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            This hour I tell things in confidence,

            I might not tell everybody, but I will tell you.

             

            WALT WHITMAN, ‘Song of Myself’,

from Leaves of Grass

         

      

   


   
      
         

            
 1: LOST BOY


         

         

         

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         WEARYING OF THE TRICKERY of arresting opening sentences – their flavours of honey and brimstone, their glimpses of drama to come, their syntax weighted to draw you to the full stop and beyond – all I can honestly say is: reader, come with me.

         I’ve never been a fan of epigraphs in books; there’s something arch and writerly about them, like a cupped chin or an ostentatious scarf in an author photo. They’re a cut-price way of giving both of us a literary feeling – instead of flowers, a burst of ersatz laurel from a can of air freshener. Psssht. Mmm, is that … Whitman? But I chose that fragment of Leaves of Grass as a kind of promissory note, as a token of good faith between us. It says: let us be equal partners, let us be the sort of friends who share secrets. Is there flattery here? Perhaps a little; friends must be inclined to think well of each other.

         My friend – and I’m aware of sounding overfamiliar in my eagerness to assure you of my good intentions – in order to save you time and money, I’m going to put the argument of this book on its opening page: the world we inhabit is only a story we tell, and neither the truest nor the best.

         The wisdom of the conventional metaphors says that stories resemble bridges, gifts and medicine; they join, they are bestowed, they heal. But stories are less pure and less benign than these images suggest. Human beings are compulsive  makers and believers of stories. And stories can be many things – banners round which a mob will rally; masks to signify enemies; blades even, to cut, and sever, and kill. If novels are good for anything, which I occasionally doubt, perhaps it’s for revealing how stories arise, where they end, and when to stop believing.

         Still listening, camerado?

         Towards the end of the year before last, I began swimming every day at Tooting Bec Lido. Looking back, I don’t recall a particular day when the resolution to swim throughout the winter seemed finally to crystallise. It’s not easy to explain – even to yourself – why you would undertake such an unpleasant daily commitment. The pool is a hundred yards long and unheated. From October to April, the water is varying degrees of icy, sometimes frozen. The first immersion is bewilderingly painful. No amount of repetition makes it easy. Sometimes I would spend the whole morning before my swim haunted by a vague sense of dread. Worst of all were the days when the walk from the changing cubicles exposed shrinking flesh to wind and rain, or sleet.

         Shuffling across the poolside in my flip-flops, I would pause by the water’s edge. For a long time, I was in the habit of easing myself in slowly and waiting at the shallow end for my legs to go numb before I submerged my whole body. It took me a while to realise that this was a method used by none of the small number of people who continued to swim through the winter months and who all regarded the use of a wetsuit as beneath their dignity. They would plunge in without hesitation, committing themselves to the scalding immersion that left them gasping for breath.

         By January and February, most swimmers are doing a width or two at most, though some physiologically gifted people are capable of swimming eighteen lengths, a mile, when the temperature of the water is close to freezing. I discovered that my natural distance was two lengths, not for reasons of machismo, but because any fewer and the experience was abbreviated to something approaching pure pain.

         For me, the first fifty yards were like being in a fight, or having a tooth pulled without anaesthetic, or any experience where your consciousness contracts to the immediate struggle to keep breathing. Your skin feels as if it’s being stripped off you with wires and your head aches. There is no space to think of anything. Abandoned by your higher mental function, you regress to the state of a floundering reptile. The first few times you do this, it seems like pure insanity. Gradually, experience shows you that this moment will pass. As you relax, you begin to notice that there is no pain in the place where the breath enters your body. If you can abide there long enough, by the time you reach the midway point of the pool the pain has not only diminished but been succeeded by a sensation of well-being that verges on euphoria. On the return length, you are no longer cold. There is no feeling whatsoever in your lower body. Hauling yourself out of the water, you experience the air as warm. You can then walk the fifty or so yards to the sauna – a gift from the Finns on the occasion of the lido hosting the World Winter Swimming Championships in 2008.

         At this point, you know that nothing you have to face that day will be more difficult than what you have just done, and whatever anxiety or stress you’ve been carrying has been purged from your system.

         The sauna comfortably seats eight. At the times of day when I swam, there were usually no more than three or four other people in it. Many of the long-time winter swimmers regarded it as an unwelcome novelty and talked fondly of the old days when the amenities of the club offered nothing more than a cold shower and a cup of tea.

