The 23:14 Traveller
A small mystery at a nearly deserted station
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The blue tin
Three evenings running, the woman came into the station café at eleven. She ordered tea, left the bag beside the glass and watched the footbridge. At ten past she paid. Four minutes later she was standing at the top of the bridge, exactly halfway between the lamps.
Vera could see her while she stacked the chairs. In her olive raincoat the woman looked as though she were waiting for somebody to finish parking. But the car park was empty. The last passenger train left at 22:56. After that there was only the freight train, which did not appear on the yellow departure board.
On Thursday a blue biscuit tin remained under the café table. Vera found it while sweeping. A strip of masking tape on the handle said BAS. The lid would not quite shut. Inside were a small microphone, coils of cable and an envelope containing three photographs. No address or telephone number.
The top photograph showed two young men outside the old signal box. One held a sign saying LAST SHIFT. The other was trying to look solemn, although his rolled trouser legs were covered in mud. On the back somebody had pencilled: 23:14. Don't forget.
Vera put everything back. Once, searching a lost wallet for a name, she had read a letter she wished she had never seen. Since then she preferred to keep to the outside of other people's belongings.
Still, she walked out onto the platform. The footbridge shone with rain. It would close on Monday; the new underpass was already in use. At the top she noticed a white chalk mark on the handrail. Below it, a screw was missing from the old brass maker's plate.
There was no sign of the woman.
Vera thought of the dealer who had asked whether the café clock was for sale. People like that considered a building demolished while somebody was still mopping its floor. She took out her phone, then put it away. One missing screw was hardly evidence.
Back in the kitchen she placed the tin beside the unclaimed umbrellas. The clock above the door said 23:20. Her phone said 23:14. She tapped the clock's wooden case. It had been six minutes fast for months. Most regulars had learned to allow for it.
A mark on the rail
Ivo came for coffee on Friday before his maintenance crew started work. Vera asked about the brass plate.
‘That screw's been gone since June,’ he said. ‘Reported it twice.’ He raised two fingers, with a pastry wedged between them. ‘Why?’
She told him about the woman and the tin. He did not know her, but he had seen somebody attaching a phone to the handrail. The chalk was probably a position marker. Two parallel rubber marks were visible on the metal.
Vera looked at the photograph again. A departure board stood behind the men. The 23:14 went to the city. There was no date, but the cigarette machine beside the signal box had disappeared fifteen years ago. She had mistaken an old departure time for an appointment.
At half past ten she put the tin on the counter. The woman did not arrive until a quarter past eleven, breathless and without her coat. She wore a cardigan over a blouse with one cuff undone.
‘That's mine.’ She rested both hands on the lid. ‘I've lost my coat as well. Left it at my sister's. It's becoming a habit.’
‘It says Bas.’
‘My brother. I'm Ria.’
Vera indicated the photographs without taking them out. ‘I looked for a telephone number. That was all.’
‘Then you've seen the men. Bas on the left. My husband on the right.’ Ria tapped the microphone. ‘That belongs to the boy next door. He says I have to pay if I break it. Fair enough.’
‘Are you filming the bridge?’
‘Trying to.’
She said it so plainly that Vera felt ashamed of the dealer she had invented for her. Ria explained that Bas was recovering from a hip operation and could no longer climb the steps. He had worked nights at the station for years. An illness had left him deaf; they used video calls, with captions when her hands were busy.
‘Who's the microphone for, then?’ Vera asked.
‘Me. I worked here too.’ Ria drew the tin towards her. ‘But the film needs to show more than the things I want to hear again.’
Vera filled two glasses with water. Outside, Ivo struck a gate with his palm because it would not latch. The crack came sharply through the open window above the door.
The final frame
The freight train now passed at 23:27, Ria explained, though that could vary. On the first evening her phone had not recorded. On the second, rain had ruined the picture. On Thursday she had packed up early when her sister called. The tin had stayed under the table.
‘The time on the photograph,’ said Vera. ‘23:14.’
‘The last train on their last shift together. My husband transferred to the depot after that. Bas stayed.’ She smiled. ‘When I gave him the photographs, he wrote that on the back. He wanted to remember the last train.’
On the bridge Ria clamped her phone above the chalk mark. She wanted the old signal-box door, the platform and the bend all in one shot. In a test clip the previous week she had filmed only the rails. Bas had messaged to ask where the radiator guard had gone, the one they used to dry their gloves on in winter.
‘That's indoors,’ said Vera.
‘Exactly. I'm filming a railway. He wants to see where he worked.’
Vera asked Ivo whether they could open the signal box. He consulted his keys and told them not to touch anything. Inside, the air smelled of cold dust. Ria filmed the radiator, the square of unfaded paint where a calendar had hung and a deep scratch in the window ledge.
She lingered over the scratch.
‘Bas tried to get a cupboard through here,’ she told the camera. ‘Not our dad. You've been getting that wrong for thirty years.’
They watched the clip together. Ria corrected the automatic captions: cupboard, not custard. Then they returned to the bridge. Vera held the blue tin so the cable would not pull on the microphone.
When the locomotive rounded the bend, Ria started recording. The sound rolled between the brick walls. Above them, the glass in the lamp trembled. Ria tilted the phone up briefly, then back to the wagons. Vera understood why she had chosen the same spot each night. From here you could see the lamp shaking and the train disappear.
Afterwards Ria sent the film, together with the captioned footage from the signal box. They waited on the lower landing while the final wagon cleared the points.
Bas replied with a photograph of his hand, thumb raised. Then a message arrived: Left window still stuck?
Ria laughed, her voice roughened by the cold.
Yes, she typed. Vera tried it.
Vera had indeed. She could still see the red mark on her palm. Back in the café she set the clock back six minutes. Ria hung her cardigan over a chair and, this time, lowered the tea bag into the glass.
