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Chapter One
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The Downsend station clock had hung dead at twenty past four for longer than anyone on the railway could remember, and on Thursday morning Otty had it on her bench in forty-one pieces and was beginning to like it very much.

She had counted them twice, laying each on a square of white cloth in the order it had come out, so that the movement lay across the bench like a sentence she was about to read aloud: the plates and pillars, the fusee with its cone of grooves, the chain coiled in a saucer, the wheels in their train, the pallets, the two hands side by side like a pair of black scissors. The day was grey and mild and dry, with no wind to rattle the yard door, and the Christmas lights strung across the Square were switched on already, pale and a little foolish against the morning. Through the bow window she could see the tree by the market cross, still leaning very slightly to the left where the council had stood it up on Monday.

She had fetched the movement from Downsend on Tuesday on a works train, with Laurie driving the van from the station house to the platform end and talking about ballast. It had come home wrapped in a blanket on her knees. Laurie had asked, in the tone of a man bracing for a bill, how bad it was, and she had told him what she told everyone: "It's not broken, it's only stopped."

That was the truth of it, and the truth had been a pleasure to find. The oil in the pivots had gone to gum, thick and brown as old toffee, years of it, and it had locked the train as firmly as a hand on a wheel. Two pivots were worn, the third wheel's and the escape wheel's, but only worn, with a little polishing and a bush apiece they would run for another century. There was no cracked plate, no snapped arbor, no clumsy repair by some well-meaning volunteer with a hammer. Somebody had hung a good clock on a wall in a waiting room and left it to run until it couldn't, and then had had the sense to leave it alone.

She worked with the loupe pushed up on her forehead and her sleeves rolled, and her hands did what they knew. She had always liked that about the trade: the thinking took place somewhere underneath, in the wrists. She eased the chain off the fusee link by link and cleaned each link in the little bath, and watched the brown run out of it. She pegged out a pivot hole, found the burr in it, and drew it clean with a broach, turning the broach a quarter at a time and counting under her breath. She polished the pivot on the lathe, steady, with the belt humming, and held it to the window to check the shine.

Behind her the regulator beat its slow second, as it had beaten every second of her childhood, and she worked to it without noticing, the way a person walks to a tune they have not noticed they are humming.

The pendulum was a plain steel rod with a brass bob the size of a saucer, and she hung it on the bench stand and gave it a push just to watch it swing. It swung like an honest thing. The dial lay face up on a folded cloth: a big white enamel circle, the numerals black Roman, the IIII (as clock dials have always had it) square and sure of itself, the whole face crossed at one corner by a crack in the glass where somebody, long ago, had slammed a door. She breathed on it and wiped it with her thumb. Twenty past four, said the hands, which she had taken off and which were therefore not saying anything, so it was only her memory of them, and she smiled at herself.

Pinion had come in from the yard at nine and inspected the whole operation from the hood of the regulator. At ten he dropped to the bench, hopped along the edge of the cloth on his one leg, and picked up a small steel screw in his beak. He looked at it for some time, as a customs officer looks at a passport, turned it over, and put it back exactly where it had been.

"Thank you," said Otty. "I mean that."

He fluffed his grey nape and went back up to the regulator, and she wrote it on her list of things that had never happened before.

The dark oak case stood against the end of the bench with its door open, and it was while she was wiping the inside of it with a soft cloth, to take off sixty years of dust, that she noticed the label. It was pasted to the backboard, a small square of paper gone the colour of a digestive biscuit, and on it, in ink, in a hand she would have known across a field:

Ex Combe box. Rehung Downsend. J.T.

She smiled before she had read it twice. Jarvis had written the capital letters like little railings, and he had crossed his T as if he were slamming it shut. He had labelled everything he ever touched, jam jars and coat hangers and the underside of chairs. Combe Halt was a platform and a lamp in a fold of the Downs; she supposed there had been a box there once, and that the clock had hung in it, and that somebody had carried it down the line. She thought, that's tidy of you, Grandfather, and went on wiping, and thought no more about it.

