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  Chapter 1
The Last Stretch


The last octave is the hardest. 
People don't believe that. They think the hard part of tuning a piano must be the middle, where the music is, where every chord a child ever plays lives, and where you set the temperament: the twelve notes everything else hangs from. And the middle is hard. But it's a hard you can learn. You count beats, you listen for the fifths to shimmer at the right speed and the thirds to roll at theirs, and if you're patient and your ear's good and somebody like Ivor Penhallow stands behind you for ten years saying again, maid, you get it right.
The top octave is different. Up there the strings are short and tight as wire, and the notes are so high and so quick that there are almost no beats left to count. And they don't behave. A real string isn't the perfect thing in a physics textbook; it's a bit of steel wire with stiffness in it, and the stiffness makes its overtones ring a little sharp of where the mathematics says they should be. So if you tune the top octave pure, true to the arithmetic, it sounds flat. Dull. Wrong. You have to stretch it: widen each octave a hair beyond pure, a little more with every note you climb, until the top of the piano sings in tune with itself, not with the textbook. How much? That's the question. That's the whole question. There's no number for it. Too little and the treble sounds tired; too much and it screams. You do it by ear, at the end, when you're tired, and there's nothing to check it against but whether it sounds right.
Ivor says the stretch is where you find out what kind of tuner you are. Gareth used to say it's where tuners go to argue in the pub.
I was doing the stretch on the Corn Exchange Steinway at a quarter to three on the last Saturday in November, with my head almost inside the lid and Crotchet asleep beside the pedals, when Tony Marlowe put his hand on my shoulder.

"Octavia, my dear. Don't let me stop you."
He had. It's very hard to tune the top octave of a concert grand with somebody's hand on your shoulder. But I'd heard him come in through the stage door ten minutes earlier and cross the hall, talking all the way to the man from the art college who was carrying his boxes, and I'd known he'd stop. Tony Marlowe always stops. It's one of the things people love about him.
"Hello, Mr Marlowe."
"Tony. I keep telling you. Mr Marlowe was my father, and he was a dreadful man." He laughed. He has a lovely laugh: warm and deep and well practised, the laugh of a man who has given a great many talks to a great many Women's Institutes and knows exactly where they'll laugh back. His voice is the same. Rich, round, a little plummy, every consonant in its place, the voice of somebody who was at school with the kind of men who read the news. And he smells, always, of vetiver cologne and old paper and, very faintly, of the woodsmoke of the stove in his study on Wells Road, which he lights every afternoon from October to April and writes beside. "The stretch, is it? Ivor taught me that word. In about 1979. I've never been sure I understand it."
"It's widening the octaves at the top. So the treble sings."
"So the treble sings," said Tony Marlowe, as if I'd said something profound. "How lovely. Like a choir's top line. You want the sopranos just a hair sharp, don't you, or the whole thing sags." His hand gave my shoulder a little squeeze, and lifted. "I'm hanging the exhibition. In the foyer. Come and see it when you're done. Well. Come and hear it. There's a sound installation; Cyril's voice, and some old recordings. You'll like it."
"I'd love to."
"Cyril's coming at five, he says. To pass judgement." Another laugh, a little less warm. "He's written to the Gazette again, did you hear? About me. About the exhibition. A pantomime, he called it." He sighed. "Dear old Cyril. Eighty next March and he still can't bear not to be the one holding the clipboard."
He went off down the hall towards the foyer doors, his good shoes on the old boards, and I heard him say something to the art college man about the 1911 panel, mind the glass, and the doors swung shut behind him on their brass hinges.
I put my head back inside the lid and finished the stretch. The top C rang out over the empty hall, bright and clean and a hair wide of pure, singing in tune with itself. I listened to it fade for a long time.