         I should point out that there is no evidence that swimming in icy water is good for you. Only cod science and the attractive but unproven intuition of hormesis – the notion that something bad for you in large doses is good for you in small ones – suggest otherwise. In my first winter, I contracted a stubborn case of bronchitis for which the doctor prescribed steroids and antibiotics. I felt sure the swimming was to blame. And yet, all the other swimmers seemed in rude good health. I, in my forties, was one of the youngest. Some looked decades younger than their calendar ages. These people seemed to have found in the freezing water the elixir of eternal youth.

         The conversations in the sauna circled constantly around three unchanging topics: the temperature of the water, the inaccuracy of the lifeguards’ thermometers and the prospects for the weather. If you stayed in there long enough, your opinion would be canvassed on all three. The discussions we had often resembled the dialogue of an absurdist drama, full of repetitions, non sequiturs and strange bathos. One elderly woman vocalised every thought that came into her head, from what she was intending to have for lunch to the brand of ointment she used for her piles; clad in a drooping towel and citing weak hands, she would ask the nearest male to wring out her swimming costume. There seemed no appropriate way to decline.

         Still, for someone like me who works in solitude, it’s important and restorative to connect with other people. Something we shared was our baffled curiosity at the motives that drove us to participate in such a painful activity. Our general inability to explain it fitted with my growing disillusionment about stories. It seemed to me that the true source of all our desires was mysterious and inaccessible and never disclosed by our belated explanations. First we do things, then we make up stories to explain why. Of course, being a writer, I could invent plenty of reasons. One was that it was something to do with death. It made me think of the Japanese delicacy fugu, the deadly pufferfish; its real aficionados like to enjoy it with just enough of the highly toxic liver to induce euphoria, but not so much as will kill them. When you saw the blotchy ice-milers mumbling incoherently in the hottest corner, as their core temperature rose slowly back to normal, it seemed that they were drawn to some threshold experience, to peering over the lip of the crater at the spectacle of their own dissolution.

         But the experience of swimming in the cold also offered less grim rewards. It was often beautiful: the ice sang with the vibration of the water; the pool in sunshine glowed an extraordinary submarine blue, all the more wondrous when you were in it; a pair of Egyptian geese honked by the changing cubicles, like guardian spirits. One sunny midwinter morning a septuagenarian swimmer towelled off his brick-red body and declared to me: ‘If paradise is one tenth as good as this, I’ll settle for it.’

         In the water, when the pain eased, I would turn over ideas for stories in my head, wondering at my presumption in  telling untruths for a living. I seemed to have lost the gusto for inventing facts that is at the root of what a writer does – but in the bracing grip of the water, I couldn’t feel sorry about it. I assumed that either something would turn up or it wouldn’t. And it didn’t really matter which.

         Now and again, I would hear the story I wanted to tell like a shortwave broadcast from a distant country, the swooping signal fading in and out, carrying unintelligible fragments. But at the moment I turned my full attention towards it, it would vanish.

         My long apprenticeship, almost twenty years of it, had at least taught me patience.

         At my desk, I made a list of the books I wanted to write: a counterfactual thriller in which Britain had been colonised by India; something about a Viking; something about a psychoanalyst on a spaceship. But each time I started writing, my nerve failed me after three or four pages. Whenever I considered committing to one of the ideas – and I think I knew by now that I could force my way to the end by an act of will – I felt a great weariness.

         The problem I kept encountering was that fiction, which I had used for consolation all my life, had somehow lost its charm. Whenever I read a novel, I found myself resisting the necessary conspiracy between writer and reader. I was inhabited by a spiteful internal heckler who would utter a flat denial after every assertion of fact. ‘Hale knew, before he had been in Brighton three hours, that they meant to murder him.’ No, he didn’t. ‘In the latter days of July in the year 185—, a most important question was for ten days hourly asked in the cathedral city of Barchester.’ No, it wasn’t. The  weak magic of novels was powerless before this malcontent’s jeering non-co-operation.

         There seemed to be nothing special any more about the enchantments of fiction. On the contrary, in every area of human life, someone was trying to tell a story. Sports commentators, politicians, revolutionaries, religious leaders, business people, accountants, advertisers, actors – all were peddling selective and self-serving interpretations of the world. I told my wife I no longer believed anything I read in a newspaper, and she said I was driving her nuts.

         Everyone was suddenly talking about narratives. These bogus narratives could justify invasions, absurd inequalities of income, murder, torture, and every kind of cruelty and selfishness. It seemed that people thought that by shouting loudly and insistently enough they could talk any version of the world into existence. I began to understand the peasant distrust of what educated people do with words, of the smooth and lawyerly language that talks you out of everything you own. More and more, I felt that true goodness must be mute.