The shop bell went at about eleven, and again at twenty past, and by lunch she had sold a battery, repaired nothing at all, and taken in two carriage clocks, one with a bad fall in its past and one with a good deal of its owner's feeling about it. Both must be right for Christmas. December in the shop was always like this: the customers came in out of the grey with their ticking parcels held in front of them like trifle, and each of them was sure that their clock was the only one that mattered, and each of them was, in a way, correct. She wrote the tickets in her round hand, hung each parcel on its numbered hook, and went back to the fusee.

At four the light went. It did not fade so much as leave, the windows turning from grey to blue to the dark of a closed eye, and she had just reached for the lamp when the shop bell clanged as if somebody had thrown it a bone.

"Hallo, hallo!" said a voice, in the manner of a man announcing a train.

He filled the doorway: broad, pink, weather-beaten, in a blue anorak zipped to the chin, with a white beard that was not the sort you bought. It was real and combed and a good eight inches long, and he carried it in front of him like a cargo. Royston Kemp, whom she had last seen in the booking office being measured for a red suit, took off his woollen cap, shook it out, and looked round at the forty clocks on the walls with the satisfaction of a man inspecting a regiment.

"Miss Tolhurst. Otty, if I may. You've been wanted at the station for weeks, and there's no hurry in the world, but I'll say this: if the Downsend clock is anywhere near as good as that lot, we shall have punctual waiting. Dreadful thing, a station with an idle clock. Dreadful."

"It's coming along," said Otty. "It was only stopped."

"Stopped! Like most of the railway." He laughed, a large laugh with the beard in it, and she found she was laughing too. "I won't keep you. I want something doing, and doing quickly, and I can't think who else I'd trust."

From inside his anorak, with some ceremony, he took out a watch. It was an old Swiss lever in a nickel case, worn bright at the edges, with a plain white dial and a small seconds hand, and he laid it on the counter between them as if it were an egg.

"My father's. Railwayman's watch, forty years on the line before mine. It wants a clean. It runs, but it's not what it was, and I'd like it right before Saturday, because on Saturday I'm Father Christmas, the first Santa Special, and Father Christmas cannot be late."

"He wouldn't dare," said Otty.

"He does not." Kemp patted the counter. "Half past seven, with my first cup of tea, every morning since I was sixteen. A railwayman winds his watch before he winds himself."

"That's a good rule."

"The only one I've never broken." He beamed. "Now, you'll want my telephone number for your ticket."

She had the pen out, and the pad. "Please. A mobile's best, if you..."

"I do not own a mobile telephone, I have never owned a mobile telephone, and this railway ran for a hundred years without one."

"Right," said Otty, and wrote home where she had been going to write mobile. "Then I'll take the house."

He gave her the number, slowly and with a flourish on the last four digits, as if each were a verse, and she wrote it down. He told her, because she had not asked, that the children pulled the beard. All of them pulled it. One small girl last year had pulled it so hard he'd said, "Ho!" in his own voice, and had had to apologise to the carriage. His booklet, the history of the line, fifty years of it with photographs, was out a fortnight on Thursday, and he would bring her a copy, signed, because a man should sign his work. He looked past her shoulder, through the workshop door, to where the regulator stood against the wall with its long case dark and its pendulum swinging behind the glass.

"Now that," said Kemp, "is a clock."

"She's the one all the others are set by."

"I can hear why." He listened, head on one side, hand flat on his anorak, like a man in church. Then he caught sight of Pinion, who had come down to the edge of the bench and was regarding him over the top of the dial. "And who's this? Good afternoon, sir. Royston Kemp. Chairman of the Stellbridge and Downs, retired from nothing."

Pinion looked at him with one pale eye. It was a look of perfect, courteous disinterest, the look of a head waiter who has not yet been shown a reservation. Kemp bowed to it, quite seriously, and Pinion turned his back and examined the lathe.

"I shall win him over," said Kemp, on his way out, in the voice of a man who has never lost an argument to a bird. "Saturday, young woman. Ten o'clock at the very latest, the watch, if you can, and you can come and see the train."

The bell clanged. The door closed. The smell of cold air and the smell of him, peppermint and wool, stayed a little while in the shop.

