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Chapter One

It’s as if for years you’ve had a picture on your wall. A country 
scene: beech trees, a smocked man with a reddish beard, two 
children, a dog. You know it so well that you’ve stopped thinking 
about it, or even looking at it. You could describe it blindfold: 
a story about the cusp between innocence and knowledge, set 
in a long-lost English summer. All possible questions about it 
were exhausted decades ago. It’s just there, a permanent feature 
of your universe, fixed for all time under its crazed screed of 
varnish.

You get the idea? There must be an image like that in your life.
And then, out of the blue, something happens to you. It’s only 

a tiny incident, but it’s followed, a few weeks later, by another. 
And then another. To begin with, they appear quite trivial, and 
completely unrelated – just the irksome throwaway packaging of 
modern existence: an unsolicited email, suggesting an inexpli-
cable knowledge of your private life; a stalemate encounter with 
the bank; the byzantine aftermath of a minor road accident. It 
doesn’t for an instant occur to you that they might have anything 
to do with our pastoral scene at all. The distance between the two 
worlds is simply too great.

Or so, at least, you’d have imagined – until one day, you’re hur-
rying past, and glimpse the picture out of the corner of your eye.

Bam! It’s different. Something about the expressions on the fig-
ures’ faces. The faint reverberations of what they’ve just said, or 
are about to say. A voice you haven’t heard in half a century wells 
up in your head: dead phrases return suddenly to life, ringing with 
a startling, unsuspected meaning. You try to wrap them in their 
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shrouds again, put everything back, restore the status quo ante, 
but it’s too late. The damage has been done. 

You can’t resolve the problem just by tinkering, that’s for sure. 
No good simply removing the dirty patina: all that will do is show 
the change in brighter colours. No, you have to find a way to re-
enter the scene yourself, live it over again. Only then will you know 
whether the story you’ve always told yourself – the story, comfort-
ing in its moral simplicity, that has come to define you – is the whole 
truth. What’s required, in fact, is something like a time machine.

So, no more trembling on the threshold: we have to go back. The 
globe rotating anti-clockwise. Time racing the wrong way, one 
of those old speeded-up films – London to Edinburgh in fifteen 
minutes – in reverse, the panting Mallard sucked into the maw of 
tunnels, hauled by the tail through embankments, skipping over 
points, giving you the momentary illusion that, if you ran the 
projector forward again, you might see the train lurch in another 
direction altogether, left rather than straight on, and end up some-
where entirely different. We’re unravelling history, turning Barratt 
homes back into fields, uninventing the personal computer, mobile 
phones, the Internet. All those children unborn, wars unfought, 
songs unsung, disasters unendured. All that life unlived. 

Thirty years now. Forty, forty-five. Almost there. Whoa. Slow 
down. Yes, yes: look. Scarcely believable. We’ve arrived.

*  *  *

Hills, trees, a village high street. Even from our vantage point, 
high above them, everything looks strange: half familiar and half 
exotic. Filling station – two upright pumps like Pez dispensers, and 
a cream-coloured coach poking its nose out of the garage at the 
back; blacksmith; post office (a woman wearing a billowy skirt is 
just going in, clutching her drab brown savings book). Three or four 
bulbous cars, parked self-importantly in front of little clapboard 
cottages. An old geezer in a felt hat travelling from door to door, 
sharpening knives and scissors. He has wispy Prince Albert whisk-
ers and – though you can’t see it from up here – is totally toothless. 
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He, you think, doesn’t just appear quaintly old-fashioned: he seems 
like a figure from a completely different age.

That’s time travel for you: nothing’s ever entirely what you ex-
pected. That old chestnut Class, for instance. Yes, it’s a constant 
presence here, discernible (if you know what to look for) in clothes, 
haircuts, posture – above all, in the way people speak. And yes, it 
can be mean and ugly, stunting lives. But lived, rather than seen 
from the outside, it isn’t straightforward: money despises poverty; 
poverty despises trade; spinsters in decayed country houses, and 
displaced ex-public schoolboys struggling to make ends meet in 
cottages, look down on well-to-do farmers and garage owners 
– who in turn (behind a façade of respect) look down on them, 
as the feckless vestiges of unearned privilege, bereft of common 
sense, and incapable of doing an honest day’s work. From day to 
day, the village exists in a state of uneasy truce. And yet the endless 
variety of human character and experience creates odd connections 
across the battle lines, unforeseen moments of fraternization in 
No Man’s Land.

Confused? Don’t worry: you’ll be amazed how quickly you get 
used to it all.

At the top of the street is a war memorial: a white cross planted 
on a plinth carved with names. Next to it stands the Fox and 
Hounds, four-square, red-brick, a kid’s drawing of a house, with 
a little black sign over the door: H. Doggett. Licensed to sell 
Beers, Wines, Spirits & Tobacco. After three hours in suspended 
animation, it’s just re-opened for business, and farm labourers 
are trickling in to the dim coolness of the public bar, snuffing at 
the smoky liquorice smell that means the end of the day’s work.