The hall was being got ready for the lights.
Every year on the last Saturday in November, Breckensford switches on its Christmas lights. There's a man from the council, and a choir, and a brass band from the Academy, and somebody slightly famous from the regional television news pulls a lever on the Town Hall balcony at half past five, and the Market Place goes, Sharde tells me, from grey to gold in a second, like somebody's opened a door into a warm kitchen. And afterwards there's a carol concert in the Corn Exchange: the Nave Choir, the Academy band, the Steinway, mince pies, mulled wine in plastic cups. It's always sold out. This year it was sold out three times over, Fiona said, because it was the last Christmas before the hall was the town's, or the last Christmas before it wasn't, and nobody knew which.
The thermometer was in the foyer.
Kit had made it in May, out of hardboard and a broom handle, and painted it red from the bottom up, a thousand pounds at a time. It stood by the box office, six feet tall, and every Friday evening for six months he'd climbed a stepladder with a pot of paint and a brush and filled in another bit. I'd never seen it. I'd heard it: the creak of the stepladder, the clink of the brush in the pot, and Kit's voice every Friday, reading it out to whoever was there. Two hundred and fifty. Three hundred. Three-fifty. When I came out into the foyer at three o'clock with my case and the dog, he was standing beside it with Fiona, and I didn't need to ask.
"Four hundred and thirty-one," said my brother. His voice had gone, the way it has every December for three years. "Thousand. From one thousand two hundred and four members. As of last night."
"And sixty-nine to go."
"Sixty-nine to go," said Kit. "In three weeks. By midnight on the seventeenth. Or the council sells to whoever it likes on New Year's Day, and the Trust's lease runs out the same night, and the hall goes dark." He laughed, not much. "No pressure."
"We'll do it," said Fiona, beside him, in the voice she uses for boilers and bishops. "We will. Don't you dare say we won't, Kit Bird."
"I didn't say we won't. I said no pressure."
"No pressure is what people say right before they say we won't," said Fiona. "I've worked in arts administration for twenty-six years." Then, more quietly, to me: "Have you seen the paper?"

I hadn't. Kit read it to me, on his phone, standing by the thermometer, in the flat voice he keeps for things that are going to upset Fiona.
Sir, it began. As the man who ran the Corn Exchange for thirty years, from 1975 until I was gently and quite rightly pushed into retirement, I hope I may be allowed a word about the "heritage exhibition" now being mounted in its foyer. I have seen the plans. It is a pantomime. A pageant of dignitaries and centenaries and lovely old photographs, with every awkward night left out. A hall is not a museum, and its history is not a row of brass plaques. It is the people who swept it and lit it and kept it standing, and some of them paid a great deal more for it than they were ever thanked for. If we are to buy this building for the town, let us at least tell the town the truth about it.
And while I am about it: I am told the present management runs the hall on "spreadsheets". When I ran it, we ran it on goodwill, string and a great deal of shouting. I commend all three. Yours, etc., Cyril Ambrose, Hollow Batch.
"Spreadsheets," said Fiona. "Spreadsheets. I'll give him spreadsheets. I've kept that building open for eleven years on a budget that wouldn't pay for his bow ties."
"He's eighty," said Kit.
"He's seventy-nine," said Fiona. "And he's a vain old peacock, and I adore him, and I'm going to ring him when I've calmed down and tell him so, in that order." She took a breath. "Every awkward night left out. What does he mean by that? What awkward nights?"
Nobody answered. In the corner of the foyer, by the 1911 panel, Tony Marlowe's voice was saying to the man from the art college, very pleasantly, just a little to the left, I think, so it catches the light.

