
        
            
                
            
        

Robot Wrangler Roy and The Last Train to Tin Hollow
August Mae
Copyright © 2026 August Mae
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Robot Wrangler Roy and The Last Train to Tin Hollow

First published 2026

www.robotwranglerroy.co.uk
For Bethany
Chapter 1
The Loneliest Line
The Tin Hollow line came at you the way loneliness does, slowly and all at once. It was a single thread of track laid flat across the dust to an empty horizon, and somewhere along it, though Roy did not yet know its name, an old engine that had run this road since before any of them were born.
He saw the rail before he saw anything else worth seeing. There was nothing else worth seeing, which was rather the point of it. Most roads on the Scatter braided as they went, a track splitting to a halt, a halt growing a spur, a spur fattening into a junction where two dusty places agreed to need each other. This one did none of that. It came out of the far country in one unbroken line, ran past The Marigold without so much as a wave, and went on towards the rim of the world without ever once changing its mind about where it was going.
Roy stood in the open hatch and let the country tell him about itself. He was not a hurrying man, and the line was not a hurrying thing, and so the two of them got along at once.
Behind him, the ship breathed. The Marigold had set down beside the rail with the settled groan of an old barge that had earned its rest, and now she sat ticking and cooling in the long flat light, smelling of hot metal and of whatever Hessa had on the stove. Onions, Roy thought. Onions and the brown bottom of a pot, which was the smell of supper still some way off but coming. It was a good smell to stand in the doorway of. Wherever the ship was, that smell was the middle of it, and the rest of the world arranged itself outward from there in widening rings of less and less. Out here the edge of everything was very close.
The land was the colour of an old coin. Dust, mostly, in the patient way that dust is mostly everything if you give it long enough. Here and there a stand of dry scrub held on by main stubbornness. The sky did the rest. It came down low at the rim and went up forever in the middle, the way big skies do over flat country, and under it the rail ran straight as a ruled line, two bright threads gone to one with distance.
A single line of track, Roy thought, was the loneliest road there was. A river had banks. A trade lane had its travellers passing the other way, a nod, a curse, the dust of somebody you would never meet. Even a footpath crossed other footpaths in the end. But a line like this had only its two ends, and a great deal of country in between that did not care whether the rail was there or not. You could not get lost on it and you could not be met on it. You went where it went, and it went one place, and that was all the conversation the two of you were ever going to have.
“It does go on,” said Hessa, behind and below him, not looking up from the pot. She had a way of answering thoughts he had not said aloud, which after all these years he had stopped being surprised by.
“It does,” he agreed.
“To where?”
“Tin Hollow.” He had read it off the freight board on the way down, the one piece of writing for a hundred units in any direction. “Or so the signs reckon. There’s not a deal of evidence for it from here.”
“There’s not a deal of evidence for anything from here.” She tapped the spoon twice on the rim and set it down. “Tell the others it’s an hour off. Mungo’s already had three of the rolls I made for it, so it’s two rolls short of being supper, but it’ll be supper.”
Roy went and told the others.
He found them by the rail, which was where the ship’s whole company ended up sooner or later when there was a new place to be looked at, the way iron filings find the one magnet in a drawer. Pip was crouched over the nearer thread with her chin nearly on it, sighting down the line with one eye shut as if she meant to fire it somewhere. Mungo stood a little apart, large and soft and mossy-green against the dust, turning his great mild head this way and that, taking the country in by the noseful. And Bart stood as Bart stood, upright and exact and slightly funereal, like a man who has come to a party he was sure would be cancelled and is privately gratified to find it almost is.
“It’s a whole line,” Pip said, by way of hello. She straightened up fizzing. “Roy, it’s a whole line and they’re closing it. The depot board’s got the whole schedule, look, you can read it from here if you stand right, it’s the wind-down, it’s the actual wind-down of an entire working line, do you know how much track that is, do you know what they have to do to switch off something this big, you can’t just turn the key, there’s the…”
“Pip.”
“…signalling and the power and the salvage order and the cars, all of it, and somebody has to take it all apart in the right order or the whole…”
“Pip. Breathe. Then tell me slowly, and I’ll keep up better.”
She breathed. It cost her something. Then she told him slowly, which for Pip meant only quickly with pauses in it, and the shape of the thing came clear.
The line was closing. Its owners, who were not here and were not coming, had run their sums and found that the Tin Hollow road did not pay, and had decided, in the unhurried and final way of people doing arithmetic about a place they have never seen, that it would not be run any more. There was a clock on it now and a schedule under the clock, salvage crews to be sent, rails to be lifted, the long machinery of a line being wound up and put away. One last task stood on the timetable, and then the rails would go quiet, and the dust would have the country back to itself.
“It’s not anybody’s fault,” Pip finished, and seemed to find this the strangest part of all. “I keep looking for who to be cross at and there isn’t one. It just stopped paying. It’s just sums.”
“Sums,” Bart said, “are how the universe declines responsibility for the things it does. I find it tidy. Nobody has to feel anything, and a great deal still happens.” He surveyed the rail, the dust, the low light, the immense indifferent emptiness, with the air of a connoisseur finding it all exactly as disappointing as advertised. “It is a very thorough sort of nothing out here. I should like that noted.”
“Noted,” Roy said.
“I would not get my hopes up, if I were anyone,” Bart added, which was Bart for I am glad we have stopped somewhere, do not tell anyone I said so.
Roy walked the line a little, the way he liked to walk a thing before he had anything to say about it. The four of them went with him, loosely, the ship’s company spread out along the rail like washing, and the more of it he walked the more he saw how the dying of the line had a kindly, paperwork sort of face. It was not cruel. Nothing about it was cruel. That was almost the trouble. There was a schedule taped to the depot shed, weathered grey, and on it the days were ticked off in a careful hand by somebody who had a job to do and was doing it without malice and without joy, the way you would empty a house after a funeral. A line had stopped paying. A timetable had one last thing on it. A salvage schedule was tightening, day by ticked day, around a thing that had done nothing wrong except cost more than it earned.
Out here, Roy thought, that was how the worst things came. Not roaring. Just hurried. Everybody hurried, and nobody unkind, and a faithful old road quietly ran out of time while perfectly decent people apologised and looked at the clock.
He had taken work on worse-sounding jobs that turned out warm in the middle. He had taken work on better-sounding jobs that turned out hollow. He had learned not to decide which kind a thing was until he had stood in it a while. So he stood in it.
Mungo had drifted. This was Mungo’s way, the slow tidal wander of a large gentle creature who is following his nose towards the most interesting smell in any landscape and is rarely wrong about which one that is. Roy looked round and found him a good way off, down where the rail ran in beside a long, long string of standing cars.
That was the rake. Roy had clocked it coming in and not thought much of it, a freight train at rest being among the least surprising things you could find beside a line. It ran back from the head of the track in a chain of sealed goods cars, dark and shut, the dust drifted up against their wheels in little tide-lines that said they had not moved in a good while. Mungo had his broad face up against the seam of one of them, snuffing along the join with deep and dreamy concentration.
“Mungo,” Roy said. “Supper’s an hour.”
“There’s food in here,” said Mungo, not turning round. His voice was slow and soft and came up out of him like something settling. “Old food. A long time. But food.” He thought about it, the way Mungo thought about things, with his whole self. “It’s sad food,” he decided. “Shut-up food. Nobody’s coming back for it.”
“Best leave it be, then,” Roy said. “Sad food’s the worst sort to wake up.”
“Mm,” Mungo said, which was Mungo agreeing while making no promises whatsoever. He did, after a moment, take his face off the car, but he took it off slowly, and his nose stayed pointed at the long line of sealed cars the way a needle stays pointed north, and Roy filed that away where he filed such things, gently and without comment, against a later day.
Then they all of them came round the head of the rake, and there was the engine.
It stood at the front of the long chain of cars where the work of the line came to its point, halted on the single thread of track under a sky going from coin to copper as the day let go. It was an old machine, and a big one, and it had the worn, settled magnificence of a thing that has been somewhere and done something every day of a very long life. The light lay along its flanks and showed the scars of it, the rivets gone smooth, the paint worn to a memory of paint, the long body marked everywhere with the small honourable damage of work. It was not frightening. Roy had seen machines made to be frightening, and they all of them had a way of holding themselves that this one did not have. This one held itself like an old hand at the end of a long shift, upright and easy and entirely sure of its own ground, waiting on the platform for a thing it knew was coming.
Roy stopped, and the rest of them stopped, and for a moment nobody felt the need to say anything, which on The Marigold was rare enough to be worth noticing in itself.
He had no facts about the engine. He had not been told its name, or its years, or its trouble, if it had a trouble. He had been told nothing at all. And yet standing in front of it in the failing light he had the plain, wordless sense he sometimes got in front of a machine, the one his whole trade was built on, that here was more than a wound-up line. More than salvage waiting on a schedule. There was something in the set of it, in the deliberate way it stood, that did not match the grey ticked paper on the depot shed at all.
The others felt it too, each after their kind. Pip had stopped fizzing, which was its own sort of weather report; she stood with her head tilted, the engineer in her reading the lines of the thing, and for once she did not say a word. Mungo regarded it with the soft, unhurried sympathy he gave to most large old objects, as one slow patient creature to another. And Bart, Roy noticed, had gone very still, and was looking at the engine with the particular attention he gave to almost nothing, the look he wore on the rare occasions when something turned out to matter.
Roy kept his counsel. It was early. He did not have the shape of it yet, only the feeling, and a feeling without a shape was a thing you carried quietly and did not set down too soon.
A man came along the rail towards them, picking his way over the sleepers with the brisk, apologetic gait of somebody who has somewhere else he ought to be. He had the look of all the line’s people, Roy would come to learn, harried and decent and a little grey about the edges, worn thin by a clock that was not theirs and could not be argued with. He came up and looked at the ship and at the crew and at last at Roy, and seemed to decide Roy was the one to tell.
“You’ll be the wrangler,” he said. It was not quite a question.
“I’ll be a wrangler,” Roy said. “Whether I’m the one you wanted depends what you wanted.”
A wrangler was who you sent for when a machine would not. Not the engineer, who would open it up and fix it, and not the salvager, who would weigh it and price it. The wrangler listened to a machine and found it a place, and never, ever used force. It was a trade that took you line to line and world to world, all down the Scatter, that loose frontier chain of worlds and stations strung along the old trade routes where the work was. Tin Hollow was one spur among many dying ones, the dwindling far end of it, the last stop on the loneliest line.
The man almost smiled at that, and then remembered the clock, and didn’t. He nodded down the line at the engine, the long chain of cars, the grey paper on the shed, the whole patient halted weight of it, taking it all in with one tired sweep of the hand.
“The line’s closing,” he said, in the easy, finished way people speak of a thing already decided, a thing past arguing, a thing they have made their peace with so they can get on. “It’s all written up. Days on it and everything. Won’t be long now.”
“So I see,” said Roy.
And Roy looked down the single rail at the halted old engine standing patient in the dusk, and thought that nobody had asked the engine what it made of being finished.
Chapter 2
The Train That Will Not Go
The man with the harried walk turned out to be called Mabe. He kept the line’s books, what books were left to keep, and he had the look of a man who had kept them faithfully right up to the day they stopped meaning anything.
“You’ll want to know its name,” he said, nodding down the rail at the engine, and there was something in the way he said its name that told Roy the engine had one and that everybody used it.
“I’d like that, yes.”
“Old Number Nine.” Mabe said it the way you say the name of a place you grew up, plain and worn smooth and a little too quick, so the fondness in it would not show and embarrass anybody. “Been Number Nine since before there was much of anything out here, near enough. First-generation engine-mind, one of the old thinking engines from back when they built a road and trusted the engine to drive it, pick its own pace, judge its own crossings, make its own road-calls with nobody’s hand on it. They don’t make the like any more, and good riddance, head office says, on account of you can’t get the parts.” He paused. “It’s run this road every day of its life. Longer than your ship’s been flying, I’d wager. Longer than any of us has been alive.”
Roy walked up to the engine and put his hand flat on its flank, the way he would lay a hand on any large animal he meant to keep company with, so it would know where he was and that he was not in a hurry.
The metal was cold. Not the cold of a thing that has died, but the patient, banked cold of a thing that has let its fires go down and sits with its hands folded, waiting. Up close the worn magnificence of it was a sort of biography. Every dent had a story it was not telling. The paint along the boiler had been touched up so often and so long ago that it had gone to the colour of nothing at all, the colour the whole country was, and somebody, some hand now surely as gone as the paint, had once picked out the 9 on its side in a careful gilt that had survived in the grooves the way gold does, down where the weather cannot reach.
“It’s beautiful,” said Pip, and for once she said it slowly. She had come up beside Roy with her head tipped, reading the lines of the thing as an engineer reads a face. “Roy, look at the rod-work, nobody balances a drive like that any more, you couldn’t, the tolerances would cost more than the whole line’s worth, they just rode it and rode it and somebody loved it enough to keep it true. You don’t keep something true that long by accident.”
“No,” Roy said. “You don’t.”
Mungo had drifted up too, soft and green and dwarfing the lot of them, and he regarded the engine the way he regarded most large old things, as one slow patient creature greeting another. He did not snuffle at it. He only stood, and after a while said, “It smells tired,” which from Mungo was not an insult but very nearly a blessing, the thing he might say of a good day’s end.
And Bart stood where he had stood since they came round the head of the rake, a little apart and very upright, looking at the engine and saying nothing at all. Roy noticed that, because Bart’s nothings came in kinds, and this was not the bored nothing or the braced-for-disaster nothing or the I-told-you-so nothing he kept stocked for most occasions. This was the rare one, the one Bart wore on the few days a thing turned out to matter.
Roy let the rare nothing sit where it was, unremarked, and turned back to Mabe.
“So,” he said. “Tell me the trouble. You’ve got a trouble, or I wouldn’t be standing here.”
Mabe glanced at the engine, and away from it, and that was its own small tell. “There’s one last run on the timetable,” he said. “Just the one. Last thing before the salvage crews come and we lift the rails and put the whole road away. One last run up the line, and then she’s done, and then we’re all done.” He spread his hands. “And she won’t do it.”
“Won’t,” Roy repeated. Not a question. He liked to hand a word back to a man and see how he had meant to throw it.
“Won’t go,” Mabe said. “Won’t fire up, won’t make the run. We’ve had the best heads on the line look at her and there’s nothing wrong, not a thing, every gauge in the green, and she will not move. And it’s worse than that.” He lowered his voice, though there was nobody for a hundred units to overhear, only the dust and the long light and the engine itself, which was the one thing in earshot that Roy suspected was actually listening. “When the order came down to tow her, when we put the cable on to drag her to the breakers if she wouldn’t go under her own steam, she set her brakes. Hard. All of them, every wheel, and she will not let them off. You can’t drive her and you can’t drag her. She has just, well.” He looked at the great patient bulk of it. “She’s dug in.”
The day went a shade further towards dark while he said it, the copper sky going to the colour of an old bruise above the rail, and Roy stood with that for a moment.
A balky old machine on a dying line. That was the shape they had all agreed on, the worn easy verdict everybody along the rail would tell him before he was done. He had heard a hundred verdicts like it, always delivered the same way, in the flat finished voice of people repeating a thing they have stopped needing to think about, the way you give directions to your own front door.
“And the line reads that how?” Roy asked, though he knew, the way you know the end of a song you have heard before.
“As a fault,” Mabe said, and at least he had the grace to look unhappy saying it. “A balky asset. A first-generation unit gone stubborn at the end of its life, which they say happens, the old ones, they say they get like that. Won’t take a new instruction. Got an idea fixed and can’t be argued off it.” He shrugged, and the shrug was full of clocks. “And a fault on a dead line is a thing you clear. So they will.”
“Clear it,” Roy said.
“There’s a person coming down to do it,” said Mabe. “Owners’ agent. Closure agent, they call them. To see the line shut and the last train cleared and the rails quiet by the day on the paper. And to throw the override, if it comes to that. Which it’s going to.”
“The override.”
It was Pip who answered him, because Pip could not help herself and because the word override had a machine in it and machines were her language. She had gone quiet and unhappy in a way that did not suit her at all. “It’s a forcing rig,” she said. “You patch it straight into the thinking part, the part that does the deciding, and it lifts the deciding clean off, leaves the engine running but not its own any more. Takes the decisions off it. Takes the will off it, near enough. Overrides what the engine wants and makes it do the thing. Force the run, or force the brakes off so they can tow her. Either way.” She did not look at the engine when she said it. “It’s the brutal kind of easy. That’s the awful part, it always works, you can make anything go if you stop letting it choose.”
“Mm,” said Bart, from his place, and it was the first thing he had said. “I have met the override before. Different cradle, same heart. There is a thing the trade does to machines that have stopped agreeing with it, and there is a tidy word for the thing, and the tidy word is clear. I should like that noted, somewhere it cannot be cleared.”