         Assailed by empty words, I longed for something preverbal, an unmediated experience of the world, and the cold water provided it. It told no story.

         Back at my desk, I began another book, about a haruspex, one of the Roman diviners who scrutinised the entrails of animals and who are memorialised as emblems of charlatanism. But my haruspex was entirely sincere, someone in thrall to his own baseless claims of expertise, little different from the people I heard on the radio every morning: pundits pretending to make sense of the aggregated chaos that no one could really understand; reporters being invited to speculate  on a country’s ‘mood’. I half expected someone to describe the speckled appearance of a sheep’s liver and pronounce the economic recovery therefore in full swing.

         I wondered if was possible to write a story that bore witness to the unrepeatable crisis of its own creation. But I was constitutionally hostile to experimental fiction, and when it crossed my mind that I might be inadvertently writing some kind of deconstructed novel, I felt like punching myself in the face.

         One afternoon, after my swim, I went for a fruitless meeting with a film producer who told me in passing that the secret to producing a masterpiece was to organise a story around a single word. His explanation worked something like this:

         
            Play: Macbeth; theme: ambition; result: masterpiece.

            Play: Hamlet; theme: not sure; result: qualified failure.

         

         He was rich and successful and the idea had an attractive simplicity. But afterwards, it struck me that one of the many ways of understanding Hamlet is that its central character is someone who has lost the capacity to believe in stories. Once a conscientious person has shared Hamlet’s glimpse of the way the stories we tell mask instinctual motivations for power, and sex, and status, it’s hard to believe in anything ever again. A series of strange and problematic plays clusters round Hamlet in the Shakespearean canon: Troilus and Cressida, Measure for Measure, Othello and All’s Well That Ends Well – the work of someone rattled by the insight that justice, love, honour, history and progress are all just stories.

         At the end of August that year, I flew to China to write an article about its surplus bachelors – a result of the country’s one-child policy. It was part of a larger demographic anomaly: the world’s missing women. In many countries – South Korea, India, China – men greatly outnumbered women. Abortion, cheap ultrasounds and a preference for boy babies meant that girl foetuses were terminated for being girls, and boys were growing up in a world shaped by their absence, a world of fewer daughters, fewer sisters, and fewer wives.

         In a tiny hamlet outside the city of Huayin, I sat on the floor of a dusty brick shack. It belonged to a family of farmers who seemed to have been vaulted from the distant past into the twenty-first century. The soil still yielded ancient stones from buildings that had stood there millennia before, part of the great riparian civilisation that had grown up beside the Yellow River. An old woman called Qin Yu Lan, who was bird-thin and bowed from a lifetime of hard graft, cooked a meatless dinner over handfuls of blazing firewood and wept about her son’s failure to find a wife. He was forty, and she was lamenting the lonely old age that faced him. She might well have been shedding tears for her own predicament. She had lived her life like an ox in harness, dragging unimaginable burdens, and there was no possibility of respite in old age, no daughter-in-law to share her labour, to care for her or her decrepit husband. Now and again a train rumbled along the track behind the house. The old terraces above us were overgrown with thornbushes and wild date trees. Forty years earlier, there had been wolves roaming in the woods. Now this was the last bit of village left as the urban sprawl encroached.

         Mrs Qin’s plight touched a chord with my belated understanding that I had arrived in a world wholly shaped by the decisions of previous generations. She and I were part of a species that was living through the reverberations of a slow-motion car crash that had begun in the long nineteenth century. The filthy air we breathed, the fictional division of the globe into nations, planes, penicillin, dentistry, the plastic detritus in the grass by the outside toilet: all were products of this sudden period of change; something that, for want of a better word, we must be tempted to call modernity.

         The axiom of storytelling is that a person defines their life through their choices. From ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ to Hamlet, a protagonist desires, and then acts, and then lives through the consequences of their decisions. We parse the events of our lives in this way, turning them into stories – of triumph and failure, of odds overcome, moments of insight and redemption, and lessons learned. But for millions of people, ourselves included, the truth of a life lies in shadows and absences, roads not taken, unborn daughters-in-law. The Qin Yu Lan I met was only one possible version of her. And who’s to say whether it was the most accurate, fairest or best? Even starting with such difficult ingredients – being born poor and female in Shaanxi province in 1942 – we can still conjure numberless variations of the life she might have led. Her husband, who had arrived to work on the railway in the 1960s, might easily have been dispatched to another village. She could have caught the eye of a well-connected Party member; or perished in a famine; or learned English; or become a Red Guard; or moved to the city. But now we are entering the territory of the haruspex, engaging in activity  that is futile and tempts absurdity. And yet there is a stab of compassion in remembering this: glimpsed in her crib, or at her mother’s breast, with her hopeful bright eyes and tufts of ebony hair, tiny Yu Lan was already someone; she surely had an inner essence, which would struggle to find expression in the world; which would be shaped and thwarted by circumstances over which she had no control.