The exhibition was called Breckensford Remembers: 116 Years of the Corn Exchange. It ran right round the foyer walls on boards, and Kit walked me round it while Fiona went to ring a man about mulled wine. Photographs, mostly, which Kit described: the market hall in 1880 with cattle pens down the middle; Josiah Pethick in 1911, in a frock coat, with a beard like a hedge; the first concert; the Home Guard drilling on the stage in 1940; a dance in 1958 with everybody in very full skirts; a famous rock band's poster from 1976 with CANCELLED pasted across it, which made Kit laugh; a pantomime cast in 1983; the Steinway arriving in 1991 on a crane through the side wall. And in the middle of the far wall, a pair of old headphones on a hook beside a small speaker, and a card that Kit read out: VOICES OF THE HALL — an oral history, featuring Cyril Ambrose, manager 1975–2005. Recordings continuing.
"He's going to do more," said Kit. "Tony says. Cyril's recording his memories. For the exhibition. He's doing them himself, at home, on some old machine, and somebody's going to edit them."
"Me," I said. "I think. He asked me."
"Did he?"
"On the phone in July. He said come and tune his piano. And he'd tell me a story." I thought about it. "I think he wants me to record him. He said he's never told anybody."
Kit didn't say anything for a moment. Then he said, "Tony's got a plaque. Did you know?"
"A plaque?"
"For the new rehearsal room. Where Annabel's Steinway's going. When it's ours." He stopped by the speaker. "The Marlowe Room. The board voted on Thursday. Unanimous. For forty years of service to the hall and to the history of the town." He was quiet. "He's going to be the society's honorary president too, if we do it. Fiona proposed it. Everybody adores him."
"Do you?"
"Everybody adores him," said Kit again, and I couldn't tell what he meant by it, and I don't think he could either.

At four o'clock a woman came into the foyer and stood in the middle of it and didn't say anything for so long that the art college man stopped hammering.
I heard her before I knew anything about her. Her shoes on the tiles: flat, rubber-soled, the shoes of somebody who stands up all day for a living. Her breathing: quick, and too high, the breathing of somebody who's made up her mind to do something and is frightened of it. And then her voice, which was a Wells voice, not young, with something raw at the bottom of it like a scraped knee.
"Where's my dad?"
The foyer went quiet.
"I'm sorry?" said Tony, from the corner. Very warm. Very kind.
"My dad. Ron Hesketh. The electrician. He worked here eighteen years. Nineteen sixty-five to nineteen eighty-three." She moved; I heard her shoes on the tiles, towards the photographs. "You've got the Home Guard. You've got the rock band. You've got a goat." Her voice cracked. "You've got the panto cast from eighty-three, all smiling, I can see it from here. Where's the fire? Where's December eighty-three? Where's my dad, who got sacked for it, and never worked in a theatre again, and drank himself to death in a flat in Glastonbury in 1999? Where's he in your Breckensford Remembers?"
Nobody said anything. The art college man put his hammer down very quietly on the floor.
"Mrs Hesketh," said Tony. He came across the foyer; I heard his good shoes, unhurried. And his voice was the gentlest I'd ever heard it, the voice a vicar uses at a graveside. "Carol. It is Carol, isn't it? I remember your father. I remember you, as a little girl, sitting on the edge of the stage with a lemonade while he rigged the lights." A pause. "That was a terrible night. A terrible, terrible night, and I was there. And I'm so sorry for what happened to your father afterwards. I always thought the inquiry was very hard on him."
"Hard on him."
"Very hard. I said so at the time." Another pause, very gentle. "We didn't put it in the exhibition because it's a celebration, Carol. For the share offer. It didn't seem the place. But if you'd like— if you'd like to talk about it, I'd be very glad to. Truly. Come and have a cup of tea with me one afternoon. I'd like that."
Carol Hesketh didn't say anything for a long moment.
"Cyril Ambrose wrote to the paper," she said. "Every awkward night left out. That's my dad. I'm the awkward night." And then, much louder, to the whole foyer: "Ask Cyril Ambrose what happened. He was the manager. He knows. He's always known." And she turned round, and her rubber soles squeaked on the tiles, and the foyer doors banged behind her.
There was a long silence.
"Poor woman," said Tony softly, to nobody. "Poor, poor woman." And then, in his ordinary voice, to the art college man: "Shall we get on? Mind the glass on the 1911."
The hammering started again.

Cyril didn't come at five. He rang Fiona's office at ten to and said his knee was bad and his car was worse, and would somebody give his love to Tony and tell him the exhibition was a pantomime. Fiona told him she'd read his letter, and that she'd ring him about it when she'd calmed down, and not before. He laughed. She put the phone down, and said to the office, "He's coming to the gala. He says. He's bought two tickets. He says he's bringing a surprise."
At half past five the lights went on in the Market Place. I stood on the Corn Exchange steps with Kit and Sharde and the dog and heard it: the man from the television counting down, the crowd counting with him, three, two, one, and then a great soft roar of a few thousand people all saying ohhh at once, and the Academy band starting Hark the Herald a beat too early.
"Gold," said Sharde, beside me. "Every window. Every string of lights across the square. The tree by the conduit. Like somebody's opened the door into a warm kitchen." She put her arm through mine. "Three weeks, Tav."
"Three weeks."
"It's the last stretch," said Sharde. "Isn't it. Your word."
"Ivor's word."
"Everybody's word, now," said Sharde. And went to take a photograph of the tree.