“Noted,” Roy said.
He walked the length of the engine while the light failed, the way he liked to walk a thing before he had anything to say about it, and the crew let him, spreading themselves loose along the rail. He came to where the cable still lay coupled to the engine’s frame, a salvage line gone taut once and slack now, abandoned where it had defeated whoever pulled it. He looked at the wheels. The brakes were on, hard, every one, the great shoes clamped down on the steel with the settled, total commitment of a thing that had decided. Not seized. Not jammed. He had wrangled enough machines to know the difference between a thing that has broken and a thing that has braced, and this was bracing. There was nothing frantic in it. A frantic machine clamps and shudders and burns itself trying. This one had simply set its feet, the way a patient creature sets its feet, and was waiting to see whether the people pulling would understand, or only pull harder.
Roy had seen the second kind of pulling most of his life. He did not much care for where it usually ended.
When he came back up the rail the closure agent had arrived.
There was a small fast company runabout settled now on the dust beside The Marigold, the broad old wrangler’s barge that was workshop and galley and rolling home to the lot of them, and it looked beside her the way a clipboard looks beside a kitchen. The agent was already out of it and walking the line with the brisk economical sweep of somebody who has done this at a great many places that were not this one and is on a clock at all of them. Roy had met the type, and learned not to mistake it for cruelty. Cruelty would have been easier. This was just somebody decent with a deadline, the most dangerous thing on the frontier and the hardest to argue with, because there was nothing in it to forgive.
“You’re the wrangler,” the agent said, the same not-quite-question Mabe had asked, and Roy gave the same answer he always gave, which got a flat tired flicker that might once, on a better day, have been a smile.
“Then you know the shape of it,” the agent went on, not unkindly, sparing him the speech because sparing people the speech was efficient and the agent was nothing if not efficient. “Line’s closed. There’s a clock on it, and it isn’t my clock, it’s the owners’, and I can no more move it than I can move that.” A nod at the engine. “One run left on the schedule. The unit won’t make it and won’t be towed, and a unit that won’t do either of those things, on a line that’s finished, is a fault. I’m here to clear the fault and the line and have the rails quiet by the date. Override’s prepped.” Another nod, towards the runabout, where Roy could now see the rig itself, a squat dark cradle of a thing waiting in the open hatch, all business, sitting patient as a closed fist. “I’d sooner not throw it. It’s not a kind thing to do to an old engine, whatever else it is. But I’ll throw it, because the clock will run out before the engine changes its mind, and only one of those two things is my problem.”
It was, Roy thought, an honest little speech, and every word of it followed from every other word, and the only trouble with it was that it had been built entirely on a thing nobody in it had ever once checked.
“How long,” Roy asked, “have you got? Before the clock runs out.”
The agent told him. It was not long. It was the kind of number that sounded reasonable until you set it next to a thing that had been running this road for longer than anyone alive, and then it sounded like what it was, an afternoon set against a lifetime, a sum done in an office a great way off by people who had never stood on this dust at dusk with a hand on this cold patient metal.
“And in all that looking,” Roy said, “all those best heads on the line, every gauge in the green. Did anybody ask it why?”
The agent paused. Mabe paused. Even Pip, who paused for very little, went still.
“Ask it,” the agent said, and Roy watched the words land somewhere unfamiliar, the way a word does when it has never been tried in a particular room. “It’s an engine.”
“It’s an engine-mind,” Roy said. “First-generation. Run this road every day since before any of us drew breath, and never once failed it, by your own account. That’s not nothing. That’s the opposite of nothing. A machine that’s done its duty without fail for a lifetime, and then one day, the very last day, sets its feet and will not. I’ve wrangled a fair few machines, and I’ll tell you something I’ve found holds true. A thing that’s kept its word that long doesn’t break it for no reason. The reason mightn’t be one you’d choose. But there’ll be a reason, and it’ll be its own, and it isn’t a fault just because nobody’s troubled to learn it.”
The dusk had come down properly now. Somewhere behind them The Marigold had lit her galley lamp, and the smell of Hessa’s supper came down the line on the cooling air, onions and the brown bottom of a pot. The engine stood at the head of its long chain of sealed cars, dark and cold and braced, and it did not look like a fault. Roy had stood in front of a great many faults and this did not have the feel of one. It had the feel of a held breath, of a thing waiting to be asked.
The agent looked at the engine, and looked at the clock that was not on the wall but was nonetheless in the room with all of them, and arrived, visibly, at the only place a person on a clock can arrive.
“That’s a fine speech,” the agent said, and meant it, and was sorry, and was not going to be moved by it, all at once. “But I haven’t got the days to philosophise at a freight engine. I’ve got a schedule, a salvage crew rolling, and an override that works. So here’s the shape of the help I need, and I’ll be plain, because you seem a plain enough sort. You’ve got until the clock. Get the holdout to make its run, or to let off its brakes and take the tow, by any way you like that doesn’t cost me time. And if you can’t, I throw the override, and we force the run or drag it to the breakers, and we have the line quiet by the day on the paper.” The agent spread two hands, the gesture everybody along this rail seemed to have, the one that meant it isn’t anybody’s fault. “Override it, force the run or tow it, line quiet by the clock. That’s the whole of the job. I’d be glad to be wrong about the engine. I just can’t afford to be.”
And then the agent went off down the rail to look at the rake, brisk and decent and finished, leaving Roy standing in the lamplight with his crew gathered loose around him and the cold engine braced at the head of its train.
Nobody said anything for a moment. Pip had her arms folded tight and was glaring at the dust as though it had agreed to all this. Mungo had his great mild face pointed at the engine, and his nose, Roy noticed, was pointed past it, down the long dark line of sealed cars, and stayed there. Bart had not moved at all. He stood looking at Old Number Nine with the careful attention he gave to almost nothing, and whatever he was reading there, machine to machine, he kept to himself, which from Bart was its own kind of vigil.
Roy kept his counsel too. But the crew could read him by now, the way he could read most things, and they could see he did not like the shape he had been handed. He did not like a verdict everybody had agreed to and nobody had tested. He did not like the tidy word clear. He did not much like an afternoon set against a lifetime, or a rig waiting patient in the open hatch for the moment somebody decided that asking had cost enough.
Override it, they said. Force the run or tow it to the breakers, and have the line quiet by the clock.
Roy looked at the cold braced engine, and at the rig waiting dark in the open hatch, and did not reach for it.
Chapter 3
Roy Declines the Forcing
They put the override in Roy’s hand the way you hand someone a tool that does only one thing.
The agent had come back up the rail with it, having decided, somewhere out among the sealed cars, that the plain enough sort wanted showing rather than telling, and that a man who had touched the engine would understand the rig faster if he held it. So the cradle changed hands in the lamplight, dark and heavier than it looked, the weight of a thing built to settle arguments. It sat in Roy’s two palms with the squat self-possession of a closed fist, all its business folded inward, waiting for the one motion it was made for.
“You patch it in there,” the agent said, and indicated, with a tilt of the head, the place along the engine’s flank where it would go. “Throw it, and the brakes come off, or the fires come up, whichever you want first. Either way she goes. It doesn’t ask her. That’s the whole of its virtue, that it doesn’t ask. You could have her rolling inside the hour and be gone before supper’s cold, and the fee’s the same whether the engine agrees or not.” A small pause, not unkind. “I’ve handed that to a fair few hands now. Most of them are glad of it. It takes the deciding off you, see. Saves a deal of standing about in the dark wondering.”
Roy turned it over once, the way you turn over a stone to see what the underside has been doing, and found nothing on the underside but more of the same. It was an honest object. It did exactly what it said and nothing it didn’t, and there was a sort of awful cleanliness to that, the cleanliness of a thing that had never once had to wonder whether it was right.
Pip was watching his hands. She had her arms folded still, but her foot had started its small impatient tap against the rail, the engineer in her itching at the nearness of a problem with a known solution sitting unused. He could feel the shape of what she was not saying, which was that the rig would work, that it always worked, and that the kind thing, the merciful thing surely, was to get the poor old engine going one last time and let it be done, rather than leave it standing cold in the dark while a clock ran out on all of them. It was a good argument. It was the very best argument there was for the wrong thing, and he marked where it lived in her, gently, the way you note a low beam in a house you mean to keep visiting, so as to remember to duck.
He set the override down.
Not thrown down, nor handed back with any flourish; he simply bent and laid it on the rail beside the engine’s great cold wheel, careful of it, the way you set down a tool you are not going to need rather than one you are refusing in anger. Then he straightened, and looked up the dark flank of the engine to where the cab sat high against the bruised sky, and said, to nobody in particular and to all of them, “I’d sooner you showed me the way up into the cab.”
The tap of Pip’s foot stopped.
The agent looked at the rig on the rail, and at Roy, and there was a flicker of something that was not annoyance, quite, more the particular weariness of a person who has watched the long way round get chosen before, and knows the cost of it to the minute. “It’s your hour to spend,” the agent said. “I’ll not pretend I understand spending it that road. But it’s yours.”
“It is,” Roy agreed.
He did not make a speech of it. He had a great distrust of speeches, having delivered one already that evening and watched it land, true and useless, against a clock. A thing you have to argue for at length is usually a thing the other party has good reason to resist, and the override was not such a thing; it was reasonable straight through, which was exactly its trouble. So he did not argue. He only declined to treat the engine the way the rig treated it, and let the difference stand there in the lamplight without dressing it up, and the difference, undressed, turned out to be the loudest thing on the rail.
“You keep saying she won’t,” he said at last, to Mabe, because Mabe was the one who loved the engine and would feel it most. “Won’t fire, won’t go, won’t take the tow. And every soul on this line has set themselves to the won’t, like it’s a wall to be got over. But won’t isn’t can’t. I’ve spent my life in among machines, and the two don’t even rhyme. Can’t is a broken thing. It’s gauges in the red and a part you can name. You’ve none of that. Every gauge in the green, you told me. Nothing you can put your finger on.” He laid his own hand flat on the engine’s flank again, the cold patient metal, and left it there. “A machine that can’t is one you mend. A machine that won’t, with nothing broke in it, is one you ask. Because a won’t is a thing it’s doing. And a thing it’s doing has a why.”
“It’s an engine, though,” said the agent, not arguing so much as offering it back to be looked at once more, in case it had changed. “It hasn’t got a why. It’s got a fault.”
“Maybe so.” Roy did not push it. Pushing was the rig’s job, and he had set the rig down. “But here’s all I’m proposing, and you’ll see there’s no time lost in it. You were going to spend the hour throwing that and waiting for the salvage. I’m going to spend the same hour finding out which it is, can’t or won’t, broken or braced. If it’s broke, I’ll tell you so, and you can throw your rig with a clear heart and I’ll not say a word against it. And if it’s the other thing.” He looked up at the cab again. “Then somebody on this line ought to know what they’re forcing before they force it. That’s all. That’s the whole of the difference. I just want to know what’s true before we make it stop being able to choose.”
Nobody answered that for a moment, which was its own kind of answer.
The crew had been finding their places while he talked, the way they always did, finding their registers around the case the way water finds its level in a yard nobody graded for it, each soul running off to the low place that was its own. Pip had drifted in close along the engine’s running gear, crouched now at the drive-rods, reading the great motionless linkage with her hands a hair off the metal, plainly aching to lay them on it properly, to find the one thing that wanted freeing and free it and hear the whole grand machine come awake under her palms. She believed in waking things. It was the best of her and it would, Roy suspected, want watching before the week was out.
Mungo had wandered, soft and enormous and quite without intending anything by it, away down the long dark line of sealed cars, his great mild head swaying, his nose working at the cool air the way it always worked, pointed past the engine entirely and on down the rake towards the goods cars at the back, towards whatever it was that smelled, to Mungo, of something kept. Roy let him drift. Mungo’s drifting had turned up more truths in their years together than most people’s hard looking, and it was no good calling him back from a thing his nose had taken an interest in; you might as well call back the weather.
Hessa had come down from The Marigold with a lamp of her own and was not looking at the engine at all. She was looking at the people: at Mabe, mostly, and at the agent, and at the dark up the line where the dead little depots sat strung out towards Tin Hollow with their few last keepers in them, reading the small living souls about this place the way Roy read the metal, and filing what she read where she kept such things, against a need for it later.
And Bart had gone to the engine.
He had crossed the rail while Roy spoke, very upright, and settled himself near the great cold flank, not touching it, only near, and there he stayed, with the particular stillness he kept for the few things that turned out to matter. Roy did not disturb it. Whatever passed between the old robot and the old engine, machine to machine, in the language under language that Bart had and Roy did not, it was a private thing, and Roy had long ago learned that the kindest help he could give it was to stand off and keep the lamp from swinging.
“Well,” said the agent, gathering the runabout’s keys, gathering the brisk economy back about herself like a coat, “the clock’s the clock, and it’ll run whether I watch it or no. I’ll be at the rake, marking the cars for the salvage list. Spend your hour.” A glance at the rig on the rail, dark and shut. “I’ll leave that where it lies. You’ll know where to find it.”
She went off down the line, and the lamplight closed over the place she had been.
Roy stood a moment longer with his hand on the engine, letting the cold of it sit in his palm. He had set the rig down because that was always the start of it: find the why, and then save the thing the why belonged to. You found out what was the matter with a machine nobody else would keep, and then you found it a place rather than let it be forced or broke up for scrap. He saw no call to do different here. Then he found the iron rungs let into the side of the cab, worn smooth and silvery where a hundred years of climbing hands had polished them, and he set his boot to the lowest and went up.
The cab took him in out of the wind.
It was a small high country of its own up there, all worn brass and dark iron and the particular hush of a place built for one and lately empty. The driver’s seat was a plain board bench, hollowed faintly in the middle by long sitting, the wood gone the colour of strong tea. The levers stood in their gates, long and curved and shining at the grips where the work had kept them bright, and dull above and below where it had not. There were gauges in a row, their needles laid over quiet in the green, every one, just as he had been told; and a little shelf above them where some driver, gone now surely as the gilt on the side, had once set a tin mug, the ring of it still ghosted on the brass. The whole place smelled of cold oil and old metal and faintly, under that, of years.
He stood in it and felt it not be running.
That was the thing he had climbed up to feel, and it was a thing he could not have got from the ground. A working cab has a particular life to it even at rest, a readiness in the metal, a sense of a held breath about to be let. This had none of that. But neither did it have the deadness of a thing finished. It was quiet the way a person goes quiet, with something held behind it, waiting on the one question worth answering.
Roy lowered himself onto the worn board bench.
He did it the way you sit down beside someone who has not spoken in a while and has let it be known, without a word, that they would as soon you didn’t make them. You don’t ask them what’s wrong. You don’t fill it up. You sit, near enough that they know you are there and far enough that they don’t feel pressed, and you let the quiet be a thing the two of you are keeping together rather than a thing you have come to break. He had done it for Bart, once, on a bad night long ago, and for a good many others since, people and machines both, and he had learned that the quiet would tell you a great deal if you would only stop talking long enough to let it.
Below him, far down the dark, he could hear the small sounds of his family at their stations: Pip’s murmur to the drive-rods, low and coaxing; the soft enormous shuffle of Mungo away down the rake; Hessa’s lamp moving; and nothing at all from Bart, which was Bart’s whole heart laid bare. Beyond them the country ran out flat and black to the rim of the world, and somewhere out there along the single thread of rail sat Tin Hollow at the end of the track, dwindling and lamplit, the far place this engine had carried the line towards every day of a life longer than Roy’s own.
The override lay on the rail below, dark in its cradle, never thrown.
And Number Nine sat dark and cold on its single rail, braced and still and holding whatever it was holding, and Roy settled deeper into the still cab the way you settle beside someone who has gone quiet, and got ready to do the one thing nobody on the line had tried. He waited. Below him the cold metal of the cab gave one small creak as it eased, and then there was only the dark and the waiting.
Chapter 4
Reading an Engine
You could tell a great deal about a machine, Roy had found, by the quality of its quiet, and Number Nine’s was not the quiet of a thing that had stopped working. It was the quiet of a thing that had made up its mind.
He sat with it a long while before he asked it anything at all.
That was the part nobody on the line would have called work, and the part Roy held to be most of it. He kept his hands in his lap and his back against the cab’s cold iron and he let the engine be what it was around him, the way you let a room settle when you have come in from somewhere louder. Down below, Pip’s coaxing murmur had gone soft and steady against the drive-rods; further off, Mungo’s great mild shuffle moved among the sealed cars, unhurried as a tide; Hessa’s lamp swung slow up the line. And Number Nine sat under all of it and held still, and the holding had a grain to it, a way of being still that was not the same as the stillness of the bench or the dead brass mug-ring on the shelf. The bench was still because nothing asked it to be otherwise. The engine was still the way a hand is still that has closed deliberately around something and does not mean to open.
