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Chapter One
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The first customer through the door of Tolhurst & Granddaughter on the morning Otty reopened it was an old man who did not want his watch mended so much as kept.

He had been waiting on the step, which she knew because the bell had not rung when he came in; it rang when she opened the door to him, three minutes before nine, and he walked past her into the shop as though the six weeks it had been shut were a rumour he had declined to believe.

But that was afterwards. Before him there had been the morning itself, bright and cold, with mist lying on the Brooks and not due to lift until ten. Otty had come down the inside stair at half past seven with her coat on over her jumper and stood in the workshop with a mug of tea going cold in her hand, looking at the regulator. It was a precision long-case clock, tall as a sentry, and every clock in the shop was set by it. Jarvis had set them by it for sixty years. She had set them by it herself, one by one, over the last four days: the bracket clocks, the lantern clocks, the two Vienna regulators, the schoolroom clock with the cracked dial, the thirty-odd others on the walls of the bow-windowed shop. There were forty in all. She had counted them on Saturday night, the night she came home for good, and then counted them again to be sure, and at nine they would all be ticking, not one of them agreeing with another by more than a heartbeat.

The sign over the door had been painted by Jarvis the summer Otty was twelve: TOLHURST & GRANDDAUGHTER, in cream on green, with the ampersand done as a little scroll. He had told her it was a joke, and then, when she asked what the joke was, that it was not a joke. She had been in London for twenty years before she understood that.

She took down the shop clock, the big round-dialled one that hung behind the counter and was the first thing a customer saw, and carried it through to the regulator. She held it up beside the long-case, and watched the two seconds hands for a full minute. It was eleven seconds adrift. She set it, hung it, and stood back.

"A clock never lies," she said to the shop. "People set it."

It was what she had said to herself at the start of every working day for twelve years, in a studio in London with white gloves and a humidity gauge, and it sounded rather different in a room that smelled of brass polish and clock oil and forty years of Jarvis's pipe. Jarvis had died in August, at his bench, with a movement in front of him that he had not finished. She had been in London, finishing something of her own. That was the whole of it, and she had stopped trying to make it longer.

At nine she turned the sign on the door, and drew back the bolt, and the old man was there.

He was in a flat cap and a grey muffler wound twice round, with woollen gloves, and he was small in the way that old men get small, as if the years had been taking a little off each edge. He did not say good morning. He looked at the shop, from the bow window to the counter to the workshop door, and she watched him check it, clock by clock, the way a man checks a field for sheep.

"Ottilie," he said.

Nobody called her that. Jarvis had called her Otty, and so had everyone since, and the only person who had ever said the whole of it was a registrar at a college in West Sussex and, once, an angry priest. But she knew him at once.

"Mr Hobden."

"Wilfred will do, now you're grown." He said it as though it were a concession. "I knew your grandfather sixty years. Sixty years and two months, and he never once got my watch right the first time."

"He'd have said it was you."

"He did say it was me." The corner of his mouth moved. "Every time."

He took off his right glove, finger by finger, and put his hand inside his coat, and what he drew out was not the watch itself but a small card box, the sort jewellers once gave with a pocket watch, grey with age at the corners and tied with nothing at all. He set it on the counter and put two fingers on the lid, and did not lift them.

"Cleaned," he said. "She's losing. Two minutes in the week, and she never did that."

"Then I'll look at her."

"You'll look at her properly. Not a quick going-over."

"Properly," said Otty.

He lifted his fingers. She opened the box. The watch lay in yellowed tissue, silver, open-faced, the case worn pale at the edges where a thumb had passed over it ten thousand times a year. It had been carried, she thought, every day for sixty years, and looked at oftener than most faces. Under the tissue, in the bottom of the box, was a folded paper, brown at the creases, which she took for the old guarantee, and she did not unfold it. It was none of her business what a man kept under his watch.

"I'll write you a ticket," she said.

"I don't want a ticket." He closed the box lid himself, gently, and pushed the box an inch towards her. "Keep that safe for me, Ottilie, till I come for it."

"When shall I say it will be ready? A week? Ten days?"

"I'll come when I come."