The concert was beautiful. The Nave Choir sang In the Bleak Midwinter and Rosa Hendy, in the altos, didn't hold her breath once. The Academy band played Sleigh Ride very loudly. The Steinway was in tune, all the way to the top, and the stretch held through four carols and a lot of mulled wine, and nobody but me would ever know.
When I got home, at ten, there was a message on my phone. VoiceOver read it to me in the dark kitchen, with the dog drinking noisily from his bowl and Mr Rahman's shop shut and quiet below.
A big, round, carrying voice. An old showman's voice, enjoying itself.
"Miss Bird. Cyril Ambrose. Hollow Batch. I didn't come today; I'm told I was the subject of some conversation. Good. Thursday, if it suits you. The second. Come at half past twelve; I'll give you lunch, such as it is. Bring your father; my clock's been striking nine at eight since 2007 and I'm told he can mend anything with a pendulum. Bring the dog. Bring a machine that records; I've a great deal to say and I'd like some of it written down before I'm too daft to say it." A pause, and the showman stepped back a pace from the footlights. "And I'll tell you that story. Not Thursday. But soon. I've somebody to speak to first. Goodnight, Miss Bird."
I played it twice. Then I wrote it on the slate, the way I write everything now.
Thursday 2 December. 12.30. Hollow Batch. Dad. Crotchet. Recorder.
"I've somebody to speak to first."






  
  Chapter 2
Nine at Eight


"A clock," said my father, "is a piano with only one tune." 
He said it on Monday morning in the back of Bird's Clocks, with his hands inside a longcase movement on the bench and Rosa beside him, and me on the stool by the door where I've sat since I was four. The shop was ticking all round us the way it always does: sixty-odd clocks in the front and the back and the window, all going, none of them quite together, so that the room is never silent and never still, like a field of crickets in August. Rosa had brought doughnuts and put them on the top shelf, somewhere the dog couldn't reach.
"One tune," said my father, "and it plays it every hour. And like a piano, it has to be in tune with itself, or it sounds wrong, and everybody knows it sounds wrong even if they can't say why." He lifted something out of the movement; I heard the faint metallic whisper of a wheel. "This is a striking train. It's separate from the going train, the bit that keeps the time. The going train ticks. The striking train waits."
"Waits for what?" said Rosa.
"For the hour," said my father. "Listen."
He'd set the movement to the five-to on the bench. We listened. Sixty clocks ticking, the doughnuts, Rosa breathing. And then, from inside the movement on the bench, a little click, and a whirr that started and stopped, as if the clock had cleared its throat.
"That's the warning," said my father. "Five minutes before the hour, the striking train unlocks. Just a little. Lifts itself up and gets ready. Like a singer taking a breath." He waited. "And on the hour—"
The movement struck. It had no bell; he'd taken it off. So it was just the hammer, coming down on nothing, tock, tock, tock, a dry little sound, eleven times.
"Eleven," said Rosa.
"Eleven," said my father. "And how does it know to stop at eleven?"
Nobody said anything.
"This," said my father. He put something in my hand. A flat brass wheel, about the size of a saucer, cool, with notches cut round its edge, and the notches weren't evenly spaced: some close together, some far apart. "The count wheel. Some people call it the locking plate. The notches are spaced for one stroke, two strokes, three, all the way to twelve. When the clock strikes, the wheel turns, and a little arm called the detent rides along the rim, and when it drops into the next notch, click, the strike stops." He took it back. "So if the wheel gets out of step with the hands, one notch out, the clock strikes the wrong hour. And it'll go on striking the wrong hour, every hour, for ever, until somebody puts it right."
"Can't you just move the hands?" said Rosa.
"You can," said my father. "Most people do. Hand goes to nine, clock strikes nine, everybody's happy." A pause. "Unless the detent's worn. Unless somebody's been at it with the wrong spring. Then you move the hands, and it's right for a day, and then the wheel slips back a notch on its own in the night, and it's wrong again. And you move the hands again. And it slips again." He was quiet. "And after twenty years you give up, and live with it, and tell your guests it's an hour fast on purpose, for a joke."
"Mr Ambrose's," I said.
"Mr Ambrose's," said Alun Bird. And I heard him smile, which he doesn't often do where anybody can hear. "Nine at eight. Since 2007. A Bristol longcase, 1790s, painted dial, his grandmother's. Kit says the man who serviced it in 2007 put in the wrong detent spring. Kit says Mr Ambrose says nobody's been able to touch it since." Another pause. "Twenty years."
"You've been waiting for this," said Rosa.
"Since July," said my father. "Since Kit came home from the archives with a phone book and a goat story." He paused. "There's another thing too. Kit says it buzzes."
"Buzzes?"
"When it strikes. Doesn't ring. Buzzes. Like a biscuit tin, Mr Ambrose told him." My father put the count wheel down on the bench. "That's the hammer. When the hammer hits the bell, it's meant to spring back off it, a hair's breadth, so the bell can ring. There's a little stop that holds it off. If the stop's bent, the hammer comes down and stays down, resting on the bell, and the bell can't ring. It just goes dunk. You get the strike and none of the tone." He was quiet. "I've a feeling somebody bent it in 2007 too."
"Can you fix it?" said Rosa.
"I can fix it," said my father. "I'll make him a new detent spring by hand. And set the hammer stop. And put the wheel right." He picked up a doughnut, which Rosa had evidently decided he was allowed. "Thursday. I'm taking the day off. First time since Kit was born."
"You took a day off for Grandma's funeral," I said.
"That was a morning," said my father.

