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Satan Turns the Timetables 
 

 
Steve Abbott didn't believe in ghosts. He was leery when the engineer on Number 74 

claimed to have run over a ghost on the track. But when Abbott went out to search for a 
mangled body, he himself was railroaded into a séance with Satan. 

 
HE accompaniment of hissing steam, 
clatter of the drawbars, and the clickety-
clack of wheels on rails never soothed Joe 

Mead into relaxing his vigilance. Piloting Number 
74 through one of the worst stretches of track 
required a man’s fun attention. 

Joe Mead, grey, grizzled, and weather-

seamed, leaned out of the locomotive cab 
window, eyes on the road-bed every second. 
Pretty soon he’d reach that sharp curve which by 
itself was bad enough, but a man couldn’t throttle 
her down too much because there was a steep 
grade just around the bend. It was an engineer’s 
nightmare, but Joe Mead had taken it so often, he 
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scarcely thought about the matter. 
He glanced at his fireman who was resting on 

his shovel. 
“Ever get notions?” Joe Mead asked. “Call 

‘em hunches if you like. I’ve got a feeling we’re 
in for trouble.”  

The fireman made a derisive wrinkling of his 
nose. “You got the heebies, Pop. Anyway, nothing 
better happen to this train. Not with fourteen cars 
loaded with passengers.”  

“Nothing will,” Joe Mead said grimly. “Sure, 
it’s the heebies, all right. I get ‘em every time we 
roll through here. It’s where Midford got his five 
years ago—when the locomotive and tender went 
over. Midford was my pal. We started work 
together and planned to retire together. Hey—
make me some steam. We’ve got a schedule to 
fill, or didn’t you know that?”  

The fireman grinned and went to work. Joe 
Mead stuck his head out of the cab window again 
and saw the start of that bad curve in the powerful 
headlight. The locomotive took the corner 
gracefully. Joe Mead breathed a sigh of relief that 
was suddenly cut short. 

There before him, directly in the middle of 
the tracks, was a man. He stood not two hundred 
yards away so that the big headlight beam shot 
above him. Yet the man was illuminated well—as 
if the light formed around him like a halo. 

“Midford,” Joe Mead yelled. “Midford!”  
It was his friend, dead for five years—killed 

close by in an accident. Midford—whom he had 
known so well and could never mistake. Midford 
seemed huge, towering, and he stayed right in the 
middle of the tracks. Joe Mead grabbed the brake 
and yanked it with all his strength. Steel scraped 
against steel, throwing sparks, jolting the whole 
train. 

But it was too late. The train, traveling at 
fifty-five miles an hour couldn’t possibly be 
stopped. Joe Mead saw the man loom up larger 
and larger. Then the locomotive blocked his 
vision. Why hadn’t the man moved? Of course it 
couldn’t have been Midford. Joe Mead had been 
one of the pall bearers at his funeral, but no matter 
who he was, it became cruelly apparent that he’d 
deliberately committed suicide. 

The heavy train came to a stop. Joe Mead 
leaped out of the cab and raced down the tracks. A 
brakeman and conductor, armed with lanterns, 

joined him. His fireman came up, well to the rear. 
“What happened?” the conductor asked. 
“A man, on the tracks. Looked like Midford 

to me,” Joe Mead explained. “He stood there, let 
the train hit him. Help me look for what’s left.”  

The conductor glanced at his watch and 
turned to the brakeman. 

“Go back half a mile and stand by to signal 
Number 40. We’ve a twenty minute leeway, thank 
goodness. I’ll have Joe Mead signal with the 
whistle if we finish up before then.” 

 
HE brakeman hurried down the tracks. Joe 
Mead and the conductors, now aided by 

every employee on the train, started hunting the 
corpse. They looked up and down both sides of 
the train while the conductor’s face expressed 
more and more doubt. 

“Don’t ask me if I’m sure I saw him,” Mead 
said curtly. “I’ve got good eyes. He was there and 
he couldn’t have jumped. Never!”  