"Mr Hobden, I do have to put a date on..."

"Wilfred." He had his glove back on. "I don't leave dates. Dates is how you get disappointed." And then, at the door, with the bell already going over his head: "You've kept the shop smelling the same. That's something."

She stood a moment with the box in both hands. Then she carried it into the workshop and put it on the shelf above the bench, between a tin of pegwood and Jarvis's old magnifying visor, where she would see it every time she looked up.

He came back in at eleven, which she had not expected, with a paper bag of Bunty's shortbread and no explanation, and stood in the workshop doorway while she opened the movement of a carriage clock under the lamp.

"Saturday week," he said. "You'll hear it."

"Hear what?"

"Clock Night. Saturday week, when the clocks go back. I put the town hall clock to bed for the winter. As I have for forty years." He said it flatly, as a man recites his own address. "The whole town hears me wind her. Half past ten, on the dot."

"I remember," said Otty. And she did, so suddenly that she put down her screwdriver. "I used to lie in the little bedroom at the front with the window open, and hear the ratchet go across the Square. Click, click, click. I thought it was the sound of the town being wound up."

"That's about right." He looked pleased and tried not to. "Don't let that tea go cold."

Then he was gone again, and she had the shortbread, and the carriage clock, and her own thoughts for company until the first of the screws went missing.

It was a small brass screw, the kind that holds a pillar, and she had set it down on the green baize not two seconds before. When she reached for it there was a scrabbling on the bench, a dry click of a claw, and Pinion stood a yard from her elbow on his one leg with his grey nape ruffled and his pale eye fixed on the middle distance, entirely innocent. Then he was on the window ledge. Then he was a black shape against the ajar sash, and then there was only the yard, and the cold bright morning, and a space on the baize where a screw had been.

"I'll want that back," said Otty, to nobody. She did not explain him to the customers who came in that afternoon, because there was nothing to explain, and anyone who asked was told he was the foreman.

The shop was busier than she had dared hope. A woman brought a kitchen clock that had stopped on the day her husband retired, and was quite certain it had done so on purpose. A boy brought an alarm clock in a carrier bag. Two people came in only to say that they were glad, and went out again looking embarrassed. By half past three the mist was long gone and the Square outside the bow window was full of cold clean light, and Otty had begun to think that she might manage this after all.

Laurie Fairhall came in at four.

She knew who he was before he spoke, because Stellbridge told you who people were whether you asked or not, and she had heard about the man at the station within an hour of coming home. He was tall, and a little stooped through the shoulders, with grey in his hair and a good plain overcoat, and he held a railway pocket watch on its chain across the flat of his palm as if it were something that might spill.

"I'm told you're the person for this," he said. "It was my grandfather's. It's two minutes slow, and it offends me."

"Offends you?"

"I'm a signalling engineer by trade. Retired." He made a small, dry movement of the head. "Two minutes is a collision."

She almost laughed, and covered it by taking the watch from him. He did not let go at once; there was a half second when they both held it. His hands were broad and careful, the nails short, a healed burn across the back of the left one, and he had handed the watch over with the crown turned away from her, so that she should not catch it on her sleeve. It was the sort of thing she noticed in a person about once a year. She was annoyed with herself, briskly, for noticing it.

"I'll regulate it," she said. "Three days, perhaps four."

"Right away," said Laurie, which seemed to be what he said when a thing was settled, and he plainly had no intention of saying any more about it. He gave his name, and the address, which was the station house. "The Stellbridge and Downs, across the river. I'm the volunteer stationmaster. We're a small railway but we're very exact."

"I've never once been on it," said Otty.

"Never?"

"I grew up two hundred yards from the footbridge."

"Then we shall have to do something about that," said Laurie, gravely, and she could not tell at all whether he was teasing. He nodded to the forty clocks as he went, as one nods to a crowd of strangers, and the bell rang him out into the Square.

She put his watch on the bench under the lamp, with a ticket tied to the chain, and did not look at the shelf above it.

At six the light went off the Downs. She had the lamp on by then, and the blind half down, and was closing the till with the ordinary clatter of a day done. Behind her the shop clocks began to strike six, forty voices more or less together, and she stopped with her hand on the drawer and looked up through the bow window at the north dial across the Square, as she had looked at it all her life, with her whole head, the way other people listen for their names.