But we’re not joining them, not this evening. Instead we pan 
down to the end of the street, past a larger house in its own grounds 
(let’s just quickly note the name, Hillfield, as we skim by: we’ll be 
going there again), then off to the left, where a deep-rutted cart 
track runs between a wheat field – coppery now, in the evening 
summer light – and a wood. Halfway along it stands a boy. He’s 
almost ten – pale, thin-faced, as if the sculptor had pinched the 
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clay too tight – dressed in a white Aertex shirt and khaki shorts. 
He’s not wearing a watch, but you can tell from the way he squints 
over his shoulder at the sun that he’s worried about the time. He 
frowns and bites his lip, then turns back to the trees and shouts, 
“Barney! Barney!”

He waits, listening for a response. But all he hears is birdsong, 
and the far-off drone of a tractor. After a few seconds he calls 
again, louder this time:

“Barney! Come here, boy!”
Still nothing. He hesitates, then hunts for a stick and plunges 

into the trees, slashing a path through the undergrowth. After a 
couple of hundred yards, something stops him. Not a sound: a 
smell – the pungent, unseasonal rasp of woodsmoke. Who would 
light a fire in the woods at this time of year? A tramp? One of the 
gypsies Mr Montgomery warned him about? Do gypsies steal 
dogs? He’s not sure.

He half-crouches, tightening his grip on the stick. He’s never 
penetrated this far before – Twenty Acre is the gamekeeper’s terri-
tory, tricky with traps – but he’s always imagined the heart of the 
wood to be darker and more densely overgrown than the edges. 
Now, though, as he worms forward through the undergrowth, an-
other smell hits him: the sappy sharpness of newly cut branches. A 
moment later, a patch of sunlit green opens out ahead. It’s dotted 
with sapling stumps and untidy mounds of twigs and leaves, and 
long tangled strands of bramble like barbed wire. 

He hesitates. Not a tramp – a tramp would never make a clear-
ing like this. If it’s the gypsies, they’ve no more right to be here 
than he has – but still they might attack him, and take his pocket 
money. If it’s the gamekeeper, or one of the men from the farm, 
on the other hand, his one-and-ninepence will be safe, but he’ll be 
reported for trespassing. He feels the burn of Mr Pointer’s huge 
fingers twisting his ear, sees Dad’s frown, the disappointed frisk 
of his head…

He whistles, so softly that a person wouldn’t hear it, but a dog 
might. There’s an odd sound, like someone wrestling with a sack 
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of grain, but no sign of Barney. Still clutching his stick, he inches 
into the clearing on hands and knees.

This is the place. This is the moment.
A glint of glass, an unexpected flash of blue. He stops, blinks, 

looks again. No, he wasn’t mistaken: it’s a railway carriage. Even 
before he’s fully registered his surprise at finding it there, some 
other area of his brain has identified it: a pre-First World War 
Great Northern passenger coach. The blue, which covers half of 
it, gives him a physical pain, like the snap of a rubber band. It’s all 
wrong: the original livery – you can still just see it on the part that 
hasn’t been repainted, though it’s faded and lost its gleam – was 
a rich glossy brown.

Steps lead up to the middle door. In front of them stands a tres-
tle table, covered in an old sheet, and cluttered with paint pots, 
brushes, a turps bottle, a tea mug. Smoke drifts from a thin black 
stovepipe poking through the roof. A little way off, close to the 
centre of the clearing, the boy can see the stump of an old well, 
its rusty arm slimy with grease.

“Barney!” he shouts. Even if whoever lives here hears him and 
comes out, he’s far enough away to be able to vanish back into the 
wood before they can catch him.

“Barney!” he yells again, clapping his hands. “Where are you?”
The middle door opens. A man appears. He’s older than Dad, 

tousle-haired, with a heavy gold-and-grey beard. Perhaps he’s a 
hermit: a real, here-and-now hermit.

“Are you looking for a dog?”
He doesn’t sound angry. And presumably he must have seen 

Barney, mustn’t he, or he wouldn’t be asking about dogs?
“Yes.”
“I’ve got one here. Come and see if it’s yours.”
The boy hesitates a moment, then starts across the clearing. The 

man waits for him, one hand clutching the leather window strap 
on the door. He’s wearing a blue fisherman’s smock smeared with 
paint, and baggy cotton trousers.

“Hullo,” he says, as the boy approaches. 
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“Hullo.”
“I’m Aubrey. What’s your name?”
The voice takes him by surprise. Not remotely gypsyish: well-

oiled and educated, like someone you’d hear on the radio. Instantly, 
he feels more confident. “Mark, sir. Mark Davenant.”

“How do you do, Mark?” 
They shake hands. 
“Come in.”
Mark follows him into the carriage. There’s a powerful smell of 

paraffin and cigarette smoke and cooked meat. The seats and parti-
tions have been removed, and most of the space is filled with a jumble 
of boxes and suitcases and upturned chairs, their legs jutting out 
like the spikes of a giant hedgehog. Only the far end, near the stove, 
has been reclaimed from the chaos. It’s laid out like a caravan, with 
a bunk bed against the wall, two tea chests for tables, a nautical-
looking lamp hanging from a hook. On a kitchen chair that’s lost one 
of its spindles is a portable typewriter, with two sheets sandwiching 
a piece of carbon paper jutting from the cylinder. Next to it stands 
Barney, his thick coat matted with burs, licking the last scraps from 
a sheet of greasy newspaper on the floor. He raises his head as Mark 
enters, then lollops over to him, wagging his tail sheepishly.