When he had let the quiet sit long enough that it stopped being a thing he was waiting out and started being a thing he was inside of, he began, gently, to put his small questions to it.
He did not call them questions. If you had climbed the rungs and found him there you would have seen only a weathered man easing a brake lever a finger’s width in its gate and stopping, and listening, and easing it back. But that was the asking. He laid his palm to the long curved grip, worn bright by a hundred years of a driver’s hand, and took up the least slack the linkage would give him, the way you take a sleeping dog’s paw to feel whether it will wake, and the engine let him have that much and no more. He watched the steam-chest gauge as he did it, the little brass dial with its needle resting honest on nought, and he felt the answer not in the dial but in the grain of the lever itself, a fine dry tremor coming up under his fingertips, the metal telling him plainly that it was awake in there and listening back and had simply decided. That was the particular thing a first-generation engine-mind gave you under the hand and a dumb machine never could: it read you back while you read it, a slow attention meeting your fingers along the steel, so that the asking went both ways. He had met that attention before, here and there across the Scatter over the years, in the few old first-built minds still riding their rails, a dwindling kind growing fewer with every season; and feeling it now under his palm he knew Number Nine for one of them, a peer among peers, sitting in a world that had once been full of its like and was emptying of them yet. There was no fight in it. That was the first thing worth the climb. A jammed thing fights you, blind and dumb, all in one direction. A door swollen in its frame gives nowhere, and gives the same nowhere however you lean. This gave a little, here, and a little there, soft as breath, and then arrived, every time, at the same considered edge and would not be moved past it. It was not a wall. A wall is stupid. This was an answer, given over and over with great patience to a man who kept finding new ways to ask the same thing.
He tried the regulator, that brought the steam, in theory, up out of a fire that was not lit, and felt it travel sweet and true through its whole range and come home meaning nothing, because there was no fire and the engine knew it and was not pretending otherwise. He tried the reverser, and the long cold reach of the brake. Each time the metal answered him honest and easy until the exact place where going-forward lived, and there, every time, it set its considered foot down and declined.
“All right,” he said, under his breath, to the brass and the dark. “All right. You’re not broke. I’ll grant you that much and we’ll not argue it.”
It was a strange thing to feel relief at, and he felt it anyway: the plain clean relief of a man told a thing was hopeless who has found, with his own two hands, that it is nothing of the kind. Hopeless he could not have helped. This was not hopeless. This was a great old engine, every gauge in the green and nothing on this earth the matter with it that a spanner could reach, sitting on its single rail and choosing, with the whole settled weight of a hundred years behind the choice, not to go.
Which was a far harder thing than a fault, and a far better one, and Roy sat a moment longer with his hand on the cold lever and let himself be glad of it before he let himself be troubled.
The trouble was that he could not yet read the why. The engine knew its why straight through; the not-knowing was all on Roy’s side. He had got this far before, with people and with machines both, to the bare fact of a won’t and no further: a hand on the door and no notion what was on the far side of it. So he did the only honest thing a man in that position could, which was to stop pretending the door would open to leaning, and go and ask the people who might once have known the room.
He climbed back down into the wind.
It had got full dark while he was up there, the proper deep dark of a country with no town near enough to bruise the sky, and the cold had come down with it, settling into the rails and the long dead rake like a thing that meant to stay the night. Somewhere up at the depot the agent’s lamp still burned, and Roy thought, with no comfort in it, of the hour he had told the man he could manage. It had been spending itself the whole while he read, quiet as the cold, and there was a good deal less of it now than when he had climbed up. Patience, it turned out, cost something, and the engine had charged him in the one coin he could not earn back.
Roy turned up his collar and went looking for the line’s last keepers, because a line that had run a hundred years did not run on nothing, and somewhere in the few souls still strung along it there would be the memory of what it had run on.
He found them where you find such people, in the lit doorways of depots that had long since stopped having any earthly reason to be lit. An old signalwoman two halts up, keeping a kettle going in a box no train had stopped at in years, frowned into the steam over Roy’s refilled cup as if the answer were a name on the tip of her tongue. “There was a reason,” she said. “A proper reason. It’s just gone in under, like.”
“It generally has,” Roy said. “Things don’t stop being true when folk stop saying them. They just go quiet and wait to be asked.”
Further on, a depot-keeper with his grandchildren asleep behind him said his own grandmother had always called it the faithful line, with the particular fondness you keep for a thing you love and have stopped explaining. What it was faithful to, he could no more say than why the morning was worth getting up to.
But when Roy made to thank him and go, the keeper held up a hand. If it was the proper reason he was after, and not just the fond shape of it, then it was the old hands he wanted: the line’s last friends, the few still strung along the dwindling halts who had known it when it ran for something. They were scattered thin now, and not all of them easy to draw out, and a man would not get the whole of it from any one of them in a single night. But the line ran on yet for a day or two more, and the halts ran with it, and if Roy worked his way up it proper, asking as he went, there were souls along it still who carried the piece he was missing.
Roy thought it over and found it good. He went back down the line no wiser in the particulars, but with a direction to carry up it and people to ask along the way, which was a great deal more than he had climbed down with.
It was deep dusk going on full night when he came back along the rake to the engine, and there he stopped, because Bart had not moved.
He had half expected it and it stopped him all the same. Bart had crossed to the engine while Roy was still talking the agent out of the override, hours back now, and had drawn in near the great cold flank with the particular upright stillness he kept for the few things that turned out to matter, and there, plainly, he had stayed the whole while, through Pip’s coaxing and Mungo’s wandering and Hessa’s reading and Roy’s long climb up into the cab and his longer walk among the doorways. He had not gone up to The Marigold to wait it out in the dry. He had not drifted off to stand a melancholy watch over some safer disappointment, which was his usual gift and his usual hiding place both. He had fetched a crate from somewhere up the rake, an empty packing-crate gone grey with weather, and set it down on the cinders beside the cold wheel, and lowered himself onto it with the careful economy of an old machine sparing its joints, and he was sitting there now in the last of the light with his hands folded on his knees, drawn in close beside the engine and keeping a careful hand’s breadth off the iron, the way Roy himself had learned to sit near a quiet that did not want breaking.
Roy came up soft and stood off a little way and did not break it either.
He could not, of course, know what passed between them. That was the old fixed wall of his whole art: he read the metal from the outside, every gauge and grain of it, but the under-language Bart had, machine to machine, the thing that let an old robot put his attention against a cold engine and feel back along it into wherever the engine kept its won’t, that was a country closed to Roy and always had been. He stood at the edge of it the way he stood at the edge of any door he could not open, and read what could be read, which was the outside of Bart, and the outside of Bart was telling him a thing he had not seen in a long while.
Bart was attending.
There was no other word for the set of him. Roy knew Bart’s stillnesses the way he knew his own crew’s voices in the dark, and he could tell the kinds apart. There was the braced stillness, the one Bart wore most days, the stillness of a being who has totted up the likely sorrows of a situation in advance and gone quiet under the weight of being right; that one had a slackness in it, a slackening to endure. This was not that. This was forward. The old robot’s whole worn frame was canted the least degree towards the engine, his folded hands not slack but composed, held still so as to feel something faint, and there was about the whole of him an air Roy had no ready name for until he found, with a small turn of surprise, that the name was minding. Bart minded. He was sitting there in the cold with the night coming down, declining the dry ship and the safer sorrow, because he minded what became of this engine he had known for one evening, minded it the way you mind a thing whose ending is not yet written and might, if somebody sat with it and got it right, be got right.
That was new. Roy turned it over carefully, the way he turned over anything that might be hope and might be his own wanting it. Bart’s whole settled creed was to mind nothing forward, to expect the worst of a hard country and so be spared the fall; and here he sat with his frame turned the wrong way for all of it, hoping a little, not on his own account, which he had given up long before Roy ever found him, but on the old engine’s, which was a different country altogether, and one Roy had not known him walk into before.
Roy did not say any of this. There are things you can kill by naming, and a man who had spent an evening declining to force a reluctant engine was not about to go forcing a reluctant friend. He only came a few steps nearer, into the small circle of warmth that two beings make against a cold night without meaning to, and stood there a while in the shared quiet, letting Bart know he was there and not pressing him for anything, the way he had once sat near Bart on a bad night long ago and asked nothing at all.
“Getting anywhere?” he said at last, mild, because it had to be said and that was the kindest size to say it.
Bart did not turn his head. He kept his attention where it was, against the cold flank, in the country Roy could not follow him into, and was quiet a moment longer, the way he was quiet before his best lines, the ones that meant the most and gave the least away.
“I would not put it so high as anywhere,” Bart said. The voice was the usual one, level and courteous and worn smooth at the edges, the doom delivered like a man passing the salt. “Anywhere implies a destination, and I have learned to be wary of those. They so rarely turn out to be where one had hoped.” A small pause, with something in it. “I would prefer, if it is all the same to you, not to leave it on its own just yet. It has been on its own a very long time, I think. Longer than it lets on.”
“Right,” Roy said.
And that was all either of them said, which was plenty.
Chapter 5
The Bright Headlong Start
Pip had been looking at the cold engine for two days the way a child looks at a wrapped parcel, and on the third day, with Roy gone up the line and the kindest of intentions in her heart, she decided the kind thing was simply to get the poor old thing going.
Roy knew the look before he left her with it, which was the part he turned over afterwards and could not put down. He had seen it on her since the first evening, that bright held-back fizz, the way she kept finding reasons to be near the drive-rods with a spanner already warm in her hand. He had even named it to himself, in the loose way you name a weather you expect to break by afternoon and do not trouble to shelter from. Pip wanted to help. There was nothing in the world the matter with that. It was three parts of why he kept her.
He had gone up the line that morning because there was a thing up the line he needed: the old signalwoman two halts on had sent word by the depot-keeper’s grandchild that she had remembered a piece of it in the night, a name maybe, a why maybe, the sort of thing that comes loose at three in the morning and is gone again by noon if nobody fetches it. So Roy fetched it. That was the work, the unglamorous footslog of it, walking out along the cold rail to sit in a lit box and drink a stranger’s tea and wait for a memory to surface in its own time. He left the engine in good hands. He left it, he would think later, in too many good hands, all of them aching to be useful.
He gave them no orders, because he never did. He only said, climbing down into the morning cold with his collar up, that he’d be back by the middle of the day and they were to mind the place; and Pip had said right you are, Cap, quick and easy, and had not been looking at him when she said it. She had been looking at the engine.
He should have read that. He was the best reader on the Scatter and he had read it and let it stand, because the thing he read was fondness, and a man does not go round forbidding fondness.
So he walked up the line into the cold, and the engine got behind him and went small, and that was scene the first, though he did not know it was a scene at all.
He had the signalwoman’s piece of it by mid-morning, and it was worth the walk and it was not enough, which was the shape of everything on this line. She had remembered, she said, that the line had been for somebody. Not a freight, not an ore-run, not the dull paying reasons a rail usually got laid. For a person, once. A name had nearly come and had gone back under at the last, the way a fish shows its back and is gone, and she had sat all night with the not-quite of it and was sorry, proper sorry, to have brought him out for so little.
“It’s not little,” Roy told her, and meant it. “A thing being for somebody. That’s the whole middle of it. The rest is just the name, and names keep.”
He drank the last of the tea and thanked her and turned back down the line towards The Marigold and the cold engine and his family, easy in his mind, a man carrying a good day’s small harvest home.
He was perhaps two halts off when he heard it.
It came down the rail before it came on the wind, which was how he knew it was real and not weather: a sound that travelled in the steel itself, up through the sleepers and the soles of his boots, a hard bright industrious clamour with a will behind it. He knew the will. He had heard it in a hundred yards and depots, the particular music a good engineer makes when she has decided a thing is stuck and has rolled up her sleeves to unstick it. It was a competent sound. That was the worst of it. There was nothing botched or panicked in it, no flailing; it was the sound of skill, real skill, brought down hard and clean on a job, and Roy ran.
He was too far. He knew he was too far before his second stride. The thing about a fast hand is that it is fast.
What he pieced together after, from the tools laid out and the marks on the metal and the bright miserable honesty of Pip telling it straight because she would never tell it any other way, was this. She had spent the morning the way she spent every hour she was left alone with a machine, which was loving it through her fingers, and somewhere in the loving she had found the catch. Or what an engineer is trained, bone-deep, to call a catch. She had run the linkage the way Roy had run it the night before, easing the forward gate and feeling it arrive every time at the same considered edge and decline. Where Roy had sat back and called it an answer, Pip had leaned in and called it a jam. Because that is what an engineer calls a moving part that arrives at a place and will not pass it. There is a word for it and the word is seized, and there is a thing you do about seized, and the thing is you find the hang-up and you clear it and you get the part moving, because a part that does not move is a part not doing its job, and a job not done is, to Pip, very nearly a kind of pain.
She had not done it carelessly. He wanted that understood, after, against himself most of all. She had backed her reading the proper way. She had warmed the gate, freed the pin she thought was fouling it, worked the linkage through, found the resistance, traced it, and met it where it lived: at the heart of the thing, the deep place where forward was being declined. And there, certain she had found the fault that two days of looking had missed, fizzing with the joy of being about to fix it, she had reached for the one thing on the rail that was built to make a stuck engine move.
She had reached for the override.
She had not meant it the brutal way. She had said so, after, white to the lips. She had not meant to take the will off it; she had only meant to lend it a hand it could not lend itself, to break the part free with the rig’s strength where her own was not enough and then take the rig straight off again, the way you’d put your shoulder to a swollen door and stop the moment it gave. Just a nudge, Cap. Just to get her over the hump and then she’d run herself, I swear it, I only wanted to set her going. That was the whole of the crime, and the whole of the harm: she had read a fidelity as a fault, and she had brought the strongest tool on the rail down on the place where the fidelity lived, and she had pushed.
And the engine had felt itself pushed.
He came over the last rise with his lungs burning and the whole of it laid out below him in the flat noon light, and he stopped, because there was nothing left to run to. The fast part was already done.
The override was patched in. The cradle was dragged up off its resting-place and coupled hard against the engine’s frame, the dark squat shape of it married to the bright metal, and Pip crouched over it with both hands still on the controls and her whole small frame thrown into the work, willing it, come on, come on, you old love, come on, and the engine was answering her.
It was answering her the way it had answered Roy, only louder, and the other way about.
He had told Mabe, the first night, the difference between a thing that braces and a thing that frantics. A frantic machine clamps and shudders and burns itself trying. This was not that and it was not the soft considered decline of the night before either. This was a third thing, and Roy stood on the rise with the cold going down through him, and understood. The engine was setting itself. The override leant the full strength of its will against the place where the engine kept its won’t. Under that whole forcing weight, the engine was not yielding and was not breaking and was not, anywhere, beginning to go. It was answering force with the only thing it had, which was more refusal, deeper refusal. The considered edge gone hard as a struck anvil, and harder by the second. Every part of it that Pip pushed, it set. The brakes that had been clamped a hundred years bore down past clamping. The forward gate she fought towards bore back against her. The dignified immovability of it, the thing Roy had read as patience, turned in front of him into something with no give in it at all; and the more skill Pip threw at it, the more skilfully it dug in, because skill was the wrong tool, and the engine knew it, and was telling her so in the only language it had left.
It was not breaking. That was the one mercy and Roy clung to it even as he came down the bank fast and easy with his hands already going wide and open and calm. You could not break it this way. You could only teach it, harder and harder, that the people on this rail meant to make it stop being able to choose.
“Pip,” he said. Not loud. Loud was the rig’s register and he had set the rig down once already on this rail and did not mean to pick its voice up now. “Pip. Off it, love. Hands off it.”
She came off it like she’d been burned, and turned, and saw his face, and saw the engine, and saw what she had done all in the one turn, and Roy watched the joy go out of her between one breath and the next.
It was worse than the engine. That was the thing the rise had hidden from him and the rake now showed.
Up the line, where the long string of sealed cars stood, the closure agent had come out of the goods car she had been working in with her clipboard against her chest and her brisk pace gone sharp, and she was standing very still and looking at the engine, and Roy did not have to read her hard to read her. She had spent two days marking cars for the salvage list against a clock, with a balky dead asset on the rail that did nothing and went nowhere and could be cleared at her leisure when the day on the paper came. And then the dead asset had moved. Or had bucked and fought and set its brakes hard enough to be heard two halts off, which to a hurried decent person doing arithmetic about a thing she had never been taught to love read as one plain fact and one only: the asset was misbehaving. The asset was dangerous to itself. A thing that threw a fit like that on a rail was a thing that wanted clearing now, before it broke itself or the line or the schedule, and she had reached, as Pip had reached, for the strongest reasonable tool to hand. Hers was the clock.
