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Chapter 1 — Sandokan the Cat and the Time Machine
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My name is Tony Bertasso and I was born in Dimwell, a village that doesn’t appear on any map because nobody ever bothered to draw it. Nothing ever happens in Dimwell, except when Pip and I are around. Then something always happens.

I was seven when I found the cat. I’d gone to the fountain at Blackstone to fill up the water canisters, because the tap water at home ran rust-coloured every Tuesday and Thursday, and nobody had ever worked out why. Inside an old abandoned fridge near the fountain I found a tiny kitten, thin as a cigarette, meowing as if it were having an argument with someone.

I called him Sandokan, the Tiger of Malaysia, even though he was ginger and weighed less than a bread roll.

Sandokan grew up fast and had very particular tastes. He would only eat aubergine parmigiana, and he liked it a little spicy. If my mum forgot the chilli, the cat would leave it untouched in the bowl and she’d have to make it again. To drink, he wanted only ice-cold pear juice.

My mum, who is wisdom itself, always used to say: “That cat eats better than your father.”

It was true.

One July afternoon I decided it was time to carry out an important experiment: building a time machine. I’d read somewhere — I can’t remember where, maybe in a comic, maybe I’d simply made it up — that if you spin something fast enough, it travels into the future.

I took the drum from an old washing machine that was sitting in the cellar, tied it to a pulley with a rope, and connected the rope to my bicycle, the Eaglet. The plan was simple: I would pedal, the pulley would turn, the drum with Sandokan inside would go into the future to see what the world would be like in a hundred years, and then it would come back and tell me all about it.

I put a cassette player inside the drum too, with my favourite song on it, so Sandokan wouldn’t get bored on the journey, and a clock as well, so he’d know what time it was in the future.

I started pedalling. The drum began to spin, slowly at first, then faster and faster. Sandokan’s eyes were wide open; he already seemed to be seeing things I couldn’t imagine.

Then the rope snapped.

The drum flew straight into the neighbour’s vineyard, between the rows of vines, and Sandokan shot out like a bolt of lightning, vanishing among the leaves.

He didn’t come home that evening. Nor the next.

I cried for quite a while, then consoled myself with the thought that perhaps he really had ended up in the future, and that sooner or later he’d come back to tell me everything.

Forty-six days passed. One afternoon, coming out of school, I found him fast asleep next to my friend Tom’s dog, as if nothing had ever happened.

He never told me about the future. But I still like to think he was there, and that he simply didn’t like it enough to talk about it.
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Chapter 2 — The Boy from the Mountains and the Devil Who Breaks Roads
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At school, Miss Adeline had an idea she was sure would turn us into better people: we were each to write to a child from another part of the country, to make friends and learn new things.

Pip and I were given a letter from a boy in the mountains, up north. His name was Otto Fischer, and he wrote that he was very good at school, that he spoke two languages, that he loved the woods and mountain streams, and that he had two little brothers and a canary called Fritz. He’d enclosed a photograph: blond, neatly combed, wearing a perfect striped jumper.

Pip and I recognised him at once. He was the spitting image of the boy in the chocolate adverts, the one who’s always smiling with impossibly white teeth.

We wrote back like this:

Dear Otto, are you the chocolate boy? Let us know, because if so we’d like to place an order. We don’t love the woods all that much round here, because they’re full of brambles and ticks, and the streams are always dried up. We don’t have a canary, but we used to have a thrush called Pop, like the singer, except he disappeared and we never worked out how.

Lots of love, Tony and Pip.

P.S. Don’t bring the canary when you come to visit, because our cat Sandokan might get strange ideas.

A fortnight later, Otto wrote back to say that chocolate was bad for his teeth, that he didn’t understand what we meant by “the boy in the adverts”, and that he’d recommend we love nature a little more.

We were a bit disappointed, but we worked out that Otto was simply made that way: terribly polite and just the smallest bit dull, like the children in films who have a swimming pool in the garden and still manage to cry all the time.

In that same letter, though, Otto told us something that changed our lives: where he lived, the roads were all perfect. Tarmacked, clean, without a single pothole.

This was hard to believe, because in Dimwell the roads were full of potholes the size of washbasins. Tom’s bicycle had already broken down twice that month alone.

We went to ask Father Gerald for an explanation. He was about to start a service and was in a great hurry to be rid of us.

“Perfect things were made by the good Lord,” he said briskly, “broken things were ruined by the Devil. Now off you go, I’ve bells to ring.”

Pip and I looked at each other. If that was true, it could only mean one thing: the Devil lived in Dimwell, and he never went anywhere near the mountains.

We had to find out who he was, and send him packing.
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Chapter 3 — The Devil Hunt
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Pip’s aunt, who knew about these things, explained that the Devil can be recognised by three signs: he always dresses in black, he has red eyes, and to drive him away you have to hang a garlic necklace round his neck.

Pip had also read in a magazine that a lady had managed to chase off an evil spirit using hairspray. The very same kind her grandmother used.

We spent a whole afternoon preparing the garlic necklace. It looked a bit bare, so we added some parsley, a few daisies picked from the field, and finally some pink chewing gum, stuck on here and there, which Pip thought gave it an elegant finishing touch.

We staked out the sports ground, the only stretch of brand-new road in the whole village, hairspray at the ready.

At five o’clock that afternoon, a man came out through a side door of the sports ground. He was dressed entirely in black, sweating, with red eyes, and he kept glancing around as though he feared he was being followed.

“There he is,” Pip whispered. “That’s him.”

We crept up slowly from behind. I slipped the garlic necklace round his neck while Pip sprayed the hairspray near his eyes.

The man yelled, more startled than frightened: “Have you two gone mad? What on earth are you doing?”

At that moment a boy from the sports ground recognised him and shouted: “Oi, that’s the referee from last Sunday! The one who gave that made-up penalty!”

The whole thing was sorted out at once: he wasn’t the Devil at all, just the village football referee, who’d changed in a hurry after training and was simply overheated. His red eyes were from the smoke in the changing-room stove, which always produced smoke instead of heat.

The referee, garlic round his neck and hair sticky with spray, stalked off shaking his head and muttering something about the children of Dimwell.

We were disappointed: the Devil was still roaming free through our streets, and all we’d managed to do was ruin a poor referee’s afternoon.

“Never mind,” said Pip, who never let anything get her down. “It just means we’ll catch him next time.”

From that day on we’d learned something important, even if it was a little muddled: the roads of Dimwell stayed full of potholes, but at least we could now spot a frightened referee from a mile off.

“Until you’ve seen a thing and touched it with your own hands, you don’t really know it,” my mum always used to say.

She was right, as usual.
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