“That him?”
Mark nods. “You bad boy! Why didn’t you come when I called?”
Barney cringes. Mark raises his hand to hit him.
“No, don’t,” says the man, grabbing his wrist. “He hasn’t done 

anything wrong.”
“Pestering you for food.”
The man shakes his head. Close to, he smells strongly of paint 

and sweat and tobacco. His beard and fingers are stained with yel-
low. “Don’t tell me you’ve never sneaked anything when no one was 
looking? Come on” – raising his arm suddenly, in a Hitler salute 
– “we’ve had enough of that, haven’t we? Whatever happened to 
live and let live?”

It’s like looking in the mirror and glimpsing a face he’s never 
seen before. Him, Mark, a tyrant? He starts to blush.
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“Anyway, I was glad of the company,” says the man. “Tell you 
the truth, I was hoping he was a stray, and I could keep him. Never 
seen a brute like him. What is he? A sheepdog?”

“A mongrel.”
“That’s what I mean.” He pokes the creamy whorls of hair along 

Barney’s back. “Half sheep, half dog.”
Mark laughs. He hooks his fingers through Barney’s collar, 

gentler now. “Come on.”
The dog shrinks back, bracing his legs, looking expectantly 

towards the stove.
“He’s a canny one, that Barney,” says the man. “Knows there’s 

still a bit of rabbit stew left.” 
“Where did the rabbit come from?”
“Ah, well, that’d be telling.” He takes a scuffed aluminium sauce-

pan from the hotplate and angles it over the paper. “Here we are.”
“He’s had enough,” says Mark. “I’ll feed him when we get 

home.”
“Never enough, eh, Barney?” He jerks a trickle of dark brown 

slop onto the page, obliterating a picture of Princess Margaret. 
“Ah, good shot, Aubrey. Come on, boy.”

Barney’s feet scrabble at the wooden floor. Mark resists for a 
moment, then lets him go. What would Dad say? You should have 
controlled him better. You mustn’t mustn’t mustn’t let him make 
a nuisance of  himself  like that…

“What about you, Mark?” says the man. “Hungry work, chasing 
dogs. Biscuit and a cup of tea?”

“No. Thank you. We’ve taken too much of your time already.” 
That, he knows, is the right thing to say. But he wishes it wasn’t. 
He’s curious. He’s reached the edge of the known world. It’s as 
if someone had prised familiar things from their separate orbits 
– the old railway carriage, the workman’s clothes, the voice like 
Alvar Lidell – and mixed them together into something startlingly 
different.

“No, you haven’t,” says the man. “You haven’t taken anything 
like enough. There’s only so much paint-slapping-on a man can do 
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before he needs a break, and a chat with a new friend.” He holds 
up both hands, fingers spread. “Just ten minutes, all right? And 
then you can nip off… Where do you live? Round here somewhere?”

Mark points. “There. Beyond the church.”
“Well, you can nip off back beyond the church. And I’ll do an-

other door before the sun goes.” Without waiting for a reply, he 
turns and nudges a tin kettle onto the hotplate. Instantly it starts 
to shiver and clunk.

“Why are you painting it blue?” says Mark.
The man looks over his shoulder. “Why shouldn’t I?”
“Great Northern passenger stock was always varnished teak.”
“Well, it may have escaped your notice, Mark, but this isn’t Great 

Northern passenger stock any more. It’s Aubrey Hillyard’s living 
quarters. And Aubrey’s a bloody-minded old son of a so-and-so, 
I’m afraid, and he’ll paint the thing any damned colour he pleases.”

Mark flushes.
“Sorry, sorry,” says Hillyard. “You’re clearly a railway sort of a 

chap, and these things are important to you. I ought to show a bit 
more regard for my guest’s sensibilities, oughtn’t I? Specially since 
I used to be quite keen on trains myself when I was your age.” He 
waves Mark to a seat on the bunk. “Got your own set-up, have 
you, at home?”

“Yes, I have, as a matter of fact.”
“And you’re a real stickler for detail, are you?” He slooshes hot 

water into a pot, empties it into a bucket by the stove, then bends 
down and takes a couple of heavy beakers from one of the chests. 
“Everything just the way it should be? All the colours, and the 
initials on the engines?”

Mark nods. “It’s all old LNER stock. With an 0-6-2 tank. The 
station’s in a little village. There are local services to the next town. 
Where you can pick up the London express.”

“Well, you’ve obviously worked it all out.” He scoops in tea and 
fills the pot from the kettle. “What’s it called, this village of yours?”

Mark hesitates. He’s never told anyone but his mother and Miss 
Murkett, and to let a complete stranger into the charmed circle feels 
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like a betrayal, not just of himself, but of them too. But something 
about this man – the attentive tilt of the head, the genuine interest 
in his eyes, as if he’s talking to an equal – suggests the secret will 
be safe with him.