She cleaned the watch that evening at the bench under the lamp, once the shop was shut and the blinds were down and the kettle had been boiled and drunk. It was a good plain movement, honest Swiss, a little tired, with dried oil in the balance pivots and a hairspring that wanted its coils evened. She took it down and cleaned and oiled it and put it together again, and by half past seven it was ticking in her palm, five quick beats to each slow one from the regulator, as quick and bright as a sparrow.

She wound it fully, to the stop, with her thumb and finger on the crown, and laid it face up on a square of baize beside the regulator's case, where she could see both dials without moving her head. That was how Jarvis had always done it: every watch that left the shop was wound once, set on the baize, and left to run from a full wind, and he'd written down the hour it stopped. It told you more than any amount of staring. She took a job ticket, wrote Kemp. Swiss lever, nickel. Wound 7.30, and pinned it to the board.

Then she sat on her stool, with her tea gone cool, and listened to the two of them.

The regulator beat the seconds out slowly, like a man counting money he is not quite ready to part with. The watch ran quick and light on the baize under it, five to each, an argument conducted in two different tempos and agreed on every point. Through the shop and the bow window she could see across the Square to the town hall, where the clock face glowed a dull gold, the minute hand just past the half. In twenty-five minutes it would pass eight without a sound, as it had for twenty years, and the Square would go on with its business all the same.

It was about 7.35 by the regulator. The dark pressed on the windows, grey and mild. The Downsend movement lay in pieces on the bench with its chain in the saucer, and Kemp was long gone home to the top of the town. Pinion was asleep on the hood of the regulator with his head under his wing, and Otty put the kettle on again, and sat on, listening to the time.
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The Turret Clock Restoration Committee met on Friday evening to decide how much of the town hall clock the town could afford to have mended, and Councillor Bellingham had decided beforehand that the answer was about half.

Otty did not know this at nine that morning. At nine she knew only that it was drizzling, that it had been drizzling since before she woke, and that the yard window of the workshop was running like a car windscreen. The light never properly arrived. It sat grey at the glass until the middle of the day and began leaving again at three, with sunset due at 3.56 and nobody in Stellbridge expecting to see it.

The Downsend movement stood on the test stand by the lathe, cleaned, oiled and going. She had spent most of Thursday on the fusee chain and the rest on the pivots, and now it ticked at the slow, even beat of a thing that has been told it may stop worrying. She watched it for five minutes with her tea. Behind her the regulator kept its own count, and the two did not quite agree, which was as it should be, since one was a patient and the other a doctor.

Royston Kemp's watch lay on its cloth beside the regulator, face up, where she could glance at it between jobs. It had been going since half past seven on Thursday evening. She checked it against the regulator at ten and again at noon, and both times it had lost nothing worth writing down. Pinion came down off the regulator hood to look at it, put his head on one side, and went back up. He had been in an odd mood since breakfast, and it had cost her a washer.

By eleven she had cleared the bench of everything else and set out the day books.

The report was due with Corinne by five. It was meant to be a plain account for a committee of laymen: what the turret clock was, what was wrong with it, what each repair would cost. Otty had been writing it in her head for a month and found it harder on paper, because on paper she had to leave things out. She took the going train first, which was easy. The pivots were worn oval in their holes, the bushes were past saving, and the pendulum suspension spring had been patched once by somebody with more courage than skill. She set each item down with its remedy and its price, in the order she would do the work, and the going train came to a page and a half and a figure she thought was fair.

Then the strike.

The strike had not been wound for twenty years. She could say what she had seen of it, which was a great deal of dust and a very good set of wheels, and she could say what it would cost to bring back. What she could not say, to a committee, was what Jarvis had known about it. He had worked on the turret clock for sixty years, and he had written down everything. So she took the day books off the shelf above the bench, one fat volume at a time, and began reading his turret entries a year at a time, starting with the most recent and working backwards.