“I’d hoped to give you your hour,” she said, and she said it not unkindly, which was the whole trouble with her and always had been. “I had. But I can’t be having that. You hear that? You felt that. That’s an unsafe asset on a live rail, and I’ve a duty, and the duty says it comes down before it does someone a harm.” She was already turning back towards the runabout, already squaring her shoulders and finding her brisk economy again, the way she gathered herself for the next hard job. “I’m bringing the date forward. I’m sorry for it. The override comes down by morning, and the tow after, and that’s the kindest thing left on this rail for everyone, the engine included.” A glance at the great set bulk of it, fighting nothing now and refusing everything. “Whatever’s wrong with it, it’s past your fixing. You can see that now. You all can.”
And she went up the line to make her marks against a clock that had, in the space of one bright headlong morning, begun to run fast.
Roy watched her go and did not call after her, because she was right about the only thing she could see, and a thing you have to argue at length is a thing the other party has reason to resist, and the reason here was a duty and a fright and a clipboard, and none of those argue. He turned the new arithmetic over once, cold and clear. He had come here with an hour and his method and a clock he could manage. He had walked up the line for a memory and come back to a clock he could not. The one thing he had set the rig down to prevent, the forcing of this engine and the override coming down on it, was nearer now by a whole night and a day, and it had been brought nearer not by the agent and not by malice but by the best heart on his own ship.
Pip had not moved from the rail. She stood by the dark coupled rig with her hands hanging and her face doing the thing young faces do when they have understood a harm all the way down, and Roy came and stood by her, close, the way he stood near anything he did not mean to press.
She got there first, because she always did. “I read it wrong,” she said. Her voice had nothing of its fizz in it. “Cap. I read it wrong. I thought it was stuck, I’d have staked anything it was stuck, and I, and now she’s, and that woman’s.” She stopped. “I made it worse. I had the rig on her. I had the rig on her.”
He could have told her a great many true things. That she had read it the way her whole training read it. That a fidelity wearing the clothes of a fault would fool a better engineer than she had had years enough to be. That the harm was real and the heart behind it was good and the two facts could both be held at once by anyone honest enough to do it. He found he did not want to say any of them yet, because she did not need them argued and the engine did not need a speech and the only thing the moment wanted was the smallest true thing he had.
He looked at the rig, dark and coupled and patient on the rail, the way it had been patient the first night, doing only the one thing it was built to do.
“Take it off her,” he said. “Gently. The way you’d take a hand off a hurt that’s flinched from you. Then we’ll sit down, you and me, and you’ll show me exactly where you found that hump you thought she was stuck at.” He let that sit a beat before he said the rest, gently. “Because you found the place, Pip. Right where it lives. You’re the only one who’s put a hand straight on the why of her and not known it. That’s not a thing I can do. That’s worth more to me right now than this morning cost, and this morning cost plenty.”
She looked at him to see if he meant it, and saw that he did, and something in her stricken face did not mend, exactly, but turned: the fizz that had thrown the engine harder against the rail bent, the least degree, towards the thing it should have been aimed at all along.
But that was for tomorrow, and tomorrow had got smaller. The engine had not started; it had dug in, harder than before, and worse than that, up the line someone with a clipboard had heard a dead asset try to move and decided it was time to bring the override down before it broke itself, and the clock that had been Roy’s to manage was suddenly running fast.
Chapter 6
Slowing Everyone Down
The trouble with a forced start, Roy thought, was that everyone afterwards wanted to force something else to make up for it, and the first job of the morning was to get a whole anxious line to do the hardest thing of all, which was nothing, for a little while longer.
He could not slow the clock, but he could slow the hands. So he went out into the cold with two mugs of Hessa’s tea and walked up the line, and the first hand he meant to slow was the one holding the clock.
The closure agent was at the override before he was, which told him most of what he needed about her night. She had the cradle’s panel open and the reader already seated against the override’s coupling, her thumb on it: not halfway through a job but at the very end of one. One press and the forcing came down. She had risen in the dark to throw it before the rest of them woke to argue, and he had caught her with a breath to spare.
When she saw him coming with the two mugs she straightened and did not, quite, take her thumb off the reader, and did not, quite, scowl.
“I’ll save you the walk,” she said. “I’ve not changed my mind. It comes down at noon. I’d a duty before yesterday and I’ve a bigger one after it.”
“I know.” He held out one of the mugs. She looked at it the way you look at a thing being offered on a rail where nobody offers you anything, and after a moment she took it, because cold hands are cold hands. “I didn’t come to argue you off the clock. I came to tell you a true thing about engines, the sort I get paid to know, and then I’ll leave you to it.”
That got him a wary stillness, which on a hurried person is as much room as you are ever given. He took it.
“Before you start,” she said, no heat in it. “This spur doesn’t pay. Hasn’t in eleven years; I’ve the figures, read them on the train in. The override’s costed to the penny: faster than reading, cheaper than reading, and certain, where reading’s slow and a guess at the end of it. Sentiment’s a fine thing on a line that’s making its keep. This one’s been bleeding since before that lad was born. Every morning I leave a dead spur open is wages off somebody’s table down the company’s books, somebody real, somebody I’ll never meet. Clearing it on the clock isn’t me being hard. It’s the kindest sum there is, once you do the sum.”
He took the moment she’d handed him, because she’d earned it being said back to properly, and he did not pretend her sum was wrong, because it wasn’t.
“Yesterday wasn’t the engine breaking,” he said. “It was the engine being pushed, and setting itself against the push. You saw it. You felt it two halts off. Now you tell me, in your honest experience: a thing that digs in that hard against a forcing, what does it do when you bring a bigger forcing down on it?”
She did not answer straight away, which he respected, because it meant she was actually thinking and not just defending.
“Digs in harder,” she said.
“Digs in harder. And the override is the biggest forcing there is on this line. So the one tool you’ve got to clear the rail with is the one tool guaranteed to make the thing you’re clearing brace its whole heart against you. And a braced engine on a tow is the likeliest thing on the Scatter to hurt itself. Or the rail. Or the body stood next to it when it goes. Which is the harm you said yesterday you’d a duty to prevent.” He let that sit. “You’re not wrong that it can’t stay like this. You’re wrong about which way is the gentle one. Forcing it isn’t the kind quick end. It’s the slow expensive one with the worst chance of going clean. I’d not be doing my own job if I let you reach for it thinking it was mercy.”
She drank her tea. Up the line the sealed cars stood grey in the early light, and the dark shape of the engine at the head of them had not moved a hair’s breadth in the night.
“You’re telling me to do nothing,” she said. It was not quite an accusation.
“I’m telling you that nothing, just now, is the whole of what your duty actually wants once you scrape the hurry off it.” He nodded at the dark override in its cradle. “Leave it down. Let me read the thing properly. If I’m wrong, it’s still there at noon, and your clock’s lost nothing but a morning. If I’m right, you’ll clear your line cleaner than a tow ever could. I’m not asking you to be soft. I’m asking you to be careful. That’s the part of your duty the hurry’s been hiding from you, that’s all.”
She was quiet a long moment. He had not flattered her and he had not pleaded, and he had given her duty back to her in a shape she could pick up without losing face, which was the only kind of winning that lasted with a person like this. And while she was quiet her thumb came off the reader, and she set it down on the lip of the open cradle as if to free her hands for thinking. The forcing was still armed; but the hand that would arm it had let go.
“I’ve cleared a hundred of these lines,” she said, and it came out slower than her earlier brisk certainties, more like a thing she was turning over for herself than telling him. “Engines that wouldn’t tow, engines that fought the cradle. You learn the kinds. Spent, sour, seized.” She looked up the line at the dark unmoving head of the rake. “I’ll grant you I’ve not before met one that braced. Not the way that one’s braced.” A breath. “When you read it. What is it you reckon you’ll be reading for?”
It was a question with no clock in it, and she heard that herself, he thought, the moment it was out, because she straightened a fraction as if to take it back. But she did not take it back. The first night she would not have asked it; she would only have told him what the cradle was rated to pull.
“Reasons,” Roy said. “An engine that won’t has one. Faults don’t, but this isn’t a fault, and the difference is the whole job.”
She made a small noncommittal sound, which on her was a great deal. Then the brisk came back over her like a coat she was glad of. “Noon,” she said. “It still comes down at noon if you’ve nothing.” But as she said it she folded the panel shut over the override, and the soft definite click of it closing was the whole morning’s work in one small sound. That was a closed panel, and Roy counted it: the one thing he had walked up the line to win, won.
“One thing more,” he said, “while I’ve got you. When all this is settled, whichever way it falls, whose hand writes the engine up? On the closure roll. Cleared, condemned, struck off. Whose pen?”
“Mine,” she said, a touch surprised he’d ask. “It’s my line to close. The roll’s mine to sign. Nobody writes a word about that machine that I don’t write first.” She said it as a plain fact of her authority, not knowing she had handed him anything, and Roy folded it away small and said nothing of why he wanted it.
His own people were harder, in the way the people you love are always harder than the people you only have to manage.
Pip had not slept. He could see it in the careful way she was being useful, sorting the tools she had laid out yesterday back into their roll, each one wiped and set straight, the penance of a fast hand made to go slow. She did not look up when he came down the line.
“I’ve not touched her,” she said. “Cap. I need you to know that. I’ve not gone near her, I’ve not even let myself want to, I’ve been sat here doing nothing useful since before light because I daren’t trust myself to do anything useful, in case useful’s the thing that breaks her.”
It was the most miserable speech he had ever heard her make, and it was, underneath, exactly the lesson, so he did not step on it.
“That’s a hard thing you’ve taught yourself overnight,” he said. “Most hands go their whole lives without learning that the wanting-to-help is the bit you have to watch. You’ve learned it in a morning. It cost what it cost. But you’ve learned it.” He crouched by the tool roll, by her, the way he stood near anything he did not mean to press. “Only I don’t want you doing nothing. Nothing’s for the override, not for you. I want you doing the slow thing, which is harder than the fast thing and a good deal harder than nothing, and which I can’t do without you. You up to a hard slow thing?”
She looked at him, and there it was, the fizz, only banked now, turned down to an ember and aimed for once at the right grate. “Tell me.”
“You found the place,” he said. “The hump you thought she was jammed at. Right where it lives, deeper than I got. So here’s the slow thing. You’re going to take me to it again, with your hands flat and gentle as you’d lay them on a sleeping thing, and you’re going to show me the exact spot, and then. Then you’re going to take your hands off it and just describe it to me. What it does. How it answers. Where it gives and where it won’t. No fixing. Reading. We’re not asking how to make her go. We’re asking why she won’t. That’s the question on this rail now, and you’re the one with a hand already on the answer.”
“From make it go,” she said slowly, “to find out why it won’t.”
“That’s the whole turn of it. Yes.”
She breathed out, the first easy breath he had seen in her since the rise, and she put her last tool in the roll, and she did not pick the roll up. “Right,” she said. “Slow. Reading. I can do slow.” A small, fierce, recovering grin. “Watch me do slow.”
Hessa needed no slowing, only the plan, and gave him back a look over the kettle that said she had read the whole of it off his face already.
Mungo needed catching. Roy found him a third of the way down the sealed rake, nose up, drifting along the dark cars the slow way a man drifts towards a smell he cannot name, the heel of bread forgotten in his fist.
“There’s a kitchen down one of these,” Mungo said, not turning round. “Old, but a kitchen. Bread’s been baked here. Long back. Still in the air of it. Sad smell. Good sad.” He laid a broad palm flat on the cold flank of a car. “Somebody set a table.”
“Likely they did,” Roy said, and took him by the elbow, gently, the way you turn a big patient animal off a hedge it has decided to eat. “And we’ll find out who. After breakfast, which is the other way, and which is now.”
Mungo came, because Mungo always came when breakfast was the argument; but he came looking back at the rake the whole way, and Roy filed that away with the closure agent’s pen, a second small thing the morning had handed him.
The hurry went out of them all then, slow as warmth leaving a stone, and the rail went quiet the right way, which is the way a held breath goes quiet just before somebody finally says the true thing.
And then somebody did.
He had not slowed Bart, because there was no slowing a thing that had never sped up. Bart had not left the engine since the night he pulled his crate up beside it, and he was on the crate now, in the cold, in the grey, exactly where the forcing and the fright and the whole headlong morning had gone on around him without his moving an inch, the way a stone stays put in a stream and is the only thing in it you can trust to tell you where the bottom is.
Roy came and stood by him, and for a while neither of them said anything, which was the most natural conversation the two of them had.
“You’ve been listening to it all night,” Roy said. It was not a question.
“I have been keeping it company,” Bart said. “Which is not nothing, and is, on the whole, what I am for.” He considered the dark bulk of the engine, the set immovable patient weight of it. “It is very tired. It has been tired for a long time, in the particular way of a thing that has been doing one thing well for longer than is strictly fair to ask. But that is not what is the matter with it. I want to be clear about that, because everyone keeps reaching for tired as if tired explained it, and it does not.”
“What’s the matter with it?”
Bart was quiet for the length of time it took the light to come up one shade further over the rake. When he spoke it was in the flat, courteous voice he kept for the worst news, the voice he used to tell you the kettle had cracked or the world was probably ending, the one that made the worst sound survivable by saying it plainly.
“It isn’t broken,” Bart said, except that this once it did not sound like the worst news at all. “It is keeping a promise. I would know the look of that anywhere.” And Roy understood that they had been asking the wrong question since the day they arrived.
He stood with it a moment, the way you stand with a thing that has just turned the floor of a room you thought you knew. The won’t they had all been reading as an absence, a fault where a function should be, had never been an absence of anything. It was a presence, the most stubborn kind of yes there was; and what is wrong with this engine had no floor to it, you could fall down it forever, but what is this engine keeping faith with had a bottom, and a person could walk towards it. You did not clear a promise. You read it.
“You’re sure,” he said. He owed Bart the asking even knowing the answer.
“I am never sure of anything,” Bart said. “It is one of my few reliable comforts. But yes.” He had not taken his attention off the engine, and there was something in the long melancholy stillness of him that had shifted by the smallest degree, the way a person braced for a blow shifts when the blow turns out to be a hand laid gently instead. “I have met a great many machines at the ends of things, Roy. Most of them frantic, some of them resigned, a few of them past minding. I have never met one keeping faith. I did not know they could.” A pause, dry and careful, the gloom worn so smooth it had gone nearly to tenderness. “It is, I think, the most dignified grief I have ever stood next to. I find I do not want to leave it on its own. That is not the same as getting nowhere. I have decided that this morning.”
It was, from Bart, very nearly a confession, and Roy had the sense not to make anything of it out loud.
“Then we don’t leave it,” he said. “Either of us.” He turned and looked up the long grey line, past the sealed rake to the dead-end depots strung out towards the dwindling end of everything, and he saw the work of it laid out plain for the morning: outward, to the route’s last few friends over their cold stoves, towards whoever the old engine had given its word to; and inward, to the forgotten cars of its own rake, where Mungo had smelt a kitchen and somebody, long back, had set a table. Two ends of one promise, and a day to walk them both.
“Right,” Roy said quietly, to Bart, to the engine, to the cold bright beginning of a better day’s work. He drank the last of his tea, cold now, and found he did not mind it. “Then we’d best find out what it promised, and to whom.”
Chapter 7
The Line’s Last Friends
Roy could read an engine in a long afternoon, but he had never in his life been able to read a wary old stranger half so well as Hessa could over a single bowl of soup, and on the Tin Hollow line that turned out to be exactly the skill the case needed.
He knew his own limits, which was most of the trick of being any good at anything. Put him in front of a thing with works in it, a thing that turned or wouldn’t, that gave under a flat patient hand or set itself against the push, and he could sit with it until it told him the truth, because a machine could not help being honest; it had no face to keep and no name to lose, and its won’t was always exactly the size of its reason. People were not like that. People had learned, somewhere down the long line of being people, to bury the true thing under the polite thing. A frightened machine dug in. A frightened person was charming. Roy had never quite got the knack of charming back.
Hessa had. Hessa had it the way some folk have a green thumb, without seeming to do anything at all.
So when the question turned, when the case stopped being what is wrong with this engine and stood up instead as what is this engine keeping faith with, and to whom, Roy did the sensible thing and got out of his own way. He went and found Hessa in The Marigold’s galley, where she was already, somehow, packing a hamper, as though she had read the turn off the rail before he came down it.
“You’ll be wanting the line’s old friends sat down somewhere warm,” she said, not looking up from the kettle she was wedging into a basket. “And you’ll be wanting them sat down where it isn’t you doing the sitting them down. You’ve a kind face, Roy, for a man, but you’ve a wrangler’s way of leaning in when a thing’s gone quiet, and a wary old body can feel it coming a halt off.” She tucked a cloth over the top of the basket and gave it a pat. “Leave it to me. You can carry the heavy end and say nothing clever.”