“All right, Joe,” the conductor said, “but the 
body didn’t just vanish. Even if it did, there’d be 
blood stains. This baby you pilot doesn’t tickle 
people she hits.” Another man, waving a 
flashlight, approached. He was burly, wore an old 
straw hat and overalls. 

“I’m the signalman at the crossing,” he 
explained. “What’s the matter?”  

Joe Mead whirled toward him. “The man I 
hit stood just behind the crossing and your shack. 
You must have seen him. 

“What man?” the signalman asked. 
“I didn’t see anybody, and I watched you roll 

through here. It’s the only excitement I ever get in 
this forsaken spot.”  

“You—saw nobody? No one at all?” Joe 
Mead passed a hand across his eyes. “I don’t 
understand it. I feel all right. I know what I saw, 
especially since the man looked so much like 
Midford.”  

The fireman nudged the conductor and 
motioned him away. He dropped his voice to a 
whisper. 

“Pop was talking funny just before it 
happened. Said he had a premonition or 
something. Maybe the poor guy has gone crazy.”  

“Crazy or not,” the conductor snapped, 
“we’ve got to roll out of here. Watch him. If he 
acts funny again, pull the brake. Get aboard and 
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signal the brakeman to come back. We can still 
get away before Number 40 shows up.”  

Joe Mead got under way in quick time, but 
he kept shaking his head from side to side. He 
couldn’t understand it. The man had been there, 
right in the middle of the tracks and yet there’d 
been no corpse, no blood—nothing. Joe Mead 
began wondering if he was going crazy, as the 
fireman and conductor suspected.  

Five hours later Joe Mead stumbled into his 
little house not too far from the roundhouse. He 
liked to hear the engines hiss steam, clang their 
bells, and hoot whistles. Someone was seated on 
the tiny porch. Joe Mead drew back in sudden 
alarm, and then he peered through the darkness. 

“Why it’s Steve Abbott. I’m glad to see you, 
Steve. How is the detective business or—wait, I 
get it. They’ve put you on my neck.”  

“That’s right, Pop,” Steve said. “Let’s go 
inside. More doggone mosquitoes around here 
than you could take care of with ten gallons of 
citronella. Unlock the door. I’m not going to 
clamp handcuffs on you, Pop. I’m just here to 
help you, and at nobody’s orders either.” Mead 
opened the door, turned on lights and sank into an 
easy chair. He put a pipe between his teeth and 
forgot to load it. . 

“Steve—I’ve just been through the mill. I 
don’t blame the boys for reporting me. That’s 
their business and maybe they’re right, too. What 
happens when an old-timer like me sees a man, 
dead for five years, standing in the middle of the 
track? Knows the man must have been hit, but 
there isn’t a trace of a body or a drop of blood.” 

“They put ‘em away,” Steve Abbott grinned. 
“Come on, Pop, brace up. If you say that’s what 
you saw, then I know it’s the truth. You don’t 
imagine things. But I listened in at a meeting and 
well, frankly, they’re thinking of putting you on 
the shelf—unless we can prove there was a trick 
of some kind.” 

 
OE MEAD nodded slowly. “I suspected that. 
All right, but how can we prove something 

that maybe never existed? I did see that man, or 
whatever it was. I—Steve—are there such things 
as ghosts? I was thinking of Midford just before it 
happened.”  

Steve Abbott shrugged. “Who am I to say 
there are no ghosts? I don’t believe in ‘em, but 

they scare the devil out of me anyhow. Pop, 
you’re upset, so in order to straighten you out, I’ll 
promise this. Tomorrow night I’m going down to 
the stretch where you saw the ghost. I’ll stay there 
as long as necessary, search every inch of the 
track. There must be something.” Mead reached 
into his pocket. 

“Steve, I found this about where I saw the 
man or—ghost. It must be one of our signal flares 
except it’s made of metal instead of cardboard. Of 
course the thing may have been there for days, but 
I picked it up anyhow.” 