I did my accounts at Tanyard Lane in the afternoon, because it was Monday. Ivor was at the bench with a hammer rail and the phone, and the phone rang four times while I was doing them, and Ivor answered it every time in the slow Cornish voice he uses for clients, Bird and Penhallow, Penhallow speaking, and wrote in Hazel's big diary in felt pen in letters an inch high, and every time he put it down he said hm in a way that meant another one.
November had been good. Not as good as July, when the whole of Somerset seemed to have decided at once that its piano was out of tune and that I was the person to tell it so. But good. Forty-one bookings in the first week of the month; thirty-six in the last. The Festival money in August. The Corn Exchange. Hazel's clients, every one of them, who'd rung Tanyard Lane since July because Hazel had told them to, in person, one by one.
"Balance," said the talking calculator Kit bought me, which has a voice like a slightly disappointed schoolmaster, "twenty-two thousand, four hundred and six pounds."
"Hm," said Ivor, from the bench.
"With your eleven, that's thirty-three."
"With my eleven, that's thirty-three," said Ivor. "And the Broadwood."
"The Broadwood's not sold."
"The Broadwood'll sell," said Ivor. "There's a school in Cheltenham been round twice. They want it for their music room. They're waiting on their bursar." He picked up his tea. "Seven, they'll give. Maybe seven and a half. That's forty." He drank. "What's the young man want?"
"Forty-five."
The young man was Joel, at the bank on Broad Street, who in October had sat across from me and my father in the same small room that smells of carpet and photocopying, and read my summer's figures for forty minutes, and then said, Miss Bird, I think we can do something. Avonvale Estates, who own the freehold of 14 Tanyard Lane, had had a surveyor in in September who'd found that the roof was worse than anybody had thought, and had taken fifteen thousand off the price to save themselves the bother of mending it. Two hundred and twenty-five thousand. And the bank would lend eighty per cent. Which left forty-five. Which I didn't have.
"Five," said Ivor.
"Five thousand pounds."
"Five thousand pounds," said Ivor. "That's all that's between you and this workshop now. Five thousand pounds." He put the cup down. "We'll find it."
"How?"
"I don't know yet," said Ivor. "I'm Cornish. We find things. We found tin for two thousand years." He picked up his hammer rail. "And Joel said the twenty-third, if you've got it. Completion. The day before Christmas Eve." A pause. "I'd like to see that. Bird and Penhallow, owned, before Christmas. I'd like to see that very much."