“Peveril, sir. Peveril on the Swift.”
“Not sir. Aubrey. I’m finished with sirs.” He sits on the other end 

of the bed, fumbles in the pocket of his smock, pulls out a pouch 
and a packet of Rizlas. “Peveril,” he says, gazing at the window, 
so beguiled by the word that he seems unaware his fingers have 
started to roll a cigarette in his lap. Mark feels a spasm of pride. 
“Yes, I like that. Very English. Like Pevensey. Or Pippin. And the 
Swift, I take it, is a river?”

“Yes. There’s a weir. And a bridge.”
He nods. “I can just see it. Hear the water gurgling over the 

stones.” He lifts the cigarette to his lips, licks the gummed strip, 
then squeegees it shut with his thumb and forefinger. “So what 
happens in Peveril? Anything? Apart from the trains?”

“Well…” He’s caught in a quicksand. He can’t lie. But the idea 
of exposing Mr Makepeace, the Gallions, Mrs Dauntless, to the 
gaze of someone he’s just met horrifies him. It conjures up one of 
those pictures he’s seen of the Blitz: a house broken open like a nut 
shell, revealing family pictures, a rocking horse, an unmade bed… 

“Well, I… I do make up stories sometimes,” he says. 
The man nods, drags deeply on his cigarette, then settles back 

in his seat and stares at him through a thin grey veil of smoke. 
His Glacier Mint-coloured eyes are speckled with black, like tiny 
birds’ eggs.

“But they’re not very interesting,” says Mark.
Barney finally lifts his head from the paper and lumbers towards 

them. Grateful for the distraction, Mark bends forward, holding 
out his hand. To his dismay, the dog ignores him and lies down at 
the man’s feet.

“Well,” he says finally, “I should like to see this Peveril. Sounds 
just my sort of thing. I make up stories too, you know.”

Mark glances at the typewriter. “What, you’re an author?”
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The man nods. He half-closes his hands, then holds them one be-
hind the other in front of his eye, to form a telescope. “Those kinds 
of stories,” he says, pointing it towards the window, and peering 
through the makeshift lens. “About what’s out there. The future.”

“What, like Journey into Space, you mean?”
“That sort of idea, I expect.” He gets up heavily and fills the 

two mugs. “No milk, I’m afraid,” he says, handing one to Mark. 
“Ought to keep some of that powdered muck, I suppose. But I can’t 
stomach it. Had more than my fill in the war. Sugar?”

I don’t drink tea. But that would sound childish. So he nods 
and says:

“Yes, please.”
The man offers him a teaspoon and a chipped bowl. A steep drift 

of sugar is stuck to the side, its surface crusted over like snow about 
to melt. Mark cracks it, excavates a few granules, stirs them into 
the marmite-brown tea.

“Is that why you’re here?” he asks. “To write a book?”
“Yes.”
“Why couldn’t you do it where you were before?”
“Ah, too many distractions.” There’s an odd detached quality 

to the way he says it, as if he’s trying to distance himself from his 
own words. For the first time, he sounds like an adult speaking 
to a child. “Whereas here,” he goes on quickly, prodding Barney 
with his toe, “the worst I have to contend with is the occasional 
unannounced visit from a dog.” 

“Why don’t you have your own dog, if you like them so much?”
“Ah, well, there’s a question. I do, as it happens. Or did. Trouble 

was, I couldn’t bring her with me.”
“Why not? Because of Mr Montgomery?”
The man smiles, shakes his head. “No, not because of Mr Mont-

gomery. But there’s all sorts of damned nonsense, isn’t there, when 
you own a dog? Excuse me, sir, but have you got a licence for that 
there quadruped?”

Mark laughs. “It’s only seven and six, isn’t it? I mean, I know 
that’s quite a lot, but—”
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“It isn’t the money. It’s the damned nonsense. I’m not much 
of a chap for forms and licences and what not.” He sips tea, 
puckering his lip to avoid scalding himself. “In my experience, 
the best policy is to have as little to do with the powers that be 
as possible.”

Mark thinks of the post office: dim and quiet and dusty-smelling, 
with gentle old Mrs Pledger tilting Barney’s licence towards the 
light and screwing up her half-blind eyes to see where to put the 
stamp.

“Why?” he says. “Because of what you’re writing?”
“Heavens, never at a loss for a question, are you?” He siphons 

another slurp from his mug, watching Mark steadily over the rim. 
“But since you ask – well, yes, there are certain individuals who 
might take an interest. Think perhaps I’m sailing a bit too close 
to the bone.”

“You mean the wind.”
“I do, don’t I?”
Mark giggles. “Why would they think that? I mean, what’s it 

about?”
Hillyard laughs again. “You really want to know?”
Mark nods.
“Just between ourselves?”
“Course.”
“It’s about a brain.”
“Whose brain?”
“No one’s. Its own.”
“How does it exist, then?”
“Ah, well, that’s the point. It’s cunning. All I can do to keep up 

with it. More than I can do, if I’m honest, as things stand at the 
moment.” He waves towards the typewriter. “Score as of oh-nine-
hundred hours this morning: Brain five, Aubrey nil.”