It was slow, companionable work, and she was not sorry for it. Jarvis's hand was square and black and never hurried: Turret, going train, oiled. Turret, weights checked. Turret, W.H. says she is losing a minute a week, found the pallets dry. Wilfred Hobden's initials turned up in the margins year after year, as regular as the entries, and she found she was reading them for company. She ate a sandwich at the bench without tasting it. The drizzle thickened on the window.

She came to the entry in the afternoon, a little after two. The book was the one for twenty years ago, and the page was June, the last week, the week she had gone. She had not meant to read that week. She turned to it because the dates told her she must pass through it, and she had told herself she would pass through it quickly.

It was in the middle of the page, between a barometer and a farmhouse clock, in the same black ink.

"Turret: strike locked. Will not force her. Told the police what's in her. Not my job to tidy up after a thief. J.T."

She read it. She read it again, more slowly, as she would read a drawing she suspected of an error, and found no error. Every word was in its place.

Neither of the two things she was thinking of was in the entry. One was the glint she had seen deep in the locking work, small and cold and not brass, which she had touched with nothing and left where it lay. The other was the chalk on the strike frame, in the same square hand: LEAVE HER. J.T. She stood at the bench with her hand flat on the page and found she did not know what to do with either, or with the two together. Jarvis had told the police. That was the plain sense of it. He had told the police and they had done whatever police did, and he had written down that it was not his job and gone on to the farmhouse clock.

And she had not been in Stellbridge to ask him.

She closed the book on her thumb, then opened it again and finished the page, because it would have been a poor sort of conservator who stopped at the entry she did not like. The farmhouse clock was a long-case, wanting a new mainspring. Then she took the next volume down, and the next, and did nothing at all about the strike entry except copy the dates of the work into her report. When the going train and the strike were both on the page she gave the strike a paragraph, honestly priced, and let it stand.

She delivered the report to Corinne at ten to five, across the Square in the dark, under the arcade where Monty's bench stood shuttered for the night. Corinne took it from her with both hands, as though it were wet.

"Seven o'clock," Corinne said. "Wear something that can be looked at."

At seven, in a clean jumper that could be looked at, Otty climbed the stairs. The assembly room at the top of the town hall had been built for a more confident century, and the chandelier still thought so. It hung in the middle of the ceiling with its crystals cut and its wires showing, and under it the committee sat at a long table with a green cloth, in the light of perhaps a third of its bulbs.

Corinne was at one end with the papers in three neat piles. Three committee members sat along the table with their coats still on, a retired solicitor and two others, all of them looking at the radiators with the faith of people who had been told they would come on. Rowena Saxby had a chair in the public seats, the only member of the public, with a flask of coffee on her knee and a blanket she had brought from the car. She raised the flask to Otty as she came in.

Otty presented. She stood up, said what the clock was, what was wrong with it and what it would cost, and sat down in rather less than ten minutes, with the going train first and the strike last, as she had written it. She did not say anything about June. Nobody asked her to.

Councillor Bellingham, in the chair, in a bow tie the colour of port, let a decent interval go by and then rose, though no one had asked him to.

"My dear Miss Tolhurst," he said, "a model of clarity."

He then spoke for four minutes on the town's finances, and by the end of them stage one of the restoration was the going train, and only the going train. He announced it twice, the second time more loudly. As to the strike, he was sorry to say it was a luxury.

"I will not put the ratepayers to a penny on a strike nobody in this town has missed in twenty years," he said.

He was louder than he needed to be. There was nobody in the room to hear him but the people in it, and none of them was deaf. One of the committee coughed. Rowena unscrewed the cup of her flask. Corinne wrote something on her top sheet, drew a line under it, and did not look up.

The committee would decide stage one in January, Bellingham said, and the meeting was closed. It had taken forty minutes.

On the landing afterwards Corinne fell into step beside Otty, folding the papers into her bag, and spoke so quietly that the stairwell took half of it.

"He'll come round," she said. "He usually comes round sideways."

"Which side is that?"

"You'll know it when he's there. He'll have thought of it himself."

They crossed the Square in the drizzle without discussing it. The Half Moon was warm, and smelled of wet wool and woodsmoke, and the Christmas lights outside swung in the drizzle and made coloured smears on the tiles. Corinne bought the halves. They took the settle by the fire, and Bunty came out from behind the bar to look at them both as though counting them.