It was a little fast. Not much; a minute, perhaps a minute and a half. The big minute hand was already past the twelve while the regulator behind her was still finishing the hour. Wilfred would put that right on Sunday morning, with the crank and the key, and say nothing about it to anyone.

She turned the sign. She locked the door. It was ten past six, dry and cold, the sun gone at eight minutes past and a green light lingering behind the roofs. Wilfred was at home in Rope Walk, with his kettle, and Laurie was over the footbridge by now, and in the shop all forty clocks ticked together, and nothing at all was wrong.

When she went back into the workshop, Pinion was on the hood of the regulator, settled, with his head under his wing and the stolen screw, no doubt, already hidden away.
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Councillor Peregrine Bellingham had never in his life climbed the town hall tower, and on Saturday morning he stood under its arcade and explained to Otty exactly what was wrong with it.

"Rust, my dear Miss Tolhurst," he said, in a voice that had been built for the back row of a cathedral. "Rust, and neglect, and a certain sentimental attachment to things that merely happen to be old."

It was blowing hard across the Square. A shower had gone through at eight and another at ten, and the stallholders under the arches had learned to keep one hand on their awnings. Otty had come out for apples and a quarter of cheese, and had got Bellingham instead, bow tie, tweed and all, bearing down on her between the egg man and the cheese stall like a ship coming into harbour.

The apples, at least, she had already secured. They came from one of the Downs farms: Egremont Russets in a wooden tray, brown and rough-skinned and smelling of nuts. She held the bag against her coat while the stallholder looked at her over the scales.

"You're Jarvis's girl," the woman said.

"Yes."

"Thought so. You've got his way of standing there counting." She dropped in an extra apple. "Sorry about your grandad. He mended my mother's mantel clock in a week and charged her for two days."

It had been like that since the shop reopened. The man selling old tools, who had a trestle of spoke-shaves and rusty braces at the end of the arcade, had nodded to her as one nods to a relative. The egg man had called her Jarvis's girl and then, correcting himself, Jarvis's granddaughter, which she supposed was on the sign. Monty Quested, on his bench by the third pillar with his stick between his knees, had said only "Morning, young Tolhurst," which was the nearest he came to small talk before eleven. Across the Square, Bunty Stapley was lugging the Half Moon's chalkboards out onto the pavement, one under each arm, and wedging them against the wind with a flowerpot. The tile-hung front of the pub was dark with rain, and its window gave back the north dial of the town hall in a small, wet, upside-down gleam.

"Now," said Bellingham, who had waited for the apples to finish with the air of a man granting an audience. "You will have heard of the Committee."

"I've seen the posters."

"The Turret Clock Restoration Committee." He gave each word its own pew. "Of which I have the honour to be chairman. Smallbone and Company, turret clockmakers of Guildford, a firm with a pedigree, will do the thing properly. An electric drive. No more Sunday climbs, no more weights, no more reliance on a gentleman of eighty-four and a crank handle. A clock that keeps time by itself, and in time for the Best Kept Town judges at midsummer."

"It keeps time now," said Otty.

"It keeps something." He smiled at her with great kindness, as at a child who has offered an opinion on the Treasury. "I know you have your little shop, my dear Miss Tolhurst, and I am delighted that you have come home to it. Do you still dabble?"

"I still mend clocks, yes."

"Quite right. Quite right. Everyone should have a hobby."

Behind him, in the mouth of the passage that led to the town hall's side door, Corinne Seddon had appeared with a clipboard and a lanyard of keys. She was fifty-five, wore sensible boots, and was the only person in Stellbridge who could stop a council meeting by putting down her pen. She met Otty's eye over Bellingham's shoulder and rolled her own, slowly and thoroughly, like a woman winding up a long job.

"And that is not all," said Bellingham, and flung out an arm towards the cupola. "Look up, Miss Tolhurst. Look up."

Otty looked up. The white cupola stood over the arches against a sky of torn grey and sudden blue, its weathervane swinging wildly. Under the louvres, bolted to the rail, sat a row of squat new lamps.