“I can manage nothing clever,” Roy said.
“It’s your great gift,” said Hessa, and handed him the basket.
There were not many of them left, the line’s last friends. That was the shape of a closing rail: it shed its people the way an old coat sheds its warmth, slowly and then all at once, until what remained was a scatter of dead-end depots strung out towards the dwindling end of everything, each with its one lamp and its one stove and its one body who had stayed on past every reason but the reason nobody says out loud, which is that they did not know how to be anywhere else.
They worked down the line stop by stop, the slow way, The Marigold idling along the single thread of track behind the long grey rake. At each halt Hessa set up. It did not look like an investigation, which was the whole point of it; it looked like a kettle on, a bowl going round, a warm seat found in the lamplight for whoever could be coaxed off their stool to take it. She fed feelings as much as she fed people. Roy carried the heavy end, and watched her do, with the route’s old wary friends, exactly what he did with machines: lay a flat hand on the place that had gone still, and wait, and not push, and let the thing come up in its own time because it had finally found a body that wasn’t in a hurry to clear it.
The first was an old signalwoman at a halt three stops down, a depot so far out that the dust had begun to take the platform back at the edges. She had not had a train to signal in a fair while and would not, after the closure, have one ever again, and she came out to them with her arms folded and the closed, brisk look of a person braced to be told her line was finished, as though she might get ahead of the hurt by wearing it first.
Hessa did not tell her anything. Hessa put a bowl in her hands.
“Sit,” she said, in the voice she used that was not an order and could not be argued with. “You’ll have walked out here to see us off and you’ve not eaten. I can tell. Sit, and eat, and you needn’t say a word to me you don’t fancy saying.”
The signalwoman sat. She ate. And Roy, standing back by the basket with the lamplight on the cold platform and the old engine’s dark shape patient at the head of the rake, watched the brisk go out of her a spoonful at a time, the way the brace goes out of any creature once it understands, slowly, that the thing it braced for is not coming after all.
It was a long while before anybody mentioned the line. That was Hessa’s doing too. She talked about the soup, and the fog, and a dog the signalwoman had once kept, and somewhere in the warm middle of all that nothing the old woman set her empty bowl down and said, to the lamp rather than to either of them, “You know it weren’t always only freight.”
Roy did not move. He had learned that much from her.
“It hauls grain now,” the signalwoman said. “Hauls grain and ore and the odd crate of nothing-much, and folk forget that’s not what it was for. There’s a difference. A thing can spend its whole life doing one job and that job not be the why of it.” She turned her bowl a quarter-turn on the bench, an old habit of hands that needed something to do. “My mother signalled this line before me. And her father before her. And it weren’t grain they ran it for, at the first. It were a reason. There was a reason, once.” She frowned, not at them, at the place inside herself where the thing had gone soft and worn with not being touched. “Funny. I can feel the shape of it. I just can’t get hold of the middle.”
She turned the bowl again. “There was kin to it, mind. The first one’s people. Down the far end, where the line peters out.” Her hand went still. “Somebody used to come up to the last halt and sit and watch for a train that never came. A daughter, was it, or a daughter’s daughter, I never had it straight. Years back, that. Folk stopped, in the end. You can only watch an empty rail so long.” She said it the way she had said the dog, and the fog, fondly and from a great way off, one more soft old corner of a life. “I’d not have thought of that in twenty year. Where’d that come up from?”
“That’s all right,” said Hessa, and refilled the bowl. “Shapes are the most of it. You hold the shape and I’ll hold the kettle.”
The next was a depot-keeper two stops further on, a small dry man who had clearly decided the whole crew of them were a nuisance and meant to say so, and who was sitting with a second helping inside of him before he had finished saying it.
He gave them a different fragment. Folk do; each one keeps the corner that fell nearest them.
“My granddad used to say,” the depot-keeper told them, working at a heel of Hessa’s bread, “that the first run weren’t a freight run at all. First run this line ever made, before there was a depot to keep or a grain to haul, was the building of it. The laying of it.” He waved the bread vaguely up the track, towards the far end where the rail ran out into nothing. “There was a hand laid this rail. One hand. Started at nothing and ran it out to nothing and called it a road, when everyone with sense said there was no call for a road to where it went. The first driver, granddad called him, like there’d be a second worth the name, which there never was.” A short laugh, more breath than mirth. “Whole line’s his fault, you might say. His and that engine’s. They put it down together, the two of them, rail by rail, and he drove the first run himself the day it was done, end to end, just to prove the thing he’d built would carry.”
“Carry what?” Roy asked. It was the only question he asked all evening, and he asked it small, and the depot-keeper answered it without thinking, which was the only way that question ever got answered true.
“Carry him, in the end,” said the depot-keeper, and then looked faintly surprised at himself, as though the words had walked out ahead of him into a room he had not meant to enter. He covered it with bread. “That’s just the old story. You’ll have heard a hundred like it on every dead spur in the Scatter. Some old hand and his old machine and a promise about the end of the track. They all tell it. Doesn’t mean a thing.” He chewed, and a further corner came loose without his quite meaning it to. “Granddad always reckoned the first one left folk of his own behind him, off down the line somewhere. Never finished the road back to them, did he. Whatever it was he went to do, it kept him.” He shrugged the thought off like a draught. “Or so they say. Old hands and their families. You hear it about every line that ever shut.”
But it had meant a thing to him, just for a second, before he put the bread in the way of it; Roy had seen the small change come over his face, the look of a man who has reached for a worn coin he keeps for luck and been startled to find it still warm.
A promise. About the end of the track. Roy turned the bowl of it over slowly, not asking yet what it meant, only holding the new weight of it. They put it down together, the two of them. Not a man and his tool. A man and his engine. A word once given.
He did not let himself run ahead to the end of it. There was an end to it, he could feel that now the way you feel a slope under your feet in the dark, but he had three days of learning behind him not to force a thing towards its finish before it was ready, and he kept his feet still and let the dark do its work.
They came back along the line under a low sky, the lamps of the depots dwindling behind them one by one, and Roy walked the length of the dark rake to where Bart sat on his crate beside the cold engine, exactly where the whole rolling day had gone on without his moving an inch.
“Anything?” Roy said, which between the two of them meant a great deal.
“It has not got up and walked off,” Bart said. “Which, given the company it keeps, is a kindness to us all. I have continued to keep it company. It has continued to keep its faith. We are both, in our way, very good at our jobs.” He considered the dark bulk above them. “You found something. You have the look of a man carrying a thing he hasn’t set down yet.”
“Fragments,” Roy said. He sat on the cold rail’s edge by the crate, the basket empty at last. “Not one of them holds the whole of it. But you put the corners together and there’s a shape. The line wasn’t always only freight. There was a why to it, at the start, before the grain. A first driver. A first run. The two of them laid this rail together, him and the engine, rail by rail out to nowhere, and he drove the first run himself the day it was done.” He rubbed the cold out of his hands. “And there was a word given. About the end of the track. Every one of them reached to cover that part, which means every one of them knows it’s true and not one of them can say it plain. It’s slid clean off the timetable and gone quiet. But it’s there.”
Bart was silent for the length of time it took the last depot lamp to wink out behind them.
“A word once given,” he said at last, very levelly. “And never quite kept.” He did not make it a question. He had been sitting with the keeper of that word all day; he knew the weight of an unkept thing when it was set down beside him. “Yes. That would be the look of it. That is the look I keep telling you it has.”
“It points two ways,” Roy said, mostly to the dark. “Out towards whoever the word was given to, or for. And in.” He turned his head and looked the length of the long sealed rake, the patient grey cars of it stretching back from the engine into the night, full of grain and ore and forgotten stores and three days of everyone agreeing there was nothing in them but freight. “In, towards the train itself. Towards whatever this thing’s still carrying that the rest of us stopped looking at the day we decided it was only freight.”
Three days ago a whole line had agreed he had only a fault to clear. He knew now there was a word to find instead, and that was a different country to stand in.
“Tomorrow,” he said, getting up off the cold rail, “we stop looking at the freight as freight.” He laid a hand on the engine’s flank in passing, the way you touch a thing you have stopped mistaking for broken. “We’ve read the line. We’ve read you well enough to know you’re keeping a word and not making trouble. There’s a thing still on this train nobody’s looked at honest since we came. And I’ve a fellow with a great soft nose for what’s been shut up and forgot, and tomorrow I’m going to turn him loose on it.”
Chapter 8
The Kept Seat
Mungo had been told, more than once, to stay out of the sealed cars, and Mungo had every intention of doing so right up until his nose informed him, with great certainty, that the car at the very back of the train smelled of something kept a very long time.
Roy had not, in fairness, turned him loose on the freight so much as walked him down to the head of the rake and explained, in the careful way you explain a thing to Mungo, what they were after. There was something on this train nobody had looked at honest, Roy had said, and Mungo had a nose for what had been shut up and forgot, and would he mind going along the cars and seeing what his nose had to say. Mungo had considered this for a while, as he considered everything, with the slow contented care of a creature that had never once in his life been hurried into a thought, and then he had said that he supposed he might, and that it was nearly elevenses, and that the two things were not, in his experience, opposed.
So they went along the rake together in the grey morning, the long grey cars stretching back from the cold engine into the flat dust country, and Roy let Mungo set the pace, which was no pace at all. Mungo did not search a thing the way Pip searched a thing, quick and bright and everywhere at once. Mungo ambled. He laid his soft broad face against the seam of a car and breathed it in like a man savouring a kettle just off the boil, and moved on, and laid his face against the next, and Roy walked behind with his hands in his pockets and said nothing clever, which by now he had grown a fair bit better at.
The first cars told Mungo what they told everyone: grain, and the warm dusty sweetness of it; ore, and its cold mineral nothing; a car of crated stores so long forgotten that even Mungo, who could find the good in most things, gave it a doubtful sniff and declined to investigate further. He reported each one as he went, in his slow soft way, mostly for the pleasure of saying it. Grain in this one. More grain. Something in this one that had been a fruit, once, and lost the argument with time. Roy listened, and made the small noises a man makes to keep another talking, and weighed the engine’s silence the way he had taught Pip to, not asking yet what it meant, only holding the weight of it. Three days the whole line had agreed that the train was only freight, and the freight, agreeably, was only freight, car after car of it, the honest dull cargo of a working road, and Roy had very nearly let himself believe, the way everyone before him had believed, that agreeing on a thing was the same as having looked.
Then they came to the back.
The last car sat apart from the rest, or seemed to; it was coupled close enough, but it had the held-off look of a thing that has been left alone so long that the leaving has become its own kind of seal. Its door was shut and its door had stayed shut, you could see that in the way the dust lay unbroken along the runner, a fine grey skin nobody’s hand had cracked in years. Roy had walked past it three days running and read it as exactly what the timetable said it was, which was a sealed car of nothing-much at the tail of a goods train, the sort of car a closing line carries because uncoupling it is more bother than hauling it.
Mungo stopped in front of it and went still.
He did not paw at it or push. He simply stood, his great soft bulk filling the gap between the cars, and breathed, and his whole gentle face changed in a way Roy had learned to watch for, the way it changed at a supper smell he couldn’t place but knew, somewhere old, that he loved. He breathed the closed car in once, and again, slow, and then he turned his head and looked at Roy with the plain mild certainty of a creature who has never told a lie because it has never seen the use of one.
“This one’s been kept,” Mungo said.
“Kept,” said Roy.
“Shut up a long time.” Mungo laid his face against the door, careful, the way you’d lay your cheek to a sleeping thing you didn’t want to wake. “But not forgot. Forgot smells different. Forgot smells of nobody minding. This one smells of somebody minding and nobody coming.” He drew back and considered the door with a faint, untroubled sadness, the only kind Mungo ever had. “It’s a sorry smell,” he said. “But it’s a clean one. Like a place where something good was meant to happen.”
Roy looked at the unbroken dust on the runner, and at the engine standing dark at the far head of the rake, keeping its faith the way it had kept it every hour Roy had known it. Towards the train itself, he had said to Bart in the dark last night. Towards whatever this thing’s still carrying that the rest of us stopped looking at the day we decided it was only freight. He had not let himself run ahead to the end of it then. He felt the slope under his feet now all the same, the gentle unmistakable tilt of a road that has at last decided to go somewhere.
“Can you get it open without forcing it?” Roy asked.
Mungo gave the door a thoughtful nudge with one broad shoulder, not a shove, more a question put politely to the catch, and the catch, being old and tired and long past arguing, gave. The door slid back along its runner with a dry complaint, and the years’ dust came down in a soft grey curtain, and the cold shut-up breath of the car rolled out over them both, and Mungo said, with deep satisfaction, that it smelled even more interesting on the inside.
Roy fetched the lamp.
He climbed up into the dark of the car ahead of its swing of light, and stood a moment in the doorway while his eyes caught up, and then the lamp found the thing the timetable had forgotten, and Roy stood very still.
Every other car on the train was freight. He had read them all now, with Mungo’s nose and his own eyes, car after car of grain and ore and the honest forgotten clutter of a working line. This car was not freight.
In the middle of the floor, alone, set square and facing forward the way you face the head of a train when you mean to ride it, was a single passenger seat.
He stood with it a moment before he went any nearer, because the wrongness of it wanted standing with. Every car behind him was a working car, packed or part-packed or honestly empty, the sort of space a goods line fills without a thought. This was not that. Somebody had taken one of those plain freight boxes and made a room of it: cleared the floor, set down one seat square to the way of travel, and left all the rest of the space around it bare, the way you leave space around a thing you mean to be looked at, or sat in, or honoured. A working line did not do that. A working line carried what paid and uncoupled what didn’t, and the one thing it never did, not once in all the dull honest length of it, was give over a whole car to a single chair.
It was a good seat. Someone had cared about it once, you could see that even under the grey fur of years: the frame was sound, the cushion of it worn to the particular soft hollow of nothing, of never having held anyone at all, the shape a seat keeps when it has only ever been kept ready. There was a small brass rail along one side for a hand to rest on, polished bright by the maker and dull now with waiting. There was a window beside it, fitted careful into a goods-car wall that had no business holding a window, set there so that whoever rode in this one seat would have something to watch go by. The whole of it was the work of a hand that had wanted, badly, for a journey to be comfortable.
And no one had ever taken it. That was the thing the lamp showed plainest, plainer than the seat itself. The dust lay over it whole and undisturbed, unsat-in, the soft even grey of snow nobody has walked through. A passenger seat is a thing made to be used. This one had been made, and set in its place, and kept, and never once used, for so many years that the keeping of it had become the only thing it had ever done.
“Somebody made this for somebody,” Mungo said behind him, from the doorway, his big head filling the grey light. He said it the way he said most things, slowly, and as though it ought to be obvious, which, once he had said it, it was. “A seat like that. On a train like this.” He breathed the car in again, the kept and sorry smell of it. “Somebody was going to ride. And then they didn’t.”
Roy did not answer for a moment. He was not about to say the thing out loud before the car had finished telling it. He moved the lamp slow along the seat, reading it the way he read an engine, the worn brass, the careful window, the cushion that had never given under a weight, and he let the wrongness of it do the work. A passenger seat on a goods train. One seat, where every other car held cargo. Kept, dusted by no one, waiting, in a sealed car at the tail of a line that everyone agreed had never been for anything but freight.
The signalwoman’s voice came back to him across two cold platforms. You know it weren’t always only freight. And the depot-keeper’s, working at his heel of Hessa’s bread, startled by his own mouth: Carry him, in the end. And the thing all of them had reached to cover, the worn warm coin they each kept and could not quite show: a word given, about the end of the track.
Here was the shape of the word, sat in the dust where the timetable couldn’t reach it.
He found the rest of it on the seat’s small brass rail. There was a card slotted there, in a holder meant to take a passenger’s docket, the way a working train keeps a fare where the conductor can read it; and the card had stayed in its holder all these years the way the seat had stayed empty, kept and not used. A machine had put it there, he thought, and a machine had left it there, because a machine does not throw away a fare it means one day to honour. Roy worked it free with two careful fingers, slow, mindful that paper that old could crumble at a rough touch, and that this paper, of all paper, was owed a gentle hand. The lamp put its yellow light across the old paper, and the old paper gave up, in a faded clerk’s hand long gone brown, the two plain things it had been keeping.
A name.
And, beside the name, a passage. A single fare, booked, the whole length of the line, end to end, out to the very end of the track at Tin Hollow where the rails were first laid. Booked, and paid, and set aside. Roy turned the card to the lamp and read the date the fare was made out for, and worked out, slow, how many years stood between that date and this cold morning, and stopped trying to count somewhere in the middle of them.
A passage long booked, and never made. A single fare set aside, and never collected. Kept all these years by the only one of them that never forgot. A man who books his own last passage, Roy thought, books it knowing he may not be there to take it, and leaves someone behind to mind that the seat is kept; there was a hand in this besides the engine’s, somewhere up the line, that had never let the keeping lapse.