"Sold out," she said. "Every Santa Special, every train, every weekend, and Laurie's had to put a notice up. And the Buffet's mine for December, my loves, so if you want a mince pie at the station you'll be wanting me."

"They'll be the railway's," said Corinne.

"They'll be the railway's," said Bunty, with great dignity, and went back to her pumps.

Otty drank her half slowly and let Corinne talk about the rates. It was a comfort to be in a room where the clocks were somebody else's business.

She was home by nine. The yard was streaming. The workshop was warm and smelled of oil and cold brass, and Pinion was on the regulator hood with his one foot tucked into his feathers, looking at her down his beak as if she were late.

She did not put the big light on. She lit the lamp over the bench and looked at Kemp's watch where it lay on its cloth. The sum was easy: seven-thirty on Thursday to seven-thirty on Friday was twenty-four hours, and seven-thirty to nine was an hour and a half more, which made twenty-five and a half. It was still going, and it was still right.

She sat down with the day book open at the strike entry, in the lamplight, with the drizzle on the yard window.
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Chapter Three
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Royston Kemp's watch stopped on Otty's bench at 9.31 on Saturday morning, thirty-eight hours after she had wound it, which was exactly what she had hoped.

She had been watching it, in the way she watched everything on the bench, with half an eye and no fuss. The seconds hand had slowed, hesitated over the six, gone on to the seven, and quit. The balance gave one last small shiver and was still. She wrote the sum on the back of the job ticket before the thought could drift, because a sum was only as good as the minute it was made in.

Wound fully 7.30 Thursday evening. Stopped 9.31 Saturday morning.

7.30 on Thursday to 7.30 on Friday was 24 hours. 7.30 on Friday to 9.30 on Saturday was 14 more, and the extra minute made no difference worth the ink. Twenty-four and fourteen made thirty-eight.

It was a good, honest figure for an old Swiss lever in a nickel case that had been running in one man's pocket for most of a century. She wrote underneath it, "Ran 38 hrs from full wind. O.T.", and put the ticket in the drawer under the bench lamp, where Jarvis had kept every one. Then she wound the watch again until the mainspring told her fingers it was full, set it against the regulator, and shut the nickel lid on it with a click. The regulator went on beating behind her, serene, as it had done every second since before she was born.

Outside, the Square was white at its edges and the sky over the roofs was the hard clean blue that only comes with a frost. When she went out to the yard for her coat, she could see the Downs over the chimney pots with their tops furred white, as if somebody had run a floured thumb along the ridge. It was twenty-five to ten by the town hall's north dial. Pinion was on the hood of the regulator with his one foot tucked up, watching her pocket the watch.

"Not this one," she told him. "This one is on its way back to its owner."

He looked at the pocket and then at the ceiling, which she took as consent.

She took Tanyard Twitten at a brisk walk, with the breath going out in front of her, and crossed the footbridge with the Stell running high and brown underneath. Steam stood up from the station yard in a column and then lay flat along the platform roof, white against the blue. She could smell it before she saw it: coal smoke, hot oil, and under it something sweet that could only be Bunty.

The first Santa Special day was in full cry. The platform was already crowded, and half the crowd was under four feet high. Children in pyjamas under their coats, as the handbill had suggested, stood in rows with their breath smoking, wearing wellingtons and wings and one small dinosaur. The two elves, a retired teacher and her grandson in matching green, were counting heads at the barrier with the calm of people who had done a great deal of counting in their lives. The green tank engine stood at the platform edge, breathing, its brass bright, and Zac leaned out of the cab, black to the elbows and grinning like a boy who had been given a train.

"Cheers, Otty!" he shouted, for no reason at all.

In the Buffet doorway Bunty Stapley stood behind a tray of her own mince pies, which she said were the railway's. She handed one over the counter without a word and without taking any money.

"Eat that, my love, you're blue."

"I'm not blue, I'm cold."

"Same thing in December."