Mark laughs. “So what does the Brain do? And why are the 
powers that be—”

“Goodness, you never stop, do you?”
“Sorry,” mumbles Mark.
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Hillyard nods. He studies Mark closely, absently sucking the last 
wisps of smoke from the singed stump of his fag. “Tell you what,” 
he says finally. “Are you a man for a bargain, Mark?”

“What sort of bargain?” 
“A story for a story. You come back here tomorrow, and—”
“I can’t tomorrow.”
“The day after, then. You tell me a bit more about Peveril. And 

I tell you about the Brain. I’d like that. Always good to talk to a 
fellow professional. And might help to get the juices going.” He 
squashes his cigarette against the side of an empty tin, then pings 
it to the bottom with his thumb. “What do you say?” 

Mark hesitates. He’s flattered, of course: he can’t imagine the 
man talking to fat Nigel, or sporty Ben, or any of the other kids 
at school, like this – one yarn-spinner to another. And the idea of 
hearing about the Brain thrills him. But still he’s uneasy. Can the 
man really be trusted? What if, after all, he simply laughs at Peveril 
on the Swift? Or yawns? Or – even worse – blabs about it to people 
in the Fox and Hounds or the shop?

“I’ll have to think about it,” Mark says. And then, before the 
man can try to convince him, he gets up, leaving his untasted tea, 
and calls, “Come on, Barney. Let’s go.”

To give himself time, he goes home by a roundabout route, taking 
the hard rutted track away from Twenty Acre Wood towards the 
Black Barns. After half a mile or so, where the path passes through 
the bottom of an old chalk pit, he scrambles up the slippery white 
cliff and hides in the little huddle of trees at the top. He’s safe here: 
no one else knows about it. And, even now, it hasn’t completely 
lost the magic it had when he was small. If he lies with his eyes 
half-open, he can still almost imagine, as he did then, that he might 
hear animals speaking to each other, or a kindly wizard bidding 
him welcome and asking him what the matter was. 

“Down, Barney! Lie down!”
He leans back against an ash trunk and starts preparing the case 

for the defence. Barney got lost in the woods. I had to go after him. 
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Could he get away with saying that? Or would God punish him for 
lying? He imagines Barney run over by a lorry, Mummy and Dad 
killed in a car crash. He wants to tell someone what happened, 
but not them. It’s not just that Dad would tick him off for bother-
ing the man in the carriage: it’s also that he worries he could have 
been guilty of something worse. What it is, exactly, he’s not sure, 
but he suspects it may have carried him, for the first time, beyond 
mere naughtiness, into the realm of grown-up misbehaviour, with 
its minefield of concealed dangers. At some point, he’ll have to ask 
someone to explain the rules to him. In the meantime, he decides 
finally, it isn’t wrong to keep quiet about it: not saying something 
isn’t the same as telling a lie.

“Come on, boy.” He edges towards the rim of the pit, then 
stops. A tractor’s coming up the track. He presses himself to 
the ground, his hand on Barney’s collar. Always the same feel-
ing – a shivery, half-pleasurable pang in the guts – when he’s 
hiding here and someone goes by. And then the tractor’s gone, 
and he slithers down over the cold knobbles of chalk and jog-
trots home.

“You were gone a long time,” says his mother, as he walks in 
through the back door. It’s not a criticism. It’s not even a question: 
just a token acknowledgment of his presence. She’s too taken up 
with chopping chicken livers and stirring the pan of rice to want 
to engage in real conversation. But that, he knows, could change 
at any moment. Safer to make himself scarce again. 

“I’m just going out to the shed,” he says.
“Can you do it afterwards? I’d like you to go and tell Daddy 

this’ll be ready in ten minutes.”
“Where is he?”
“In the darkroom.”
Her eyes linger on him. He understands that expression, what it’s 

asking of him. His muscles start to unclench. He knows what to 
do now, how to pick his way through the obstacle course without 
knocking into anything hard.

“OK,” he says.
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He runs upstairs. He can smell the vinegar fug of the stop bath, 
see a rim of faint orange light under the door. He taps lightly.

“Yes?”
“Daddy? Mummy says supper will be ready soon.”
“Hang on.” The click of the key in the lock. A gap appears at the 

edge of the door, revealing a strip of blanket. “Come in. Quickly.”
He squeezes past the makeshift curtain. Dad shuts the door 

behind him. The air is sour with chemicals. Water gushes into the 
sink, sluicing the fixer from a wodge of prints. In the dim glow of 
the safety lamp he can see a strip of negatives drooping from the 
Mekon head of the enlarger. Next to it, an image is starting to 
form on a sheet of 10 x 8 in the developing tray. He leans forward 
to watch it. A patch of dark, a larger area of speckled grey, more 
dark – ah: leaves, a branch. Now, almost in the centre, something 
small and circular. An eye. A bird’s eye. A thrush, head back, beak 
open as it sings.