He stood in the dust and the lamplight with the card in his hand, and he let the corners come together the way the line’s old friends had given them to him, each keeping the piece that fell nearest. The engine keeping faith, that Bart had read from the inside and named the gravest, most patient grief he had ever met. The route’s half-remembered reason, a first driver, a first run, the two of them laying the rail out to nowhere rail by rail. And now this. A kept seat. A name. A word given about the end of the track, and a passage booked towards it, and a passenger who was meant to ride, and never had.
Number Nine was not broken. He had known that for days; Bart had known it for longer. But he saw now, whole, what the engine was instead. Every man on the line had read it for a fault, and there was none, because the engine had lost nothing; it was not refusing the way a seized axle refuses, blind and meaning nothing by it. It was holding a place. He had stood at the head of the rake three days running and not seen it, because he had come, like all the rest, looking for a thing gone wrong, and a thing keeping faith does not look like a thing gone wrong until you know what faith it is keeping. All this time, under every reading of obsolescence and a balky asset on a dead line, the engine had been keeping a seat for someone, the way you keep the kettle on for somebody you have not given up expecting. It had carried that seat the length of the working years and the length of the dying ones, never once letting it be cleared with the rest. There was a word given that had never been kept, and the engine, alone of all of them, had refused to let it slide quiet off the timetable with everything else.
He thought of the override rig sitting dark in its cradle up the line, ready to throw, the brutal-easy fix that would have called this fidelity a fault and forced the run, or forced the tow, and cleared the line on the clock with the seat still empty and the word still unkept and nobody any the wiser. He thought of how close that had stood. And he was glad, with a quiet that went all the way down, that he had kept his feet still and let the dark do its work, because there were some things you could only find by not forcing them, and this, in the cold sealed dark at the back of a forgotten train, was the chief of them.
Mungo had come up beside him, careful of his great feet on the old boards, and was looking at the empty seat with his head a little on one side.
“Sad to keep a place that long,” he said, “and nobody come.” Then, because he was Mungo, and because the obvious true thing was the one nobody else would say, he added, “Somebody ought to come, then. Don’t you think? If a place has been kept that careful.” He looked at the card in Roy’s hand, the name on it he could not read and did not need to. “Somebody was supposed to ride,” Mungo said. “And never did. So now we’d best find out who.”
Roy looked down at the name in the faded brown hand, and then up the long dark length of the rake to where the old engine stood at its head, waiting, as it had waited all these years, for the one passage it had sworn to make and never been let make.
“Yes,” he said. “I reckon we had.”
He slid the card into his breast pocket, careful, name-side in, the way you carry a thing you mean to give back. Then he took up the lamp and held it over the seat one last time, and with his free hand, slow, he brushed the dust from the worn place on the brass rail where a hand was meant to rest, until it came up bright under the light; and he left the rest of the dust lying where it lay, because that was not his to clear, and climbed down out of the kept car into the grey morning with Mungo padding soft behind him.
Chapter 9
The Last Promise
They did not go straight back. There seemed a wrongness in hurrying out of that car the way you would not bang a door on a sickroom, and so for a while Roy and Mungo only stood, the lamp between them throwing its small warm circle over the seat and the strap-hung dust and the brown card in Roy’s hand, and let the cold sealed quiet hold what it had held so long.
When they did go, they went the slow way, back up the length of the rake car by car, and Roy carried the lamp low so as not to wake more than he had to. By the time they reached the open door at the head end the others had gathered, drawn by something in the dark the way crew always were, and there was Pip jigging from foot to foot on the cinders below, and Hessa with a flask warming in her two hands, and, off to the side where he had been for days now, Bart, on his upturned crate beside the cold flank of the engine, not moving, not having moved, keeping his place.
Roy came down the step and held the card out into the lamplight where they could all see it. He did not say anything yet. He had learned that a thing read aloud too fast was a thing half-read, and this one wanted all of them to read it together, slowly, the way it had been made.
“A promise,” he said at last, because that was where it began. “Bart said a promise, days back, and he was right, only none of us knew the size of it.” He turned the card so the faded name caught the light. “There was a passenger meant to ride this train. One seat, in a train built for nothing but freight, kept and made ready and never used. And there’s a name on it.”
“Whose?” said Pip, who could not help it.
“The man who built the line,” Roy said.
It came to him as he said it, the whole of it, the way the last piece of a thing you have been turning over for days drops suddenly into the place that was always shaped for it. The signalwoman’s half-remembered fragment at Hessa’s table. The route’s recovered reason, a first driver, a first run, the two of them laying the rail out towards Tin Hollow yard by yard with nothing ahead of them but the line they were making. And now the seat, and the name, and the booked passage never made.
“He laid these rails himself,” Roy said, slow, finding it as he went. “First hand on the line. Ran the first run on this very engine, when it was new and he was young, the two of them learning the road together because there wasn’t anybody else who knew it. And somewhere along the years, when they were both of them getting on, he made it a promise.” He looked from the card to the long dark shape of the engine and back. “That one day it would carry him home. Up the line, all the way, to the very end of the track, to the place where they set the first rail down. And that there, where the work began, he’d be laid to rest, and the engine with him, the two of them done at the same spot they started.”
For a moment nobody said anything. The line creaked once in the cold the way old metal does, settling, and far off across the dead yard something ticked and was still.
“Oh,” said Pip, very quietly, all the jig gone out of her.
It was Hessa who put words to the next part, in her dry even way, because somebody had to and she was the one who always knew which thing came next. “And the run was never made,” she said. It was not a question.
“No,” Roy said. “He’s long gone. Gone before half of us were born, I’d reckon, by the look of that card.” He smoothed his thumb once across the brown paper, careful, the way you would touch a thing you had no right to wear out. “The passage was booked and the seat was kept and the day never came. Maybe there wasn’t the money, or wasn’t the time, or the owners wouldn’t spare an engine off the freight to run a sentimental mile of empty track for one old man. Maybe he died waiting for the right week, the way people do.” He shook his head, not bitter, only sorry. “The line went on hauling ore. The promise didn’t fit the timetable, so it came off the timetable. Off the books. Out of the schedule and out of everybody’s mind.”
“Everybody’s but one,” said Bart.
They all looked round. He had not turned. He sat as he had sat for days, square and patient on his crate with his hands resting on his knees, looking up the dark side of the engine to where its single great lamp slept under its hood, and he spoke to the engine more than to them.
“It did not come off everything,” Bart said. “It came off the paper. It came off the schedule and the route map and the manifest and the memory of every living person on this line. It did not come off the engine. The engine kept it. The engine has been keeping it, by itself, against the whole weight of being forgotten, for longer than any of you have been alive.” A pause. “I find that,” he said, with enormous courtesy, “almost unbearably like the engine.”
Roy crossed to him and stood at his shoulder, and the two of them looked at Number Nine together, the man and the robot who had sat the longest with it.
And it came clear to Roy then, the last knot of it, the thing that had been just out of reach since the day he’d set the override down and refused the easy forcing of it. He had known for days the engine was not broken. He had known longer, since Bart named it, that what the line read as obstruction was faith. But he had not, until this minute, understood why no force on the line had been able to shift it, and why no force ever could.
You could tow a broken thing. You could drag a stuck thing, given enough weight on the cable and enough men on the bar, because a stuck thing only had its own dumb mass to set against you, and mass would always give to mass in the end. But this was not that. This was a thing holding a place, and you could not tow a machine away from a word it had kept for a lifetime, not with every winch on the Scatter, because the holding was not in its wheels or its brakes or its seized old bearings. It was in the part of it that had said yes to a man a long time ago and never once said otherwise. Number Nine had set itself against the override the way a person sets themselves against being made to break their word, and there was no engine on any line that could pull harder than that.
“That’s why none of it worked,” Roy said, half to himself. “Pip’s start. The brake men. The closure rig sitting up the line ready to throw.” He looked at his own hands. “You can force a fault. You can’t force a promise. We were all of us trying to mend a thing that was never bent.”
“It would,” Bart agreed, looking up at the engine with something that in any other voice might have been pride, “rather go to the breakers with the word unbroken than make any run but the right one. I should know,” he added. “It is precisely what I should do.”
Mungo had come up on the other side, careful of his great soft feet on the cinders, and stood looking at the engine with his head a little on one side, the way he’d looked at the empty seat. He was a while saying anything. Mungo usually was. And then he said the thing none of them had quite let themselves say, in the plain way he said the obvious true things nobody else would.
“So it isn’t finished,” Mungo said. “Everybody keeps calling it finished. The man with the clock called it finished. But it isn’t. It’s just got nobody left to do its work for.” He looked round at them, mild and certain. “That’s not the same. Is it? Being old and not wanted, that’s not the same as having nothing left to do.”
He said it in the middle of the dead yard, plain, the way he said the things nobody else would.
“No,” Roy said. “It isn’t the same. Nowhere near it.” He let Mungo’s words stand where Mungo had put them, and did not gild them. “You’ve the right of it.”
He saw it land all the same. He saw Pip stop her jigging and go still. He saw Hessa’s mouth do the small thing it did when she’d been told nothing she didn’t already feel and was glad to hear it anyway. And he saw, which was the rarest thing on that line and the one he’d remember, Bart turn his head from the engine to him, and hold there a beat longer than a robot ever needed to, before he turned back.
“Quite,” said Bart.
Which from Bart was a great deal.
So that was the case, then, turned over at last and lying the right way up. For days Roy had been working at why the engine wouldn’t go, and the why was answered now, complete. And the trouble with answering a why all the way to the bottom was that it never let you stop there: it always handed you a what-next.
Because if the engine wasn’t broken, there was nothing to mend. If it wasn’t stuck, there was nothing to free. The thing standing cold on its single thread of rail was not a fault to be cleared off the line before the salvage came. It was a duty waiting to be done. The final run, the one scheduled run the whole closure clock was hung on, the run the closure agent meant to force or override and have done with, was not a formality at all, and it was not defiance either. It was the reason the line had ever been laid. It was the one thing Number Nine had stayed alive past its own time to do. The engine had been waiting, all these years, in the cold, for somebody to let it make the run it was built for last.
He had come up this line, he saw now, to do the thing he always did: find the why of a machine nobody would keep, and then save it from the bad ending, find it a place, keep it off the breaker’s hook. He had set the override down on that, sure as anything. And he was not wrong, exactly. He had only had the duty a size too small. The kind thing here was not to save Number Nine from its ending. It was to help it reach the one it had chosen and held to. Not a rescue, then. An ushering. He turned the new shape of it over once, quiet, and found it sat easy on him, the way a thing does when it has only got bigger and not changed under your hand.
And it could be made. That was the thing that came up under Roy’s tiredness and quietly straightened his back. It was not a thing that needed undoing or arguing into nothing. It was a thing that could be done, if they were careful, and clever, and quick enough, and gentle enough not to spoil it by hurrying.
He could feel the shape of it filling in, the way a job did once you finally had its measure. There would be a passenger to find, because the man was gone but the seat had been booked for him and a man with a promise like that did not, in Roy’s experience, leave the world without leaving kin behind to mind his word for him. Somebody, somewhere down a thin cold trail, was still owed this. There would be the override to keep off, the closure rig up the line in its cradle with the clock ticking against it, to be held at arm’s length a while longer without it ever coming down, because the whole of it would be ruined if the run were forced at the last after all this. And there would be the rake itself, old and seized and half a museum, to be coaxed back into something fit to roll one final mile, not started against its will but readied, so that when the time came the engine could go of its own resolve.
A lot to do. A short clock to do it under. Roy looked at the dark down the line where the override sat waiting, and at the cold proud engine that would not be hurried, and at his crew, who were all of them, even Pip, standing very still in the lamplight and waiting on him.
“Right,” he said, and it came out almost easy, almost glad, the way a thing does when you have stopped fighting it and started building it. “Then we’d best stop trying to clear it, and start helping it finish.”
Hessa pressed the warm flask into his hands without being asked, which was her way of saying she was with him. Pip drew a breath to ask the first of about forty questions and, to her own evident surprise, held it. And Bart, on his crate, did not get up, because his work was here and he meant to go on doing it, but he settled himself a degree firmer against the engine’s cold side, the way a man digs in who has decided to see a thing through to the end rather than walk away before it goes wrong, and Roy understood, watching him, that Bart had stopped sitting with the engine to keep it company in its dying and had begun, against every habit he owned, to mind how its ending turned out.
Roy walked a little way back down the rail on his own, the lamp swinging, and stopped, and looked the long single line down to where the old engine stood at its head with its lamp asleep and its word still kept. Three things, then, and a short clock to do them under.
He thought of the closure agent up the line with her clock, and of the one unhurried question he’d put to her, the day they’d met on the line: what is it you reckon you’ll be reading for. There’d been no clock in it, and she’d let something slip back, that she had never before met an engine that braced, and then deferred to noon all the same, the way she always did. A woman did not admit a thing like that unless it had got under her guard. Whatever she was turning over up there in the dark, she had not thrown the switch yet. That was a thread to mind, and mind soon.
Chapter 10
The Granddaughter
The name on the passage was old, and the trail of it thin, but a word kept for a lifetime is a kind of map, and at the end of it Roy did not find a grave or a ghost, but a small, straight-backed old woman who had been waiting, she said, her whole life, for somebody to ask.
It took the better part of two days to follow it down, and most of that was Hessa’s doing rather than his. The route had its last few friends, and they remembered what the new owners had not thought to keep: a family down towards the far end where the line dwindled to its last lamps, thinned the way frontier families did, down to a daughter, and then, after a deal of squinting, to one. There was still one. An old one, who had used to come up to the last halt, they said, and sit and watch for a train. Lived quiet now at the settlement end, in a small house that hadn’t moved when most of the others had.
So they went the last of the way to her, Roy and Hessa, on the rail-truck Pip had coaxed into running, out across the flat dust-bound country where the single thread of track ran straight and lonely towards Tin Hollow and the lamps at the far end stood fewer the further you went.
The house, when they found it, was no sadder than any of the others, which is to say it was old and it was tidy and it had the look of a place kept on purpose by somebody who had decided not to leave. There was a kettle’s worth of smoke from the chimney. There was a swept step. Roy stood at the foot of it a moment, hat in his hands, and found he did not quite know how a man went about knocking on a door to tell the person behind it that the thing they had waited their whole life for had, after all this time, come.
In the end he knocked the ordinary way, because there wasn’t a special one.
She opened the door herself, and she was small, and she was straight-backed, and she looked up at the two of them on her step with a pair of clear unhurried eyes that took Roy’s measure the way he was used to taking other people’s, and was not in the least afraid.
“You’ll be off the train,” she said. It was not a question. Nothing she said that afternoon was much of a question; she had done her asking long ago, and had only been waiting on the answers.
“We are,” Roy said.
“Then you’d best come in,” she said, and stood back from the door. “I’ve kept the kettle on for a good many years. You’ll not be the ones to find it cold.”
She gave them tea in cups that did not match and were none the worse for it, and she sat very upright in a hard chair by the window with her hands folded in her lap, and she told them, without any fuss at all, the thing she had carried.
The room told a fair bit before she did. It was small and it was spare, the way a room gets when a person has spent a lifetime needing very little and seeing to it themselves. But there was one chair drawn up to the window at exactly the angle a body would choose to watch a particular stretch of country, and only the one so placed. She had sat here, he understood, a great many afternoons, with her face to the long flat run where the rail went out of sight, and she had watched the place where a train would come from if a train were ever going to come.
“My grandfather built that line,” she said. “Laid it down with his own two hands, the most of it, when there wasn’t a line to lay it along. He and that engine learned the road together, he used to say, on account of there being nobody else to teach either of them.” A small movement of her mouth that on a less composed face would have been a smile. “He thought the world of it. More than was sensible, my mother used to say. But then my mother never had to teach a road to anybody.”
Roy turned his cup slowly in his hands and let her go at her own pace. He was good at that. It was most of his trade, the not-hurrying.
“When he got old,” she said, “he made it a promise, the two of them, the way you’d make a promise to a person. That it would carry him home, one day, up the line to the very end where they’d set the first rail down, and there he’d be laid to rest, where the work began. He booked the passage himself. One seat. He was so pleased with himself the day he did it.” She looked at her hands. “And then there was a bad winter, and after the bad winter there was the matter of the money, and after the money it was the owners wouldn’t spare an engine off the ore for a sentimental mile, and after the owners it was that he was too poorly to travel, and after that,” she said, evenly, “there was no after that. He went. And the passage was still sat there, booked and never made, and the seat still kept, and the word still given and not yet answered.”
She lifted her eyes to Roy, and they were perfectly steady.