"Floodlights," said Bellingham. "Installed in August, at some expense, and worth every penny. This town has hidden its light for two hundred years. Now, on every night of the year: on at dusk, off at half past eleven, as council lighting policy requires. The judges will see Stellbridge as she deserves to be seen. I intend to bring them into the Square at dusk myself."

"Peregrine," said Corinne, pleasantly, "the Mayor's looking for you."

Bellingham bowed to Otty. "Good day, my dear Miss Tolhurst. Do give my regards to your little lathes."

He went, and the wind took the tail of his scarf. Corinne stayed a moment, long enough to murmur "He means well," in the voice of someone who had said it a great many times, and then she too was gone down the passage, keys clinking.

"He's never been up," said Monty from the bench, without turning his head. "Twenty-two rungs. Wilfred says he'd faint on the third."

"Wilfred's probably right."

"Wilfred's generally right," said Monty. "It's what makes him so tiring."

By noon the showers had gone off to the east and the Square steamed gently. The stalls shook out their awnings, the old tool man began to sell a drill to a customer who had not come for one, and Otty took her apples and cheese back across to the shop, where the bell over the door announced her to forty clocks that had all, to the second, been waiting.

Marilyn Heasman was already on the step.

Otty had met her twice since coming home, once in the post office and once in the queue at the baker's, and had liked her both times without being able to say why. She was small and quick, with grey-blonde hair held up by a pencil and a cake box held out in front of her like an offering. It was tied round with green-and-white striped string, in a bow of tremendous neatness.

"Lardy cake," said Marilyn, "to welcome you home. I'd have come Thursday but I had forty rock buns to do for the railway committee and they have no manners. Are you in? Say you're in. It's still warm."

She took the shop in at one glance, the bow window, the wall of faces, the brass pendulums swinging in their cases. "Oh, it's just the same," she said. "I only came to Stellbridge eleven years ago and I feel as if I'd been in here all my life. Jarvis told me once my carriage clock was running fast because I was happy. I said that's not how clocks work, and he said, 'It is in this shop.'"

"That sounds like him."

"It does. Where shall I put this?"

They put it on the bench in the workshop, where the long-case regulator stood against the wall ticking its slow, perfect seconds, and Otty put the kettle on. Marilyn sat on the stool, took off her scarf, and in the space of one cup of tea gave Otty the whole town: who had divorced whom over the Best Kept Town hanging baskets, who was selling the garage, which of the railway volunteers could not be trusted with the urn, and how the Notice Board, which she ran in her spare time ("I haven't got any spare time, that's why I run it"), had last week had a row over a cat.

"Mind you, it's not all rows. On Clock Night I always put up a photograph of the town hall clock, once Wilfred's put it back. Ten Clock Nights now; it's my little tradition, people wait up for it. Half of them don't say a word, they just click the little heart. Anyway. Eat your cake."

Otty cut it. It was dense and sticky and full of fruit and lard and sugar, and she thought she had not been so well looked after in years.

It was at that point that Pinion came down the bench.

He did it the way he did everything, which was as if the bench had been put there for his convenience. One foot, hop, one foot, hop, the folded grey nape and the pale eye fixed upon the cake. He stopped three inches from Marilyn's hand.

"Oh!" said Marilyn. "Oh, hello. Aren't you the famous one?"

He took a crumb from between her fingers with the delicacy of a bank clerk. Then, finding the first so satisfactory, he looked at the teaspoon in her saucer, and before either woman could speak, he had it, shining in his beak like a small silver fish, and was away across the bench in an undignified flurry, all wing and one leg.

Marilyn laughed until she had to put her cup down. "He's robbed me! Jarvis said he was a thief, I thought he was joking."

"He never jokes about Pinion," said Otty, and went round the bench to the unfinished long-case in the corner. She lifted the lid of its trunk. There, among a scatter of brass wheels, a pair of pliers' tips and a gleaming nest of screws, lay the teaspoon, with a good deal of company.