Hazel rang on Tuesday morning. Not with bookings; she doesn't do my bookings any more, though she still rings Ivor every Friday to tell him who's bought a piano and who's let theirs go. She rang because she wanted somebody to tell, and it was me.
"He's done it," she said. "Darren. He's changed his plea."
I was in my kitchen with my coat half on. I sat down on the kitchen chair.
"Last Monday," said Hazel. "The twenty-second. At Bristol. I didn't tell anybody. I couldn't. I went on the bus on my own and sat in the gallery and he stood up in the dock and the clerk read it out again, the murder, and they asked him, and he said guilty." Her bangles. I heard them slide down her wrist and stop. "He'd already said guilty to all the pianos, in September. But not that. Not Gareth. Not till last week."
"Hazel."
"He wrote to me," said Hazel. "Before. From the prison. He said I'm doing it for you, Mum. So you don't have to sit in a court for three weeks and hear it all. So nobody has to say it in front of you." Her voice cracked and steadied. "He said and so Nicola doesn't have to, and those kids." A long breath. "He's my boy. He's still my boy. Even now."
"I know."
"Sentencing's in January," said Hazel. "The judge'll decide. Life, they say. The minimum's the thing. It means there's no trial. You won't have to give evidence. Nor Ivor, nor Sharde, nor any of you. They'll give Ivor his books back. That nice policewoman rang me to say so. And Gareth's tool roll, and his notebook, they're going back to Nicola."
I sat at my kitchen table with my coat half on and didn't know what to say.
"I'm all right," said Hazel, before I could say anything. "I am, darling. Or I will be. I've got the shop. I've got Roy's piano. I've got your Mr Rahman coming in every Thursday to buy a set of violin strings he doesn't need, so I'll have somebody to talk to." A laugh, not much of one, but a laugh. "And I've got ten thousand pounds of shares in a concert hall in my name that I never paid for. Lady Annabel. I'll never get used to that woman."
"Nobody does."
"No," said Hazel. "No. Nobody does." And then, briskly, because she's Hazel: "Now. Kit tells me you're going up to see Cyril Ambrose on Thursday. Wrap up. It's bitter up on the Batch, it always is, there's nothing between that lane and the Bristol Channel but sheep. And give him my love. He sold Roy his first tuba, did you know? In 1977. Out of the props room. For a fiver."

Sharde had the keys to the old ticket hall on Wednesday morning, and she made me come and stand in it.
It's a small room at the front of the Corn Exchange, off the foyer, with its own door onto the street: a stone floor, a high ceiling, a long counter where they used to sell tickets before it was all done on the internet, and a window, Sharde said, that faces north. Fiona had kept the Hoover in it for nine years. It smelt of the Hoover still, dust and warm rubber, and of something older underneath: cold stone, and paper, and the ghost of a paraffin heater.
"Fiona says for measuring," said Sharde. "Only for measuring. Nobody's promising anybody anything until the thirty-first, when it's ours, if it's ours." She walked across the room; I heard her heels on the stone, and the echo come back off the ceiling, quick and bright. "But I'm measuring. Twelve feet by nineteen. North light. The counter could stay; I could put prints on it. The back wall for hanging. The window for the street. The photographs that matter, Tav. On the wall of the hall they're about. Where anybody can walk in off the street and see them."
"It's perfect."
"It's not mine," said Sharde. "Not yet." And then, in a very small voice: "I want it so much I'm frightened to say so."
I didn't say anything. I put my hand on the old counter, which was cold, and smooth, and scored all over with a hundred years of coins pushed across it.
"Then don't say so," I said. "Just measure it."