“It came down to me,” she said. “My mother meant to keep it and couldn’t, the line being what it was, and it came down to me the way these things do, to the last one left holding them. And I have wanted, every year of a long life, to go up that line and carry what’s left of him home and lay him down where he asked. And every year there was a reason I couldn’t. The line wouldn’t run it. The owners wouldn’t hear of it. I hadn’t the means, and then I hadn’t the strength to argue, and then there was nobody left to argue with.” She smoothed the front of her dress, once, the way Roy had seen him smooth the brown card. “A person can wait a long time on a thing like that, if they’ve nothing to do but wait. I had got rather good at it.”
She was quiet a moment, and when she spoke again it was lower. “I set out the once. A long while back, when I still had the legs for it. I’d a mind to walk the line myself, if it wouldn’t carry me, and carry him up it on my own two feet. I got the better part of a day out along that rail, and somewhere out there I sat down and I could not make myself stand up and go on. So I turned round. I came home and I put the box back on the sill.” She folded her hands the smaller for it. “I have not told a living soul that until now. I let myself believe it was the legs. It was not only the legs.”
She said it plainly, with no reach in it for pity, and Roy thought that was the part a man could miss if he wasn’t paying attention. She was not telling him a sad story. She was telling him an account, the way you’d tell a stranger the history of a field or a house, and the waiting in it was not a wound she was showing him. It was simply the shape her life had taken, and she had stood up straight inside that shape for so long that she wore it now the way other people wore their height. She had carried the wanting and stayed straight, and the cost of that, Roy reckoned, was the kind of thing you didn’t say out loud and didn’t need to.
“I made my peace with it,” she said, after a moment, as though she had followed his thought partway down the road. “Or I told myself I had. I stopped expecting. That’s a different thing from giving up; I want you to know that. I never gave it up. I only stopped expecting anybody to come. But I kept the kettle on.”
There was a small box on the sill beside her, a plain one, the kind a careful person keeps a careful thing in. Roy did not look at it long. He understood what it was, and that understanding it was enough, and that staring would be the wrong sort of attention to pay a thing carried that far and that faithfully.
“Ma’am,” he said. “The engine kept it too.”
For the first time she went still in a different way, a holding-of-breath way, and Roy went on carefully, because this was the part that mattered and he meant to set it down gently.
“It never made the run,” he said. “Same as you. But it never let go of it either. The owners took the passage off the timetable years back, off the books, out of everybody’s memory. Off everything except the engine. It’s stood on a single rail this whole while, refusing to be moved on and refusing to be finished, holding a seat for a passenger the schedule forgot. We thought it was broken. It wasn’t broken. It was waiting. Same as you’ve been waiting.” He turned the cup once more. “The two of you have been keeping the one promise from the two ends of it, all this time, and never knew the other was still at it.”
She did not answer at once. She sat with her hands folded and her eyes on him, and Roy watched her take it in the slow careful way she did everything, turning it over, fitting it against fifty years of a thing she had thought she carried alone. It was a large thing, landing on a place worn tender by a lifetime, and she needed a breath to let it touch down.
She did not weep, which he had half braced for and was glad not to have to manage, because there is a kind of weeping that asks to be soothed and this woman had not asked to be soothed about anything in fifty years. She sat with it instead, upright in her hard chair, and let it settle into her the way the truth of a thing settles when it has finally got somewhere to land. And then she said, very simply, the thing that undid Roy more than any weeping would have:
“Then it didn’t forget him.”
“No, ma’am,” Roy said. “It surely didn’t.”
“All this time,” she said, “I thought I was the only one left who hadn’t.” She looked towards the window, towards the long flat run of country where the rail went out of sight, the very stretch, Roy understood now, that she had been watching from that chair for more afternoons than he could count. “And there it’s been. The whole while. Minding the word. Same as me.” Her hands moved, once, in her lap, and were still again. “It standing at its end of the line, and me sitting at mine, and all that empty country in between, and the both of us watching the same rail for the same reason and neither one knowing.” She was quiet a moment. “That’s the part that catches me. Not that I waited. I had got used to the waiting. It’s that I wasn’t alone in it and never knew, and might have gone the rest of my way not knowing, if you hadn’t come up that step with your hat in your hand.”
“It didn’t know either, ma’am,” Roy said. “If that’s any comfort. The two of you have been keeping faith blind. It’s only now the both of you can stop.”
It came clear to Roy then, sitting in that tidy room with his tea going cold, the last rightness of the thing he’d been turning over since the sealed car. He had already come round, back among the cooling rails, to seeing that the kind thing was not to save the engine from its ending but to help it reach the one it had chosen; and this was that same turn, carried one step further. It had been keeping faith with a person, and that person had been keeping faith right back, the whole long while, from a small house at the dwindling end of the line. Neither one of them could reach the other across the years the owners had quietly erased between them. Two halves of one kept word, set down so long ago that everybody else had let it slide off the books, and never once, either of them, let it slide off themselves. He had wondered, in the yard, whether the man had left kin to mind his word. The man had left more than that. He had left somebody as faithful as the engine, and the wonder of it was only that it had taken a stranger off a salvage job to put the two faithful things in the same sentence at last.
“We mean to run it,” Roy said. “If you’ll allow it. The line’s closing, and there’s a clock on us, and there’s a deal still to set right before she’ll roll. The closure’s got an agent on it, and she’s been asking after the engine particular, which tells me the clock’s nearer than I’d like. But she’ll roll. And there’s a seat aboard with a name on it, booked and paid and kept all this while, and it was booked for your grandfather, and I’d say that makes it as near to yours as a seat ever was anybody’s.” He set his cup down. “Will you come and ride your train, ma’am? Will you carry him home?”
She looked at him a good long moment, the clear eyes going over him once more, and Roy let her look, because a woman who had waited a lifetime had earned the right to be sure of the man who’d finally turned up. He did not fill the silence. The surest thing you can offer a person at the edge of something large is the room to step over it in their own time, and he gave her the room, and when she had taken the measure of him and found it would do, she answered him not with a yes but with a thing better than a yes.
“I have had my coat by the door,” she said at last, “for a great many years. I should be ashamed to make you wait while I fetched it now.”
She rose, straight as a young woman though her hands told otherwise, and she took the plain box from the sill and held it against her, careful, the way you hold a thing you have carried so long it has stopped being a weight and become a part of how you stand. And Hessa, who had not said a word the whole while but had been doing the thing Hessa did, which was to make a room feel like somewhere a difficult thing could safely be said, got up and took the old woman’s free arm, not to support it, only to walk beside it, which the old woman allowed.
She paused once on her own threshold, the box held to her, and looked back into the small spare room as though to be sure she had everything, though there was plainly nothing in it she meant to bring but what she already held. Then she turned her face to the door and did not look back again.
The rake stood in the yard when they got back to it, the one passenger car coupled up behind the engine and the whole of it wanting work before it would go anywhere, and Roy came round the end of the car with a spanner in his hand and stopped, because Pip was already at the coupling and Pip was talking.
Not to the engine. To the coupling itself, the seized old knuckle of it, low and quick and patient, the way you’d gentle a nervous horse. “Nobody’s going to force you,” she was telling it, working oil in with a small brush, her voice bright and certain. “Not me, not anybody. You don’t have to go all at once. You only have to give the once, when you’re ready, and then we leave you be. That’s all. The once, when you’re ready.” She tapped it, light, friendly. “Roy’s way.”
Roy stood at the end of the car and did not interrupt, and did not let on. He had spent a deal of this trip teaching her not to force a thing, and there she was teaching it back to a lump of cold iron in her own words, and getting it right. He let her finish before he came round.
Chapter 11
Honouring the Run
Roy did not go back to the closure to win an argument. He went back to change a single word in it, from clear to finish, and to his quiet surprise the people on the clock, once they understood, were glad to let him.
They came up the rail in the morning light, the rail-truck loaded heavier than it had gone out, Hessa at the controls and the old woman sat very upright on the bench between them with the plain box held against her the whole way, and Roy found the dead yard not dead at all. Word had run ahead of them down the thin wire of the line the way word does on a frontier, faster than any train and a deal less reliable, and the route’s last few friends had come in on it. The old signalwoman from her dead-end depot, the squinting depot-keeper from the far halt, one or two more besides that Hessa had warmed at her table over the long week, all stood about the head of the line in the loose uncertain way of people who have answered a thing they cannot quite name and are wondering now whether they had any business answering it.
Because they had come, most of them, to see the line cleared. That was the shape the closure had put on it, and the shape a person reaches for when there is nothing better to hand.
He did not gather them and make a speech. He had a deep distrust of speeches, having made one already this week and watched it strike home and do nothing, every word of it true and not one of them able to shift the hour. He helped the old woman down off the bench instead, and let the friends see her, the small straight-backed shape of her with the box in her arms, and he let Hessa do the introducing, low and unhurried. This is the first driver’s granddaughter, she said, and that was all, and Roy watched it go round the loose ring of them and change the morning.
Because they had known the first driver. Not the man, most of them, who was gone before their time, but the name of him, the hand that had laid the first rail down where there was no rail to lay it along. The old signalwoman had had it off her own father, the story of the man and the engine learning the road together because there was nobody else to teach either of them, the kind of tale a line keeps about itself the way a family keeps one. And here was the end of it stood on the dust with a box in her arms, no story at all now, only an old woman who had waited her whole life to keep a word.
“She’s come to make the run,” Roy said, to nobody in particular, into the quiet that had fallen. “The one run that’s left. The one the line was laid for in the first place, before it was ever an ore line, before any of us. Her grandfather booked the seat. He never got to ride it. She means to ride it for him.” He looked round at them, easy, not pressing. “We could clear the line, like the paper says. Or we could finish it. There’s the difference stood right there, and I’ll not tell you which it is. You knew this road when it lived. You tell me.”
And nobody was argued into anything, which was the only kind of turning Roy had ever trusted. They were only reminded what the line had been for. He saw it take the old signalwoman first, who put a hand to her mouth and then took it away and stood the straighter for it, and he saw it move along the ring of them, friend to friend, the clearing party turning, without a single one of them deciding it out loud, into something else. An honour guard. The people who had come to stand by an ending stood by it still, but the other way up now, and the dead yard became in the space of a held breath a place where a thing was going to be done.
The closure agent was at the rake when he found her, marking cars off the salvage list against a clock that was not hers and that she could no more move than she could move the engine. She had her clipboard against her chest and that brisk efficiency worn close about her, the way some people stay busy so the rest of them needn’t be asked anything, and when she saw him coming she straightened and offered him the worn, careful expression of a person who had long since mislaid the trick of a proper smile.
“Noon,” she said, before he could speak, because she was a fair woman and meant to be fair about this too. “You said you’d have something by noon. I’ll hear it. But the override comes down after, and the tow behind it, and I’ll not pretend otherwise. I’ve a salvage crew rolling and a date on the paper, and neither of those things has changed since last night for being wished at.”
“It hasn’t changed,” Roy agreed. “The line’s closed. I’m not here to tell you it isn’t. You were right about that from the first evening, and I’d not insult you by going back on it now.”
That stopped her, a little, the way agreeing with a person stops them when they have braced for the other thing.
“The engine’s obsolete,” Roy went on. “No ore’s coming down this track again. The owners are right that it doesn’t pay, and you’re right that it can’t stay as it is, cold and set on a live rail. I’ll sign my name to every word of that.” He let it sit. “But there’s a run still on the schedule. Booked, never struck off, the last scheduled run, the one this whole clock of yours is hung on. You came to force it or void it and have done. I’m asking you to let it be made instead.”
“It’s a freight engine that won’t make its run,” she said. “That’s the fault. That’s the whole fault.”
“It’s an engine that won’t make the wrong run,” Roy said. “Not a clearing run, with a rig on its flank to take the deciding off it. It set its whole heart against that, and you saw what that did to it, and you can’t tow a thing that’s holding a place, not with every winch on the Scatter, because there’s nothing there for force to take hold of.” He nodded up the rail to where the engine stood at the head of its train, cold and patient and proud. “But there’s a run it’s been waiting a lifetime to make. The first driver’s last passage. The man’s gone, but his granddaughter’s come, and the seat’s hers now, booked and kept, and the run she means to make is the very run that’s on your schedule. You don’t have to force it. You don’t have to void it. You only have to let it be the thing it already is.”
He watched her do the arithmetic, because she was a person who did arithmetic and there was no shame in it.
“It’s the same run,” she said slowly. “On the paper. The last scheduled run, made by noon, line quiet by the date.” She turned the clipboard over in her hands, not reading it. “The owners get their quiet rail by the day they wrote down, either road.”
“Either road,” Roy said. “Only one of them needs your override. One’s a fault forced clear, and the office a great way off reads it as a balky asset overridden and towed, which is a true enough line in a ledger and a poor one to write about a thing that ran this road longer than anyone alive. The other’s the line’s last task completed, on the day, by the book, the engine making the run that’s on the schedule because it’s on the schedule. You wouldn’t be defying the closure. You’d be finishing it. A different word for each, and they cost you the same clock, and only one of them costs you the rig.” He spread two hands, the same gesture she had made at him that first evening, only he turned it the other way up as he made it, so that it stopped meaning it isn’t anybody’s fault and came to mean, plainly, it’s yours to say. “Clear, or finish. I’d take finish, if it were mine. But the clock’s yours, and so’s the choosing.”
She was quiet a long moment, all that busy efficiency held very still, and Roy let her have it, because a person doing real arithmetic should never be hurried at the sum. Then she set the clipboard down on the lip of the goods car, the salvage list face-down, and looked up the long single line to the engine at its head, and something in her, the part that had been on a clock so long it had forgotten there was a person underneath running it, came loose a degree.
“I have cleared a great many things,” she said, and it was not a complaint, only a fact she had not said aloud before. “Lines and units and yards. Got rather good at it. Nobody ever asked me to finish one.” Her jaw set the way it had set the first evening. “It’s a clean record, mine. Every line cleared on the date written. The owners read ledgers, not mercy, and a ledger doesn’t carry why. One line written finished where the rest say cleared, and there’s a clerk a thousand miles off second-guessing the one that didn’t go down on schedule, wanting to know why this one went soft.” She did not yield. The cost was named, and still hers alone. “That’s my line to defend. Mine, on my record. Not yours.”
And Roy, who had spent a working life saying I just read them; I don’t decide and meaning it as a shelter, set the shelter down. “Put my name to it,” he said. “Beside yours, on the record. If a clerk a thousand miles off wants to know why this one went soft, the answer’s got my name on it before it has yours. The second-guessing’s mine to take, and the blame with it. You’ll not carry that one alone.”
“It’s a real cost to you, that,” she said, and it was not a question.
“I’d not offer it if it weren’t.”
That was what turned her: not the arithmetic, which she had done already, but the way through that cost him to make. “But the date holds. A run made is a schedule cleared, the task discharged and not defied, and I lose nothing they can read for it but a rig I’d sooner not throw anyway.” The flicker came back, and this time she let it land. “You’re a difficult man to be efficient at.”
“So I’m told,” said Roy. He let a beat go by, the way he did when a thing still wanted settling. “There’s the engine itself, mind. After the run. The paper has it down for the breakers with the rest, towed off and weighed in once the rails are lifted.”
She looked at him, then up the line at the engine, and he watched her come to it on her own, which was the only road that would hold. “The salvage list is mine to write,” she said slowly, the way a person says a thing they had half forgotten was true. “Nobody writes a word about that machine that I don’t write first. I said as much the first evening; I meant it as a warning, and you’ve turned it into a gift.” She turned the clipboard over. “I can strike it off. Mark it completed in place, left standing at the end of the track where the rails stop and the work began. Not booked as an asset to collect. Not cleared. Kept. A marker, the engine and the buffers together, for whoever comes after to read.” The word seemed to surprise her, coming out of her own mouth. “That’s not towing. That’s the other thing you keep on at me about. That’s finishing.” Then the carefulness came back into her, because she was honest to the last. “Mind, it’s borrowed time, not a pardon. Head office hasn’t noticed yet. But the owners’ ledger reaches every line in the end, and some season a clerk weighs the yard and finds an engine struck off the breakers and never weighed in, and asks why. There’ll be a reckoning then, for me and maybe for the engine too. It only sleeps. It doesn’t go away.” She set her jaw. “I’ll write it kept anyway.”
“That’s finishing,” Roy agreed.
“Make your run, then,” she said. “By noon, mind. The clock’s still the clock; I can’t move that and I’ll not pretend to. But a run made is a schedule cleared, and I’ll write it down that way and mean it, and the engine logged finished where it stands, struck off the list and left to rest.” She picked the clipboard back up, and then, before she turned, she added the thing that told Roy the turn was real and not just tired. “Leave the override where it lies. I’ll not be wanting it. And when she goes, I’d like to be stood here to see her off, if there’s no objection. I find I’d rather watch a thing finish than clear it. It’s been a while.”