Steve took the metal cylinder and sniffed of 
it. “This wasn’t hanging around for days, Pop. 
You can still smell the burned chemicals. I’ll take 
it along. Meantime, go easy no matter what the 
big boys say to you. Don’t feel bad if they refuse 
to let you work tomorrow. When I get through, 
I’ll either prove you did see something or—”  

“Or I’m crazy and not fit to be an engineer,” 
Joe Mead put in wryly. “Good, Steve. That’s the 
way I want it. A man who sees images on the 
track isn’t safe to handle a train.”  

I’ll be back in the morning,” Steve said. 
“Things to do tonight. Get some rest, Pop.” Steve 
went out slowly. He spent several hours checking 
on men who had reason to dislike Pop. There were 
several. They were jealous that he piloted Number 
74, a crack train. Steve hardly believed any of 
them could be capable of a trick against Pop, but 
he had to make sure. When he finished, he knew 
none could possibly be guilty. 

There were questions he wanted to ask Pop, 
but Steve decided the old man needed a night of 
complete rest. It was nine in the morning when he 
approached the little bungalow again. Nobody 
answered his knocks. Steve frowned and went 
around to the back door where he drew the same 
result.  

He checked a wave of sudden panic, went to 
the garage behind the house and got a steel tire 
tool. With this he forced a cellar window, let 
himself through it, and was soon on the first floor. 
He called Pop’s name without result and then 
started searching the rooms.  

He half-sensed what he’d find. Pop Mead’s 
body dangled from a rope tied to a hook in one of 
the big closets. He’d been dead for hours. Steve 
sat down slowly. Poor Pop had firmly believed 
he’d gone mad and taken the easy way out. Then 
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Steve jumped up. Pop wouldn’t have done such a 
thing. Not Pop Mead. He stepped into the closet, 
looked around, groaned. He knew what the police 
would decide. 

If this was murder, Pop’s hands would have 
been tied. There’d have been signs of violence, 
clues, furniture disarranged. Steve searched the 
body. Then his face became very grim. He 
searched the whole house next, before calling the 
police. 

 
THE medical examiner made a quick 

decision—suicide under emotional stress. Steve 
agreed with him outwardly. To himself he had 
other ideas. Until mid-afternoon he worked 
furiously in the railroad company’s offices, 
studying schedules and employment records. 

Steve Abbott, a railroad detective, didn’t 
know too much about homicide. He was no city 
cop with laboratories at his command, or hundreds 
of men to help check details. He was virtually 
alone. Because if he vouchsafed an opinion, he’d 
have been promptly put in the same class with 
Pop Mead. 

But Steve Abbott was sure of one thing. Pop 
Mead had seen a man standing in the middle of 
the tracks. A man who let himself be run down. 
No matter that there were no traces of the death. 
That would somehow be explained when the case 
was finished. 

Back in his apartment, Steve changed to 
some old clothes—really old clothes. He wanted 
to look like a tramp. He’d often put on a disguise 
of this kind. It served well when he made 
investigations along the railroad’s right of way, 
especially in the isolated regions where gentlemen 
of the road were no rarity. 

He boarded a fast freight and got off two 
miles north of the spot where Pop Mead had seen 
his phenomenon. It was dark by the time he got 
there and Steve carefully checked both his 
flashlight and his gun, well concealed beneath his 
clothes. 

Then he walked casually up the tracks. First 
of all, he wanted to examine the signalman, on 
duty at the seldom used crossing. Most of these 
fellows, he knew, were odd ducks, especially 
when they were assigned for months to some 
isolated spot like this. 

He saw the little gatehouse, with a light in its 
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single window. Steve moved up to it carefully. In 
about ten minutes a fast freight was due to come 
through. The signalman would get his lantern, 
take up a position at the intersection, and be ready 
to flag any cars or teams that might come through. 
The lantern, Steve saw, was placed on the tiny 
platform behind the shack. 