“That’s terrific, Dad.”
Dad puts a hand on his shoulder. “Know where it is?”
“The apple tree in the back.”
Dad nods. “Quarter to six in the morning. Old man thrush tell-

ing the other birds to steer clear. This is his territory, and his hen, 
and his brood.”

“Quarter to six?” It’s an effort to say it, like pushing his bike 
over a hump. But he knows it’s what Dad’s expecting.

Dad dabs the print with his tongs, then lifts it by one corner and 
lets the developer drip back into the tray. There’s a lightness in his 
movements that tells Mark he’s pleased. “Yes,” he says. “I was up 
at four-thirty. I’d been there almost an hour when he finally deigned 
to show up and sing for me.”

“What are the other pictures?”
“You’ll see in a minute.” He douses the print in the stop bath, 

then rinses it and drops it face down in the fixer. “You can help 
me hang them up.”

Mark feels as if he’s ebbing away, melting into the furniture, 
becoming part of the furniture himself, an object without a will 
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of its own. But he knows it’s the price he has to pay. To resist the 
flow, to re-establish himself within his own boundaries by saying 
he has something else to do, would instantly change Dad’s mood 
from white to black, and send him on the attack. Once that hap-
pened, it would only be a matter of time before he’d screwdriver 
the truth about Aubrey Hillyard out of him.

“OK,” says Mark. 
Dad checks that the packets of paper are sealed, then switches 

on the main light. He unhooks the blanket, opens the door and 
gathers up the pictures from the sink. They flap and slither in his 
hands like a net full of fish.

“All right?”
Mark follows him to the bathroom. The clothes line is already 

strung across the bath. Dad gives Mark the pile of photos, then 
picks up the top one and pincers it to the line. Mark attaches two 
more pegs to the bottom to hold it flat.

“Recognize that?” says Dad.
It looks like the edge of Twenty Acre Wood. The sun is rising, 

making a brilliant fan of rays above the trees. A young deer is 
breaking cover, one foot tentatively raised, checking to see that 
the coast is clear. Obviously it hasn’t noticed the photographer.

“I think so,” Mark says. 
“I’ll show you.” He slips the Ordnance Survey map from his 

jacket and half-unfolds it. It’s dotted with pencil crosses. He points 
at one on the corner of Willetts Lane. “Just here. See?”

Mark nods. No more than a couple of hundred yards from Au-
brey Hillyard’s railway carriage. The thought of it makes him giddy. 

“It’s beautiful, Dad.” 
Dad returns the map to his pocket and starts hanging more 

prints: a blackbird feeding her young, a kingfisher peering at a 
facsimile of itself in a pond as smooth as a mirror. Mark follows 
him with a fistful of pegs.

“I think these are the best photos you’ve ever done.”
Dad nods. He puts a hand on Mark’s shoulder again and guides 

him downstairs. Supper is already on the table.
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“You should see Daddy’s pictures, Mummy,” says Mark, as he 
pulls out his chair.

He tries to catch her eye, feel the warmth of her appreciation for 
a moment. But she smiles at Dad, not at him.

“Wonderful, are they?” she says.
“Yes,” says Mark.
“Why don’t you pop up and get one of them, old thing?” says 

Dad.
“Which one?”
“You choose.”
Mark runs up to the bathroom, scans the line of dripping prints. 

Which one did Dad seem most pleased with? He unpegs the thrush 
and carries it carefully downstairs. When he walks in, his parents 
are standing in front of the stove with their backs to him, arms 
round each other’s waist. As he lingers in the doorway, waiting 
for them to separate, Mummy turns to kiss Dad and catches sight 
of him. 

“Ah, and here we are,” she says. 
Mark holds up the picture. She pulls away to admire it. “Oh, 

my goodness, yes. That’s really tremendous, isn’t it? I’d say it’s the 
best thing you’ve ever done.” 

“That’s what I said,” says Mark.
“Did you?” She kisses Dad again. “It’s super. Congratulations, 

darling.”
“Thank you. I’m pleased with it.” He turns to Mark. “Better put 

it back now, or it won’t dry properly.”
“OK,” says Mark.
When he returns, they’re both sitting at the table. 
“It’s what I always said,” Dad says, warming his still-pink hands 

over the plate in front of him. “If you want to do a professional 
job, you need professional equipment.”

“So that’s really it, is it, you think?” says his mum. “The new 
camera? That’s made all the difference?”

“I couldn’t have got results like that with the Agfa.”
“Well, I’m so glad we bought the Leica, then.”
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But the energy’s gone from her voice, and her jaw is tight with 
worry. As she starts to serve the risotto, Mark remembers the con-
versation he half-heard a few nights ago, across the landing: not 
so much the fragments of phrases – love me, trust me, of  course 
I do, darling: it’s just whether we can really afford it at the mo-
ment – as the tone. It still troubles him: the way Dad’s strength 
seemed run through with weakness, like an unexpected flaw in a 
piece of marble.

How would the man in the railway carriage have behaved? The 
question leaps out at him, takes him by surprise. For a moment, in 
place of Dad’s fine small features, the sulky mouth and wounded 
gaze, he sees the jungle of Hillyard’s face, the “think what you 
like” iciness of his eyes. Would someone like that have used his 
capacity for being hurt to get what he wanted? No: he’d have said, 
Aubrey’s a bloody-minded old son of  a so-and-so, and he’ll have 
whatever damned camera he pleases.