Laurie came down the platform in his guard's cap with his grandfather's watch out on its chain, checking it against the platform clock and the platform clock against the sky. He nodded to her, and she nodded back, which in Laurie's language was a whole paragraph. On the booking office board hung the handbill, a little curled at the corner where the drawing pin had pulled. She read it again out of pure pleasure. "SANTA SPECIALS. Saturdays and Sundays in December. Father Christmas aboard every train. Depart Stellbridge 10.30, 11.45, 1.00, 2.15 and 3.35, calling at Combe Halt. Return from Downsend 11.15, 12.30, 1.45, 3.00 and 4.20, arriving Stellbridge 11.35, 12.50, 2.05, 3.20 and 4.40." Somebody had been careful with it, and she knew who: she would have known Laurie's figures anywhere.

She pushed into the booking office at a quarter to ten.

It was warm, with the stove going and brass polish on the air. The stove glowed in the corner, with the stool nearest it and Odette Bassett on the stool, small and straight-backed in her damson cardigan. At the window stood the dating press on its square of green baize, and on the wall behind her the cabinet of brass ticket tubes shone in rows, each with its little card label. Royston Kemp stood in the middle of the floor, enormous and pink, in his red trousers and his anorak with the white beard combed out for the day, though the red coat was still on its hanger in the Workshop. He lit up when he saw her.

"Young woman! Tell me my watch is alive."

"It is alive," said Otty, and held it out. "It ran thirty-eight hours from a full wind, and then it stopped. That's a good figure. I've wound it again, and it's set to the regulator."

He took the watch in a hand like a ham. "Thirty-eight hours," he said. "Well, there. I have never let it get past one." He turned the crown a turn, deliberately, with a flourish. "For luck."

"Once a day, I'd hope," said Odette, without looking up.

"Every day since I was sixteen," said Kemp, "with my first cup of tea." He stowed the watch in his waistcoat and clapped his hands. "Now. Odette. A platform ticket."

"Pound," said Odette.

He put the coin down on the counter as grandly as a man laying a bet. She took a card from the top of the tube marked PLATFORM, laid it under the press, and brought the lever down with a thump that made a small child in the booking hall cheer. She slid the ticket across. Kemp turned it over in his fingers as if he had never seen one, and then drew from his anorak pocket a fat wad of the same buff cards, held with a rubber band. He added the new one to the top of the pile, patted it, and put it away.

"One for every day I've stood on this platform since they made me chairman," he told Otty. "Twelve years, and not a day missed. Rules are rules."

"And the only man on the railway who pays for one," said Odette.

Otty looked at the cabinet. She could not help it; she liked a well-made cabinet. "Is it always the top card?"

Odette turned round on her stool, evidently pleased to be asked by somebody who wanted to know.

"Lowest number on top. You take the top one, you date it, you sell it. At night you write down the first and the last, and you pay for every one in between."

"That's very neat."

"It's the only way it can be done." Odette smoothed her cardigan. "I drive in from Downsend every morning, forty years, and never once caught my own train. And I'll tell you something else. Forty years, and my returns have never been a penny out or a number out of line."

"She is the only honest thing on this railway," said Kemp.

"I'm aware," said Odette.

They were both laughing when the whistle went. Otty put the last of the mince pie in her mouth and went to find a seat, and half the platform seemed to be ahead of her.

She rode the 10.30 as a passenger, in a carriage that smelled of varnish and wet wool, with a small girl in a nightdress and wellingtons across the aisle explaining to nobody that it was the real Father Christmas, because the others had cardboard. The train drew out with a long steady beat and the frost-white fields slid past the window like pages. Then the door at the end of the carriage opened, and Father Christmas came through it with his sack on his shoulder.

He had changed in the Workshop and was magnificent, in the red coat, the white beard, the broad black belt and the boots, and he came down the aisle with a "Ho, ho, ho" that rattled the luggage rack. He knew every child's name, or gave that impression. A boy of about five reached up and tried the beard, hard, with both hands, and Kemp bent patiently and let him, and said it was real as a Christmas pudding, and gave him a parcel the size of a brick.

Combe Halt went by, a single platform and one lamp in a fold of the hills, and then the Downs closed in and
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