He eased himself to the ground about a dozen 
feet away. He pulled his battered hat well down 
and feigned sleep. He heard the freight in the 
distance, heard the signalman grunt as he got out 
of his chair, and a few seconds later, someone 
shook him. 

Steve opened his eyes sleepily and blinked in 
the rays of the lantern. Then he gave a nervous 
jump as if he expected the signalman to take 
definite, harsh action. 

“What are you doing here?” The signalman 
peered at him. 

“Just takin’ a nap,” Steve answered. “Can’t a 
guy lie down where he wants to?”  

“Sure,” the signalman agreed. “Stay there all 
night if you want, but I’ll fix up a spot inside. You 
look hungry. Wait’ll I highball this freight 
through. Then I’ll fix something.”  

“Gosh—thanks,” Steve replied. “I expected 
to be booted out. You’re a pretty swell guy.”  

“Call it lonesomeness,” the signalman 
shrugged. “I’m so lonesome I’d even talk to a 
bum. Hang around. I’ll be right back.” 

 
TEVE ABBOTT entered the shack and sat 
down. He would have liked to search the 

place, but it was impossible. The signalman could 
easily see him moving about through the window. 

The freight roared through, cars loaded down 
with armaments from middle west factories and 
destined for the Big Battle. They were vitally 
needed, and that freight was really laying on the 
steam. 

The signalman returned after the freight 
rolled away into the night. He set the lantern down 
on the platform, stepped into the shack, and closed 
the door. He put his back against it. 

“Okay, bum,” he snapped, and his attitude 
had changed radically “How long were you out 
there and how come you picked my shack to sleep 
near?”  

Steve sensed what was coming. “Why—I just 
happened by. I was tired—” 

“You’re a liar,” the signalman snarled. “Talk 
or, so help me, I’ll make that pan of yours uglier 
than it is now.”  

Steve knew just what was expected of him. 
Gentlemen of the road didn’t fight. They take the 
easiest way out. He began sidling toward the door. 

“I’ll go. I didn’t mean nothing. Honest—you 
got no right to muss me up. I haven’t hurt you.”  

The signalman stepped away from the door 
and opened it. “Scram,” he barked. 

Steve moved cautiously. He sensed a trick, 
but he had to play dumb. No matter what 
happened, this man must not suspect that he was 
anything but a tramp. As Steve started bolting 
through the door, the signalman moved too. He 
intercepted the railroad detective by shoving a 
massive arm in front of the door. 

Before Steve could do anything about it, the 
signalman smashed at him with his other fist. 
Steve took the blow and reeled backwards. For a 
second his fighting instinct and temper rose to the 
boiling point. The signalman moved in fast then. 
He drove Steve back against the wall, hit him 
unmercifully and as a last gesture, seized him by 
both shoulders and hurled him through the door. 
Steve landed with a painful thump, got up, and 
began running. 

“Come back and I’ll break your dirty neck,” 
the signalman called after him. “No bums allowed 
on this right of way, so remember that.”  

Steve disappeared into the darkness, but he 
didn’t go far. Now he was certain the signalman 
had reasons why he didn’t want an intruder 
around. That meant Steve wouldn’t leave for any 
reason whatsoever. He took refuge behind a bush 
and crouched close to the ground. His whole body 
ached from those blows and the fall. One thing he 
was well aware of—the signalman knew every 
trick of fighting and he’d be a mean opponent in 
any mixup. 

Steve felt blood on his hand. He reached for 
his flashlight to see how bad the wound was. The 
flash was gone. He broke out in a cold sweat. 
Without question it had fallen out of his pocket 
during the fracas. If the signalman found it, he’d 
suspect his visitor wasn’t a bum. Tramps don’t 
carry flashlights which can be sold for two bits at 
any hock shop. 

Steve crossed the tracks. He rolled up a 
sleeve and pulled down his luminous wrist watch, 

S 



David M. Norman Satan Turns the Timetables 10-Story Detective, September, 1943 
 

 6

purposely hidden until now. In twenty minutes 
Pop Mead’s old train would roll through. Things 
should happen then if Steve’s hunch was right. 