Ruth rang on Wednesday evening, as I was making supper. Not about anything, she said. Just ringing.
She does that now. She did it before Midsummer, sometimes, and then for three weeks in the summer she didn't, couldn't, and walked past me in the close without stopping, counting her steps. And since the night she knocked on my door at eleven o'clock with a custard cream in her pocket for the dog, she's rung me every week or so, on a Wednesday, when she's driving home from Bath, to tell me about Ellie's driving lessons, or Rob's cows, or a man in Keynsham who tried to steal a bus.
"Ellie passed," she said. "First time. Twelve minors. The examiner said she checks her mirrors like a woman expecting to be followed. I may have brought her up wrong."
"Congratulations."
"Don't congratulate me. I've got to give her the car." She laughed. Then she was quiet for a moment, and I heard the indicator, and a roundabout, and her voice changed: not the police voice, quite, but its cousin. "Octavia. Something I wanted to ask you. Not now. Not this year. But I wanted to put it in your head."
"What?"
"In the spring," said Ruth, "Avon and Somerset are doing a new course for detectives. Two days. On witnesses. On how to listen to them, and how not to put things in their heads. On the difference between I heard and I think and I know. I've been asked who should teach the bit about listening. And I said I knew somebody."
I stood in my kitchen with a wooden spoon in my hand and the soup going on the stove, and didn't say anything for a long time.
"Not now," said Ruth. "I said. Think about it. All the way through. You know how." Another roundabout. "That's all. Go and eat your supper."

My father came round at nine on Wednesday night to tell me what time he'd pick me up.
He didn't need to. He'd told me on Monday, and again on Tuesday, and Kit had told me on Tuesday evening, and Rosa had told me on Wednesday afternoon when I'd gone into the shop for a battery. Half past eleven, in the shop van, to be at Hollow Batch by half past twelve, because the lane's bad and the cattle grid's worse and Mr Ambrose had said lunch. But he came round anyway, up my stairs in his soft shop shoes, and stood in my kitchen doorway, and told me.
"Half past eleven," he said.
"I know, Dad."
"I've made the spring." He sounded, I thought, like a boy telling you about his conker. "The detent spring. Last night, after the shop shut. By hand, from a strip of hardened steel, the way my father showed me. Took four hours. I've brought it. Do you want to feel it?"
He put it in my hand. A small curved strip of metal, no longer than my little finger, cool and springy and very slightly oily, with a tiny hook at one end. I closed my fingers on it and felt it push back.
"That's beautiful," I said.
"It's a spring," said my father. But I could hear he was pleased.
He took it back, and put it in its little paper envelope, and put the envelope in his top pocket, and patted it. And then he stood in my doorway a moment longer, with his hand on his pocket, and said, quietly, in his Brecon voice: "Twenty years, that clock's been wrong. Nine at eight. Twenty years he's had people sitting in his front room thinking they've stayed an hour too long. Tomorrow it'll be right."
He went down the stairs. I heard him go out into Pump Lane, and stop, and I knew without being told that he was standing on the pavement outside Mr Rahman's shut shop with his hand on his top pocket, under the street lamp, in the cold, checking the spring was still there.
Then I heard the van door, and the engine, and he was gone.






  
  Chapter 3
Hollow Batch


Hollow Batch is a lane, four cottages, a farm and a great deal of wind. 
Hazel was right. You climb out of Breckensford past Priddock, up onto the top of the Mendips, where the fields go flat and the walls go grey and the trees all lean the same way, and then you turn off onto a lane so narrow that my father had to fold the van's mirrors in, and the hedges scraped down both sides like brushes. There was a cattle grid that rang under the tyres like a dropped xylophone. Sheep, somewhere, complaining. A wind that came straight off the top of the hill with nothing to stop it, and found every gap in the van's doors, and smelt of frost and wet stone and, very faintly, of somebody's woodsmoke.
"Farm on the left," said my father. "Batch Farm, the sign says. He said the third cottage past the farm. I'll ask."
He stopped and got out, and I heard him crunch across a yard and ring a bell, and the bell answered him in a bright synthetic voice: Hello! Someone will be with you shortly! And then a woman came, and a dog with her, and there was a short conversation about the third cottage, and the woman laughed and said oh, Cyril's, you can't miss it, it's the one with the music coming out of it, and my father came back and got in and said, "Third on the right. The one
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