Marilyn stayed until the cake was a ruin and her tea was cold, then kissed Otty on the cheek, collected her scarf and her box, and went out into the wind at a trot, the green-and-white string flapping from the empty lid like a flag. The bell rang her off. On the regulator's hood, Pinion folded himself into a small dark comma and shut one eye.

In the afternoon Otty took Laurie Fairhall's watch out of its tissue and set it on the bench beside the regulator. It was a good old railway movement, steady, honest, and losing; she took it down to the second against the long-case, a quarter-turn on the regulating lever and an hour of waiting, and wrote the rate on the ticket in pencil. It would be ready for him on Tuesday. She had hoped for the same ease with the shop's books, which she had opened over the lardy cake and closed again, because six weeks shut had done to them exactly what she had feared, and slightly worse.

The wind dropped a little towards five. By six it had gone round to the west and the sky behind the Downs had gone from gold to a clear, cold lemon. She was upstairs by then, in the flat, standing at the front window with a mug of tea going cold, looking across the Square at the north dial. The hands were ticking round towards five past six with the confidence of an old servant. The market was gone. The cross stood alone, wet and dark. Bunty had taken in her boards, and the Half Moon's lights were yellow in the dusk.

Then, quite suddenly, the floodlights came on.

The cupola stood up out of the town hall roof, white and gold and glowing against the darkening sky, every louvre picked out, the weathervane a thin black thread above it. It looked like a lantern someone had lit for a festival. Otty found she had put her mug down.

"Well," she said aloud, to the glass. "All right."

Behind her, in the workshop below, Pinion shifted on the hood of the regulator and settled again, and the long-case counted its seconds.
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Wilfred Hobden climbed the twenty-two rungs to the clock room at eleven o'clock on Sunday morning faster than Otty did, and told her so.

"Eighty-four," he said, from somewhere above her boots, "and I've not touched the rail since the tenth."

"I'm carrying the oil can."

"You are carrying a grievance, Ottilie. Mind your head on the trapdoor."

She minded it, and came up through the square of light into the clock room with her heart going harder than the ladder accounted for.

It was a still, golden morning, the sort October hands out once or twice to apologise for the rest. They had come in at the town hall's side door with Wilfred's own key, which nobody had ever asked him to hand back. They had gone along the back corridor, past a varnished door he did not open, and up a stair that turned twice and ended in the roof space. It was all dust, bare boards and rafters, and the cold smell of old slate. The ladder went up out of that, bolted to a beam, rung after worn rung, into the cupola. Otty had last climbed it at eleven years old, behind her grandfather's heels, holding a jam jar of clock oil as if it were the Host. She had remembered it as enormous. It was only tall.

The room was smaller than her memory, and better. The cupola was white wood outside and bare pine inside, eight-sided, with louvres on the sides that did not face the dials, and the sun came through them in long slats that lay across the floor and the frame. Through the dials themselves it came differently. The north and south faces were glass, painted on the outside, and from within she saw the numerals backwards and glowing, soft and rust-red against the sky. A little of each dial's colour lay on the boards, as if the clock were spilling a light of its own.

Then she looked at the movement, and forgot the rest.

It stood in the middle of the floor on its oak bed, a wrought-iron birdcage frame, black with age and oil, each wheel set in its own bay between the uprights. Going train on the right, striking train on the left, as it had been since the day it was made. Across the top plate, in letters worn nearly smooth, was the signature: Jno. Shadwell, Lewes. Behind the frame, through a slot in the floor, hung the pendulum rod, and it was moving. It swung down into the dark of the roof space and back, with a slow, heavy, two-second tock that she knew better than her own pulse.

She had heard that sound once before, at eleven, with a jam jar in her hands, and had carried it about with her for thirty years without knowing it. Standing a yard from it was like meeting a voice in the room that she had only ever heard on the telephone.

Wilfred, taking off his cap and muffler and hanging them on a nail, said nothing at all. He knew what he was watching.

She put the oil can down and did what she would have done in front of anything she loved that might be unwell. She went round it slowly and looked at the pivots. Each one was a bright, dark ring where the steel turned in its brass, and the oil in the holes was clean and golden and not gummed. The wheel teeth were sound. The escape wheel was dry only where it ought to be. Somebody had looked after this for a very long time.