 
HEN Steve suddenly gasped. 

There was someone in the middle of the 
track! There was someone who was illuminated 
by a strange light that seemed to form a halo 
around him. The figure stood there, perfectly 
immobile. The man wore a peaked cap, a 
handkerchief wound around his neck, and overalls 
and jumper. Steve’s eyes grew wide and round. 

It was Pop Mead, standing in the middle of 
the track just as the ghost of Midford had been 
there. The ghost which only Pop had seen. 

For a moment Steve Abbott almost thought 
Pop looked as he did when he’d seen him last, 
strangled by a rope affixed to a hook in his clothes 
closet. Then he noticed there was half a smile on 
Pop’s face as if he was enjoying his part in this 
grim, grisly business. 

Steve drew his gun and noticed that his hand 
shook badly. The ghost stood there, daring him to 
come closer. There was a certain wavering quality 
to the spectre. Then Steve really got a shock. 
Right through the spectre he could see one or two 
stars. The image was transparent! 

Steve gathered all his courage, shook off a 
feeling that made him inclined to run, and slowly 
advanced toward the spectre. He could see Pop’s 
features very plainly now. He seemed much 
bigger than in life. In fact, he was about eight or 
nine feet tall, which lent additional horror to the 
scene. 

Steve gave vent to a shout, more to bolster 
his own nerve than anything else. Then he 
charged straight at the ghost. He was within a 
dozen yards of it when the image vanished. It was 
cut off from his vision as sharply as a broken 
movie film suddenly leaves the screen. 

Steve stood there, puzzled and scared. The 
gun hung limply in his hand. Darkness closed 
around him like a tight shroud and he shivered. 
Then he heard a sudden rush of footsteps, and a 
shadowy form came lunging at him. Steve did his 
best to lift the gun into position for firing, but he 
was too late. The attacker hit him below the 
knees, and Steve went sprawling along the right of 
way. 

He arose to his knees. The figure let loose 

another attack. This one with his feet. A shoe 
clipped Steve alongside the face, and he fell flat 
again. When his wits stopped gyrating, someone 
grabbed him by the collar, and he was hoisted up. 
His own gun was buried in his midriff, and behind 
it was the scowling face of the signalman. 

“Since when do bums carry flashlights and 
expensive guns?” the signalman growled. “You’re 
a Federal detective. Some kind of a detective 
anyhow. Well, I gave you a chance to get out of 
here, but you didn’t take it so now you’ll get the 
whole works.”  

“What made that ghost of Pop Mead 
appear?” Steve asked gently.  

The signalman laughed. “You would like to 
know that. Maybe I’ll tell you, but not right away. 
Yes, I will tell you. I wasn’t joking when I said I 
was lonesome. I’d even talk to a man I intend to 
kill during the next fifteen minutes. Turn around 
and start walking toward the shack. Easy now—I 
know all about guns.”  

Steve obeyed the order because anything 
short of that would have been suicide. He entered 
the shack and was promptly ordered into a corner. 
He stood there, hands shoulder high. 

“So you want to know about the ghost,” the 
signalman smirked. “Do you think it will scare the 
engineer of Number 74 enough so he’ll make a 
quick stop.”  

“Pop saw Midford’s image and he stopped,” 
Steve answered. “Certainly the train will be 
brought to a halt.”  

“Good. Thanks for telling me. I figured you 
were some kind of a cop when I found the 
flashlight. So I turned on the ghost. If anything 
would draw you into the open, that would. It’s 
perfectly simple. All you do is create a screen of a 
certain kind of heavy smoke. Stuff that will stay 
put even if there is a mild wind. Then you throw 
the image of the ghost upon that screen and—
there you have it.”  

“Do you murder men with as much 
efficiency?” Steve asked. 