Mark tries to push the image away, but all through supper it 
keeps coming back to haunt him, leering, winking, mocking his 
discomfort. As soon as he’s finished eating, he carries his plate 
to the sink and bolts for the shed. It’s warm and stuffy after 
the heat of the day, and still smells of last year’s apples. As he 
walks in, he can hear rats scuffling under the pile of boxes in 
the corner.

He flicks the light switch. The village blossoms into life. Its 
completeness – the castle ruins on the papier-mâché hill, the old 
hermitage by the painted river, the delivery van in the high street 
and the coal lorry in the station yard – makes him shiver with 
pleasure. On the platform, Mrs Dauntless and Patty Gallion are 
waiting for the local to Swiftbridge. 

Morning, Patty.
Morning, Mrs Dauntless.
Where are you off to today?
Just into town. It’s Paul’s birthday tomorrow, and I’m getting 

him a book I know he wants. The new Rosemary Sutcliff.
He’s a lucky boy, having a sister like—
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He leaves them frozen in mid-sentence, turns on the controller 
and eases the 8.14 towards them, squatting down so that he can 
see it emerging from the tunnel at eye level. His nose fills with the 
oily metallic tang of the electric motor. He slows the train into the 
station, then edges Mr Makepeace out on the platform, spruce in 
his blue uniform.

Peveril! Peveril! This is Peveril on the Swift!
He picks up Mrs Dauntless and Patty and drops them into the 

old Oxo tin. The real Mrs Dauntless and Patty are on board now, 
in the middle carriage. He turns the knob, and the 0-6-2 jerks 
forward again. He watches it past the level crossing and round the 
bend, then pushes the station master back into the ticket office.

Fine morning, Mr Hoskins.
Yes, Mr Makepeace. We’re in for a beautiful day, I think.
He stops. This, more than anywhere or anything, is his world. 

To tell Aubrey Hillyard about it would be to weaken its borders 
and risk exposing it to a cold blast of grown-up reality. But then 
Aubrey Hillyard isn’t like other grown-ups. He doesn’t care about 
neatness or tidiness, or fitting in: all he’s interested in is writing 
about his own imaginary world. Sharing Peveril with a grown-up 
like that could make it stronger, even more alive.

Mark stares at the layout, trying to sense what it feels. But he 
senses nothing. After a couple of minutes, he turns off the control-
ler and the lights and goes back indoors.
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The next day, he’s due at Miss Murkett’s at three. Dad’s in a mood 
again, for some reason – sighs; frowns; scarcely a word at break-
fast, until the very end, when he suddenly snaps, Murky, eh? You’d 
better watch out, or you’ll turn into another of  her lame ducks at 
this rate – and the weight of his temper squeezes the air from the 
house, making it impossible to breathe properly. So, although it’s 
only a half-hour walk, Mark decides to leave immediately after 
lunch, and take his time. Barney follows him eagerly down the hall.

“No, sorry, boy, you can’t come. C-A-T-S. Stay!” 
Barney droops. Mark turns quickly, shrugging off his guilt. Next 

moment, he’s out of the door, and free. He stands there for a mo-
ment, feeling the breeze ruffle his shirt, snuffing the heavy scent of 
roses and ripe wheat and hot tar, then sets off at a slow amble. As 
he cuts down the lane that runs behind the Fox and Hounds, he 
sees scrawny Harry Doggett and his plump wife Betty stacking bar-
rels by the back door. Harry looks up and makes his usual strange 
salute, twirling a finger above his head as though he’s dialling a 
telephone number in the air.

“Hullo,” calls Mark, with a wave.
Smiling Betty laughs. “Lovely day for it!”
At the garage, the little man with a limp is hosing down a coach. 

Mark stops to admire the gleam of the cream-and-brown livery, 
and the picked-out gold lettering on the side: Barrons Coaches. 
As always, it leaves him feeling dissatisfied. It’s beautiful, of 
course – but that kind of beauty doesn’t belong on a bus: it’s 
the preserve of railway engines, big and magnificent enough to 
wear it.
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He sidles down the High Street, shoulders hunched, hands in 
his pockets, kicking at stones on the pavement. Out of the corner 
of his eye, he sees the edges of the houses soften, and walls begin 
to billow and shiver, like scenery in a play. A cavalcade of knights 
rides by, weapons jangling, armour ringing, and he raises his own 
invisible sword in salute. Behind them is a band of Elizabethan 
players, cartwheeling and singing, who beckon as they pass: come, 
join us – and then a stage coach, with a wigged man peering 
through pince-nez from the window, making him bow his head. As 
they reach the crossroads they all start to fade, and the ungainly 
clutter of the present-day village suddenly becomes solid again: 
telephone wires; the droopy Halt at Major Road Ahead sign, like 
a falling-over scarecrow; Mrs Drake’s rust-specked Wolseley, off 
to meet someone at the station. 

