednesday 4 November, Ana was sent on an errand that was not her fault and took longer than anyone expected. Milo had repaired a part for a boat owner in South Liss — a small brass fitting for a stove, polished and wrapped in cloth — and the owner needed it that night. The afternoon trains were disrupted by a fallen branch north of Pennick. By the time Ana had waited, and telephoned, and waited again, the only train south was mine.

She arrived at the station at 23:29 with the parcel in her school bag and her coat buttoned wrong.

"You are the errand now," I said.

"I know. Milo said to tell you it is paid. The man in South Liss will be at the station. He has a blue van."

"And coming back?"

"His sister drives me in the morning before school. It is all arranged. Sera knows. My mother knows."

She said this in the order of importance she had worked out on the way: work, family, school. I believed her. Ana does not invent arrangements. She invents shortcuts, which is different, and she had not invented this one.

I sold her a single to South Liss. €4.50. I punched it and handed it back.

"One passenger," I said, mostly to the log.

She looked at the empty platform. "Is that bad?"

"No. It is a count."

"What happens with one?"

Most single passengers never ask. They board, they ride twenty-two minutes, they arrive. If they notice the stop, they assume it is operational. A pause in the dark. A signal.

Ana was awake, and Ana asks.

"The train stops at Kestrel Halt," I said. "For seven minutes. You may get off. You must get back on before it leaves. Whatever you see, you will remember. You cannot bring anything back. Do not try."

She considered this with the seriousness she gives to exam questions and to Sera's soup recipe, which is to say completely, and without showing it on her face.

"Who is there?"

"The people from the closing evening. 12 June 2004. My father is there. He was the keeper. He will be sixty-one, with his lamp. He does not know anything after that evening."

Ana nodded once. She put the ticket in her coat pocket and buttoned her coat correctly while she waited, top to bottom, as if preparing to be inspected.

The train came in at 23:39. The driver, who has driven this line for eleven years, looked at my single raised lamp and at the single passenger and said nothing at all. Ana boarded. The door closed.

At 23:41 the train left Alder Cove with exactly one passenger.

From the platform you cannot see Kestrel Halt. It is too far, and there is a curve, and in November there is the dark besides. What I have is the signalling: the section indication that shows the train has stopped where no stop is timetabled, holding, holding — and then, seven minutes later, moving again. I stood












Chapter 4 — My Father's Lamp

























Chapter 5 — Pennick Hospital



































Chapter 6 — Bram's Ticket
























Chapter 7 — Finn, Aged Twenty-Four



















Chapter 8 — About Lise


















Chapter 9 — The Relief Letter






















Chapter 10 — The Stationmaster's Ticket























Chapter 11 — Kestrel Halt




























Chapter 12 — A New Page
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