 
HE signalman’s eyes narrowed. “You’re 
referring to Pop. That was a good job. I’ve 

been trained in the art of murder, my friend. 
Trained well too. You merely hold a man firmly, 
get the rope around his neck and then affix the 
other end to a hook. You grasp the man’s legs and 
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put all your weight against them. He can’t reach 
you and he strangles quickly. There are no marks. 
No need to tie the hands and make it look like 
murder. I knew they’d put it down as suicide.” 

“What’s your game?” Steve asked. “Or 
wait—I ought to know. You intend to stop 
Number 74. Following her up, with only a couple 
of minutes leeway, is another train. A freight, 
crammed with ammunition, tanks, plane parts, and 
soldiers. I’ll bet there’s a photo of Hitler in this 
shack.”  

“I am not foolish enough to keep such a 
thing,” the signalman growled. “Anyhow, the 
freight won’t see Number 74 stalled on the track 
until it’s too late. There won’t be time to send the 
brakeman back to signal. Wait—you will see the 
best wreck ever staged in this country.”  

“So you intend to keep me alive that long,” 
Steve grunted. “Suppose I don’t want to stay 
alive? Suppose I’d rather be shot now?”  

“You will live long enough,” the signalman 
promised. “I shall see to that. I want a witness to 
my handiwork, even if he will die two minutes 
after it happens. Stand where you are. Take one 
step forward and I’ll cripple you.”  

Steve calmly lowered his arms, reached into 
a pocket, and took out a pack of cigarettes. He put 
one between his lips, lit a match, and cupped it to 
his face. With a deep scowl he turned away, as if 
he didn’t want to look at this murderer any longer. 

As he turned, Steve’s left hand moved 
quickly and lifted a signal flare from a number of 
them racked on the wall. When he turned around 
again, the signalman seemed ready to shoot. 
Steve’s hands were behind his back. Suddenly one 
of them came forward. It held the signal flare with 
a sputtering fuse, burned down to the point where 
the flare would ignite. 

As the flare started to burn, Steve hurled it. 
Molten chemicals were given off. The room 
became brilliantly red with the flare. The 
signalman fired twice, but he was half blinded, 
half apprehensive of the sputtering cylinder. He 
missed. Steve had moved rapidly and he was 
coming at the man now, well under the threat of 
the gun. 

They collided with force enough to send the 
spy reeling backwards. Steve grabbed his gun 
hand, gave it a hard twist, and the weapon rattled 
to the floor. In the distance Steve heard Number 
74 roaring in. 

He closed with the spy, smashing home 
several good blows and taking just as many, until 
his senses reeled under the punishment. He had to 
keep going. If the spy scored a lucky hit, he’d 
quickly snap on whatever kind of a projector he 
used to send the image of a dead engineer on his 
screen of smoke. Number 74 would grind to a halt 
and not long afterward, the freight would smash 
into it. 

Suddenly the spy whirled and picked up a 
stool. He was getting desperate, too. He swung the 
stool at Steve’s head, hit his shoulder. Steve went 
down on his knees. Again the stool was raised, but 
this time Steve rolled out from under, and before 
the spy could get his balance, Steve had him 
around the legs. He crawled on top of the man and 
smashed home short, hard punches. He held the 
man there until Number 74 went roaring past. 
Almost on her heels came the long, heavily loaded 
freight. When it had passed by, Steve arose and let 
the spy get to his feet also. 

Steve said, “You murdered Pop. He found 
the cylinder you used to create your screen smoke. 
He didn’t know what it was, but you were afraid 
he might show it around so you killed him. 
Testing your ghost device on him was just a 
rehearsal. 

“You got a picture of Midford from an old 
newspaper reporting the wreck. You used that in 
flashing your image on the screen. It was easy 
enough to get Pop’s picture from his apartment 
where you killed him. 

“What you intended to do to that freight and 
to those people on the passenger train, was 
ghastly, but it didn’t happen. You did succeed in 
killing Pop though, and what I’m going to do to 
you is just punishment for that crime. Put up your 
hands because when I get through, you’ll be in a 
prison hospital for some time before they carry 
you to the chair.” 

 