"Well?" said Wilfred.

"She's beautifully kept."

"I know she is." He sniffed. "I was waiting to hear if you did."

He took the crank down from its nail. It was a plain iron handle with a square socket at one end, black and smooth where forty-four years of Sundays had polished it. He fitted it to the winding square of the going train and set his feet.

"Twenty minutes," he said. "Don't talk to me, I lose count."

"You don't count. You listen."

"Then don't talk to me, I lose listen."

She sat on the old chest by the wall and let him. The crank went round, and with every turn the ratchet gave its dry, bright click: tick-tack, tick-tack. It was a good deal louder than the pendulum, and it went straight out through the louvres and across the roofs. She thought of the Square below, the market cross and the Half Moon's tiles, and Bunty's front windows, and every window in the town that had ever been opened on a Sunday morning. Everybody in Stellbridge was hearing this, and had been for most of their lives.

"The whole town hears me," said Wilfred, over his shoulder, not minding the rule at all. "Clock Night. Half past ten, you could set your watch."

"Do they?"

"Bunty's lot go quiet in the smoking shelter, and then somebody says there he goes." He leaned into the crank. "It's the nearest thing I've had to applause."

When the line had run up, he stopped, laid the crank over the frame, and beckoned her to the corner of the room. A boarded trunk went down through the floor there, dark and narrow, and at its head a heavy beam crossed the opening. Above the beam, in the shadow, she saw the top of the going weight: a cylinder of iron, dull and broad, its cable going up over a pulley to the movement. It sat snug against the beam, hardly a hand's breadth below it.

"Wound to the top," said Wilfred. "That's how she lives. She'll go down by two inches and a bit every hour, and by next Sunday I'm winding her again."

"Jarvis said that to me once."

"He said it to everyone. He said it to the vicar." He did not say it unkindly. He stood a moment looking at the weight, and then, as if it were the natural next thing, he began to tell her how he did it on the night the clocks changed.

"Clock Night," he said. "I'm up here at a quarter past ten. Half past ten I wind her, eleven I stop her, twelve I start her, and I write her up while she's resting."

"You stop the pendulum."

"I hold it. I take it in my hand like this, and I let her sit an hour, and the world catches up. Then I give it a push at twelve, and she's on winter time two hours before the government gets round to it." His mouth moved, once, at one corner. "Never back. You don't turn a clock back. You stop her and let the world catch up."

"Because the wheels don't like it."

"Because it's rude," said Wilfred. "And the wheels don't like it."

Then he pointed, with a crooked finger, along the beam above the trunk. There was chalk on the dark wood, and she had not seen it until the sun slid a slat across it. The letters were square and heavy and a little slanted, and she would have known the hand across any room in England.

NEVER BACK. STOP HER AN HOUR. J.T.

She put out her hand and touched it. It was only dust on her fingertip, and the old, faint chalk-drag of a stick pressed hard. She stayed there longer than she meant to. Wilfred looked at the dial instead.

There was a shelf on the wall by the north dial, and on the shelf a ledger lay open with a pencil beside it, a fat one in a green cloth cover gone grey at the corners. Wilfred picked up the pencil and wrote with his tongue between his teeth. She read it upside down while he did, because she could not help it. The date, Sunday 18 October; the time; a word for the weather, still; and then, in a smaller hand, +4 sec. He signed it with two letters and a full stop after each.

"Four seconds fast," he said. "She'll lose them by Wednesday. She's a clock with opinions."

"Does she ever strike for you?"

She had not meant to ask it. She had not noticed, until then, that the left-hand train was silent, that the great hammer lay still, and that no weight swung for it anywhere. The other train had the whole room to itself.

"No," said Wilfred. He shut the ledger. "She's not struck since the night she stopped, and she'll not strike for me."

It came out short and plain, the way a man says the name of a town he no longer visits. He told it that way too, looking out of the louvres at the Downs. Twenty years ago, Midsummer Night, the Ball in the assembly room beneath them. The borough silver had gone from the strongroom, and the clock had stopped at 9.40 with the strike jammed solid. His word had not been believed. He
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