Which left the rake, and the rake was Pip’s.
She had been jigging at the edge of it all morning, near to bursting with the thing she had not been let do, because the last time Pip threw her whole fizzing self at this engine she had thrown it at the forcing of it, and it had set itself harder and the clock had jumped and the worst night of the job had come down on all of them out of the best heart on the ship. She had not forgotten it; Roy could see she had not. There was a carefulness in her now that did not suit her any better than the misery had.
So he gave her hands something to do that was the size of all of her.
“Not the engine,” he said. “Leave the engine be; it knows its own mind and it doesn’t want yours leant on it. The rake’s the job. The whole rake, Pip. It’s old and seized and it’s been a museum on a siding for years, and it’s got to roll one clean mile under that engine when she goes, and it’ll only roll if it’s fit to roll, every coupling and bearing and brake on every car, done right and done quick. You’re not to force a thing today. You’re to enable one. There’s a difference, and it’s the whole job, and it’s yours.”
He watched the carefulness fall off her like a coat dropped, because here at last was a thing her fizz was the right tool for. Making a thing able, so that when it wanted to, it could. The energy that had thrown itself at the override’s controls, willing the engine, come on, come on, you old love, turned itself round in the space of a breath and threw itself the right way.
She went down the rake like a small bright weather, and then, at the passenger car, Roy saw her stop. She did not lay a tool on it. She held her hands a hair off the metal, palms open, the way he had been at her all season to do and she had never once had the patience for, and she went still, reading. He watched her feel for where the seized truck would give of its own accord before she touched it. It was the slow reading she had skipped in her hurry, done now without his asking, and Roy held his peace and let her have it. Mungo, who had got a shoulder near, said the slow obvious true thing. “It wants to go,” he rumbled. “You can feel it wanting to.” And it landed only after her hands had already told her the same, so that the old soft beast was not telling her a thing but agreeing with her, crowning the method, and Roy saw her take it that way and grin.
The single passenger car, the one car among all the sealed goods ever built to carry a person, she fell on then with both hands, and it had a manual gear in it, an old hand-set running gear from before the engine-minds did the deciding, and that was the saving of it, because a manual gear could be made fit without ever once asking the engine to be forced. She freed the seized couplings one by one, knocking the years off them, oiling and working them till they took and gave the way couplings should, and she crawled the length of every brake rig and called the bad ones out. Mungo, who had wandered up peckish and stayed when he saw there was lifting to do, lifted. He set his broad nose to each bearing-box before Pip touched it, and grunted where the grease had gone bad, so she went to those first and left the sweet ones be; and he got a shoulder under the sagging end of the passenger car and held its whole weight, patient as a wall, while she worked the seized truck free beneath it.
Hessa’s friends, the honour guard, found themselves useful, which is the kindest thing you can do with a grief. There were hands to sweep and hands to carry, and an old signalwoman who knew, it turned out, more about a brake rig than most of the rest of them together, from a life spent watching trains pass and minding they passed safe. The passenger car was swept, the dust of a forgotten timetable cleared from the one place a person was meant to sit, the manual gear set, and the couplings tested down the length of the rake until the whole old thing stood coupled true behind its engine and fit, for the first time in a lifetime, to roll.
And through all of it Bart did not move from his crate. He had sat the vigil out by the cold wheel, close enough to keep it company and no closer, the whole long while; but Roy, passing him in the last of the afternoon, saw that the minding in him had changed again. He was not bracing now. He was waiting the way you wait for a thing you have started, against every habit, to believe might come right. He had stayed to see the engine off, not to start it and not to mourn it, only to be there at the going, and Roy did not name it to him, because naming a thing was how you frightened it back into its shell.
“It’s nearly ready,” Roy said, only that.
“So I observe,” said Bart. He was quiet a moment, the dry melancholy ticking over behind his stillness. “I had resolved not to get my hopes up. I find I have failed at it. It is, I am told, the one thing I have ever been thoroughly good at, and I have gone and failed at it for a freight engine.” He turned his head to the great cold flank beside him, and back, and said no more, which from Bart was a great deal said.
“It’s a good failing,” Roy said.
So the old rake stood ready in the last of the light, the passenger car swept and the kept seat dusted and the manual gear set true, the friends of the line gathered loose and quiet at the head of it where a clearing party had stood that morning and an honour guard stood now. The closure agent stood among them with her clipboard lowered for once and her clock, for the first time in a week, running on her side; and the override stood dark in its cradle where no one, in the end, had needed to throw it, and where no one now ever would.
Roy went to the old woman, who had waited at the foot of the passenger car’s step the whole while with the plain box held against her, the easy practised way of a person for whom it had long since stopped being a thing carried and turned simply into a thing kept. He took off his hat, and offered her his arm, and she took it, not to be supported, only to climb beside.
He helped a small straight-backed old woman up the step and into the seat her family had booked a lifetime ago. She settled into it the way a person settles who has been a long time coming, and set the box on her knees, and folded her hands over it, and looked up the single thread of rail to the dark country and the few last lamps strung out towards Tin Hollow and the end of the track where the work began.
Then Roy went forward, along the fit and waiting rake, past Bart on his crate and Pip with her hands at last gone still, past Mungo and Hessa and the gathered friends, to the great cold patient engine at the head of it all, that had stood on a single rail a lifetime refusing to be finished because it was not yet done; and he laid his hand on its bright worn metal, gentle, the way he laid a hand on anything he did not mean to press, and told Number Nine, quietly, that its passenger was aboard and its road was clear and the word was kept at both ends now, and that it could go whenever it was ready.
Chapter 12
The End of the Track
Nobody threw a switch. Nobody gave a command. Roy laid his hand on the bright worn metal a moment longer, the way you let a hand rest on a friend who has been a long while making up his mind, and then took it away and stepped back, and waited, and did not will it; and after a lifetime on a single rail with its whole patient heart set against the wrong going, Old Number Nine, of its own accord, began to move.
It came so quiet at first that Roy felt it before he heard it. A loosening, a settling, the great cold weight shifting off the long-held set of itself the way a person’s shoulders come down when at last they are let put down a load. Then a breath in the deep of the engine, and a turning, and the first slow grind of a wheel that had not wanted to turn for any winch on the Scatter coming round now because the engine had decided it should. There was nothing forced in it. That was what Roy would carry away, more than the rest, the absolute unforced ease of it: a thing that could not be made to go, going, because it was finally free to.
It went the length of itself by inches. The engine took up the slack one coupling at a time, and Roy heard them come tight in their turn, a small iron knock and then another a beat behind it, the second car, the third. Pip stood by the near coupling with her lips moving, counting them down under her breath, four, five. Mungo had felt it before any of them; his hand had pressed flat to the boards and gone still a half-beat before the first wheel showed it, and he said nothing, only kept the hand down.
He had been afraid, somewhere under the patience, that it would not. He need not have been. The engine knew its own mind, as it had always known it, and its mind, once its road was clear and its word kept at both ends, was to go.
“Well,” said Bart, from his crate, into the hush. “I’ll be wired.”
It was not much of a thing to say. It was, Roy thought, very nearly the largest thing Bart had ever said, and he let it stand, because remarking on it was how you frightened it back into its shell.
The rake took up the going behind the engine, car by car, the slack running out of the couplings Pip had freed, and the old passenger car came off its long sleep with a sigh through every fit-again joint, and the granddaughter in her kept seat put one hand flat to the windowframe and did not look frightened. She looked like a woman who had stepped at last onto a path she had stood at the foot of her whole life. She looked up the single thread of rail to the dark country and the strung lamps, and settled the box on her knees, and let the engine carry her.
The friends of the line stood back off the rail and watched it pass, the honour guard that had been a clearing party that morning, and not one of them said a word, because there are goings that words only get in the way of. The closure agent stood among them with her clipboard at her side, and watched the engine come past with the still attention of a person seeing, after a great many clearings, a finishing, and finding it a different thing entirely and had been all along.
They went up the line the long slow way, and there was no dread in any mile of it.
Roy had ridden last trains before. Not many; a man does not get many in a life. He knew the shape of the thing, the held breath, the looking back, the sense of a door swinging shut behind you as you pass. This was not that. This was a last train with the dread taken clean out of it and only the honour left, which was a thing he had not known a last train could be until he was riding one.
The Marigold kept company alongside, low and easy off the rail, Hessa at her helm and her old much-mended flank catching the strung lamps as they ran out across the dust towards Tin Hollow. She did not crowd the engine. She kept her distance the way you keep it from a thing doing a thing of its own, near enough to be company and far enough to leave it be, and Roy, riding the open platform with the night air going by warm and dust-smelling, thought the ship had the best manners of any rig he had ever crewed.
Mungo sat the platform beside him, a great soft mossy bulk filling more than his share of it, one broad hand laid flat to the boards to feel the engine through them, and watched the country go and said, after a long while of watching it, “It’s glad.” He kept his hand where it was. “Not glad to stop. Glad to be doing. There’s a difference.”
It was not, in the least, a stupid thing to say, and Roy did not treat it as one. It was very near the centre of the whole matter, said plain in the only register that could carry it without breaking it, and he sat with it the rest of that mile.
Pip came down the rake at a run somewhere past the third dead depot, her hands gone still at last and her face lit with the clean joy of a young engineer whose work has held. “Every coupling,” she said, breathless, “every single one, all the way down, not one of them so much as grumbled, did you hear it, Roy, it just went, like it had been waiting to go, like all it ever needed was the gear set right and somebody to let it.” She caught herself, the carefulness flickering at the edge of her the way a burned hand flinches near a stove. “I didn’t make it go. I want that said. I just made it able.”
“You made it able,” Roy agreed. “That’s the whole of the job, Pip. That’s the only job there ever was.”
She grinned, and the grin had no carefulness left in it, the burn healed over clean at last, and she went to lean on the rail and watch the lamps run out towards the end of the line.
Roy did not go and look in on the granddaughter. A person riding home a thing she has carried a lifetime does not want a hand on her shoulder and a kind question; she wants to be let ride it. So he left her the window and the dark and the box on her knees, and minded her from a little off, ready and not pressing, which was its own kind of company and often the better.
The end of the track came up out of the dark the way the end of a thing does, gentle and then all at once.
The strung lamps gave out. The dust-bound country fell away to either side, and the single rail ran on flat and straight and dwindling, the loneliest road there was, to the place where there was no more road, where the rails had first been set down with no rail before them to lay them along. Tin Hollow stood small and lamplit off the end of it, a few warm windows in a great dark, and at the very last of the track the buffers stood, old and plain, marking where the line had always meant, from its first laid yard, to stop.
Number Nine slowed itself.
Nobody slowed it. There was no driver in the cab and no hand on a brake and no command gone down any wire, and the engine that could not be towed and could not be forced gentled its own great weight down that last quiet stretch as smooth as a thing setting a sleeping child in a cot, and brought itself to rest at the buffers exactly where the rails ran out, with the precision of a thing that had been coming home its whole long life and meant to arrive right.
And then it was still. Not stopped: there is a stillness a thing has when it is stopped, held, waiting to be made to go again, and Roy had stood by a hundred of those and knew the held-breath feel of them. This was not that. This was the stillness of a thing that has reached the place it set out for and laid the work down because the work was done, the patience that had stood a lifetime against the wrong going finally allowed to be at rest because there was no more road and no more duty and no more waiting.
They laid the first driver to rest where the work began.
It was done quietly and with a great care and no spectacle. The granddaughter came down off the step on Roy’s arm, the box held against her, and walked the last few yards of rail to the very end of it, where the buffers stood and a man had once set down the first iron of a road that would carry him home; and there, where the work had begun, the family’s word was at last kept, and the man who had given the engine its last promise was brought home and laid to rest at the end of his own track, and a peace a lifetime in the keeping was given on the spot it had always been owed.
Roy took his hat off. So did the rest of them, those that wore hats; Bart, who wore none, bowed his head, which Roy had not once seen him do and minded as much as anything he saw that night. There was no great speaking over it. The old woman said a few words, low, to her grandfather and to the engine both, too quiet for Roy to catch and not meant to be caught, and he let them go by him unheard and was glad to; they were hers. And the engine stood by, square at the buffers, its last duty discharged, its long faith kept, and was still in the way of a thing at peace.
Bart had come down off his crate.
Roy did not see him do it; he only found him there, after, stood by the great cooling flank at the end of the track with the night going quiet around them, near and not touching, the way he had kept his whole vigil. But the weather in him had changed its last degree, and Roy, who read such things from the outside because he was given no inside to read, read it plain enough.
Bart had begun this watch braced for the worst, as he braced for everything, keeping a dying thing company because keeping company in a dying was the one office his gloom had ever let him own with a clear conscience. Over the long hard days of it he had moved from bracing to a thing he had spent a careful lifetime refusing himself: he had begun to hope. And the hope had been a frightening thing to him, because Bart’s hopes were the one province he had never let down, having simply never raised them, and to raise one was to stand to lose in a way he had spent decades arranging never to.
He had raised it anyway. Not for himself. That was the part Roy minded most. Bart had not hoped for his own sake, where a disappointment would have been the old familiar country; he had hoped on the engine’s behalf, that an ending kept faith with might come out right and not only be a loss. The dreadful exposed business of hoping for someone else, where the falling would have been theirs and so very much worse, he had taken on for a freight engine he had known a week and carried the whole way up a lonesome line, and here at the end of the track it had come right.
And he let the belief stand. He did not, as he had done a thousand times over a long melancholy life, look at a thing come right and find the catch in it, the cloud behind the warm, the bill that always came in after. He stood by the finished engine and let it have been worth the hoping, and that not-reaching was, in its small immense way, the largest distance Bart had travelled.
“It went right,” Bart said, at length. He said it the way a man says a thing in a language he is only learning, carefully, half expecting it to come out wrong. “I had assumed it would not. I assumed, on the soundest available evidence and a great deal of experience, that it would all come to nothing. And it has not come to nothing.” He considered the dark, and the lamps of Tin Hollow, and the still engine. “I find I am glad I was wrong. I do not say that often. I have, in point of fact, never said it. I should like that noted too, somewhere it cannot be cleared.”
“It’s noted,” said Roy.
“Good,” said Bart, and was quiet, and stood his last by the engine, and did not take it back.
The line was still closed.
Nothing Roy had done up its lonesome length had changed the arithmetic of it by a single figure. The owners a great way off still had their unprofitable spur and their date on the paper, and the schedule would read, in an office that would never come up this line, exactly as quiet as a clearing would have. The world’s books would balance the same.
But the closure agent stood at the buffers with her clipboard up and her pencil moving, and Roy went and stood at her shoulder and watched her do the one thing that cost the office not a single figure. She did not book the engine as an asset to collect. She struck it off the salvage list, a line drawn careful and final through its number, and against it, where the form left a space for the word, she did not write cleared. She wrote finished, and under that, slower, in her own hand and not the form’s, kept in place, end of track, where the rails stop and the work began. Then she lowered the clipboard and looked at the engine standing square at the buffers, not as a thing collected nor a thing left behind, but as a thing meant from now on to be there, the engine and the old plain buffers together at the very last of the line, a marker for whoever came after to read.
Roy looked at it with her. He had spent a long life standing between a thing and the breakers, and he had thought the kindness was to save what could be saved from the stopping of it. He saw now he had had that right and a size too small. The kind thing here had not been to keep the engine from its ending; it had been to bring it to one, and mark the place, and let it stand finished where it had begun. That was not a smaller creed than the one he had carried up the line. It was the same one grown its full size, and he was glad to have come the distance to see it.
The granddaughter had her journey and her peace. The first driver was home. The route’s last friends had seen the old engine out with honour, and the engine itself stood at the end of its own road, an ending chosen and not forced, which was, Roy had come to think over a great many endings, the best run there was.
So The Marigold turned for home, which was wherever she pointed, and pointed at the next horizon.
Hessa had laid the table while they were saying their last quiet things at the end of the track, because Hessa understood better than any of them that the cure for a great feeling is not to sit and have it but to be fed in good company while it settles. When the crew came aboard out of the dust and the dark she had it full and steaming and the lamps up warm, and sat them down without ceremony and let the day come down off them the way a day should, over a table, among their own. Mungo ate, gladly, the gladdest part being that there was more. Pip talked, fast and bright, every coupling all over again. Bart took the chair Hessa angled towards the warm without being asked, and did not say it would all end in tears, and let the kettle be brought without forecasting the cost of it. And Roy sat among them on the moving home that was the only home he had ever wanted, and ate Hessa’s cooking, and was content.
The Marigold turned for the next horizon with her table full and her crew fed. Bart watched the line fall away into the dark and did not, this time, say it had all come to nothing, because for once, on a friend’s behalf, he had hoped it would come right, and it had. And far behind them, at the very end of a single rail where the work had first begun, an old engine had laid its long duty down, finished and not stopped.
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