It’s still too early when he gets to Hillfield. He lingers by the 
gate, looking along Willetts Lane towards Twenty Acre Wood. 
As he watches, trying to imagine what Aubrey Hillyard is doing 
behind the thick wall of trees – painting? Crouched over his 
typewriter, wrestling with the alien Brain? – he spots a Land 
Rover, crawling towards him at barely a walking pace. As it 
draws alongside, Mr Montgomery tortoises his big head through 
the window.

“Hullo, Mark.” He’s bulgy-faced, half strangled by the collar and 
tie cutting into his beef-red neck. “Haven’t seen you for a while.”

Mark feels an urgent need to pee. He presses his thighs together. 
“No.”

“No dog today?”
Mark shakes his head.
“So where are you off to?”
“Miss Murkett’s. She’s asked me to tea.”
Mr Montgomery nods towards Hillfield, eyebrows raised. 
“I’m waiting,” says Mark. “I got here early.”
“Ah.” Slowly, half-smiling. That expression again: You may think 

you’re clever, but you can’t fool me. He braces his arm against the 
steering wheel as if he’s about to drive on. “You know” – gazing 
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straight ahead, through the windscreen – “there’s a chap living 
there, do you?”

“Where?” 
“Twenty Acre Wood.”
Mark’s face is burning. “Who is he?”
“Name’s Hillyard. Everyone seems to know about it now. I just 

caught two boys spying on him.” He glances up at Mark again, 
studies his face for a moment, then nods. “Ask Miss Murkett about 
him. She’ll tell you. But he’s an odd sort, by all accounts. Makes 
the devil of a noise and scares the birds. You take my advice, you’ll 
keep well clear of him. Just thought I’d mention it.” He touches 
the edge of his fawn cap with a forefinger. “Give my regards to 
Miss Murkett, will you?” 

Without waiting for a reply, he revs the engine, and the Land Rover 
continues slowly to the end of the lane. Mark stands watching as it 
turns onto the High Street and starts climbing towards the war me-
morial, trailing chalk dust and scabs of mud. He’s confused. If Miss 
Murkett knows about Aubrey Hillyard too, why hasn’t she mentioned 
him before? It can only be because – here it is again, that uneasy 
knot-in-the-stomach feeling, as if he’s strayed beyond some invisible 
boundary – there’s something about the man that makes her reluctant 
to discuss him with a child. He must be careful what he tells her.

He turns and starts slowly up the moss-eaten drive. The flagged 
yard at the top, between the old laundry and the house, is seeth-
ing with cats. At a sound from inside, they merge into a shoal and 
swarm into the kitchen.

The front door is ajar, but he yanks the bell pull anyway. The 
sound – the high trill in the echoey hugeness of the house – always 
intrigues him. After a few moments, he hears the clack of Miss 
Murkett’s brogues.

“Ah, young Aurelius! Come in!” Seventyish, tall and long-faced, 
with heavy straight eyebrows and hair curled in grey swags over her 
ears, giving her the air of a Hanoverian king. She wears a floral-
pattern skirt and thick brown stockings that make Mark think of 
the raspy feel of Elastoplast.
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“Let’s go in here,” she says, ushering him into the sitting room. 
Even now, on a hot summer afternoon, it’s dark and cool, and 
has the autumnal smell of stale wood ash. An engraving of Oliver 
Cromwell glowers from the wall. In the grate stands an earth-
enware jug of roses. Above it, on the mantelpiece, a couple of 
pewter plates wink rheumily in the dimness. To Mark, they’re 
worse than Cromwell: the eyes of the house itself watching him, 
and finding him wanting. He turns his attention instead to the 
low table in front of the fireplace. It’s draped with green velvet, 
and spread with glasses, plates, a cluster of bottles, a venerable 
willow-pattern bowl webbed with cracks and half-filled with 
biscuits.

“Sit down,” says Murky. 
He knows better than to take the big button-back chair: that’s 

hers. He finds it disconcerting, anyway: ever since he can remember, 
he’s imagined its curved legs suddenly coming to life and scut-
tling across the room like a giant malformed insect. And there’s 
something dead-looking about the couple in the photograph on 
the table next to it: a staring woman in a wide-brimmed white hat 
and a moustachioed man wearing a monocle. So he settles in his 
usual place, on the end of the sofa. The over-stuffed arm reaches 
up almost to his ear. Balanced on top of it, ready for use, is Old 
Possum’s Book of  Practical Cats.

“So – what’s it to be?” says Murky. “Flower or berry?”
“Berry, please.” He doesn’t really enjoy it. But at least, unlike 

her other wines, there’s a cough-syrupy warmth about it that he 
finds comforting.

“I thought as much. A man after my own heart. Puts fire in your 
veins, doesn’t it, the good old berry?” She levers the cork from the 
bottle with her thumb and trickles a swirl of purple into a small 
green glass. “Here we are.” She fills a tumbler for herself. “Your 
very good health, young Aurelius.”

“Thank you.” He takes a sip. It burns his throat and sends an 
aftershock through his belly and legs. He mustn’t have too much. 
The last time, he got home flushed and unsteady, and scowling 