         It seemed to me then that the people we didn’t become, the lives we couldn’t lead, and the worlds that never were, were like so many secret books, whose pages supported with certainty one single knowable assertion: things might all have been so different. And any other conclusion or story was a shameful collaboration with the tyranny of this accidental world.

         Nabokov writes, on the final page of The Real Life of Sebastian Knight, that ‘any soul may be yours, if you find and follow its undulations’. Back in London, hauling myself through the icy water, I felt an ambition stirring: to gather one soul, just one in its entirety, from the oblivion of the secret books.

         
            *

         

         FICTION SHOULD HAVE PREPARED me for this inevitable reversal: the soul I went looking for was not the one I ended up with. In the beginning, I was searching for one of my distant relatives. I wanted to write about a lost boy.

         In August 1914, my great-uncle, Leonard Castle, joined the Royal Norfolk Regiment to go and fight in World War I. At that time, he lived above his father’s shop on Moyser Road, in Streatham, south London. The building stands about one hundred yards – a pool’s length – from where I’m sitting now. If I open my window and stick my head out, I can just see its chimney pots.

         Today it’s a hair salon; in 1914 it was a hardware shop. About four times a year, I go in there to buy shampoo, or get my daughter’s hair cut. I feel no special connection to the place, which passed out of my family before World War II. I have to remind myself that important family dramas were enacted here, that this is the house where, in 1906, my grandfather was born.

         This was then the fringes of the great city. Sometimes still you can recover a sense of it. Squint at Mitcham, and the duck pond and the cricket green seem to belong to an English village, announcing the lavender fields and medicinal herb gardens of Purley, where the big Ikea now stands. At night, when the flight paths are diverted, the hum of aviation ceases and the sky falls silent. The pregnant darkness of prehistory seems to hang over south London. On an icy winter evening, the snow can bring traffic to a standstill. The common rings with the bark of foxes. The city is gone. You  are reminded that one day the two of us will be no more than memories.

         Leonard’s dad, my great-grandfather, also called Leonard, dealt in ironmongery and oil derivatives – paraffin, lamp oil, turpentine, paint. His was the forgotten trade of the oilman. The sign of their occupation was an amphora fixed to the shopfront.

         What seems most distinctive about young Leonard’s life in retrospect are its absences: no electricity, no wireless, no television, no telephones, no car, no bathroom, no expectation of travel abroad, no knowledge of other faiths or cultures, no central heating. In his brief childhood, on cold nights, he would uncurl his legs an inch at a time as the warmth of his tiny body penetrated the bed sheets. The tarry odour of the prepared kindling that was stashed in the backyard must have permeated the house, along with the smell of smoke, and washing, and stewing meat.

         The Castles were not literary. The only books of theirs that survive are the volumes of my great-great-grandfather Elijah’s collected Dickens. These battered brown editions with their purgatorially tiny print have inhabited both our worlds. But did Leonard read them? I somehow doubt it. The only book I’m certain he knew well is the Bible.

         The family way tended towards dour. Sundays were long. Days were long. Their God was a vigilant boss, omnipresent and not inclined to give you much of a break. The business’s success turned on accurate accounting. They lived amid flammable stock. And their religious faith was exacting. Twice a day on Sunday, the Castles worshipped at the Baptist Church in Balham. When war was declared,  Leonard’s God bolstered his desire to go and fight. Searching online, I found a complete record of his military service, including a copy of the commissioning papers he signed in St Paul’s Churchyard a century ago.

         My grandfather, Leonard’s younger brother, was six foot two. His height was one of the things that defined him in an era when tall men were less common than they are now. So I was surprised, when I saw a copy of Leonard’s medical exam, to learn that he was only five foot five and a half, and 110 pounds. Perhaps he was of a different build from his younger brother; perhaps his late-Victorian diet was less nutritious than the Edwardian one my grandfather grew up on; more likely, Leonard just hadn’t finished growing. The first category on the document is ‘apparent age’ – a bureaucratic wink to encourage volunteers to lie? Leonard’s apparent age is nineteen. In fact he was seventeen, almost a child, putting on khaki and going to fight for his country.

         There’s no extant photo of him, but the corporeal facts on the exam flesh him out a little: he had grey eyes, a sallow complexion, light-brown hair. It’s not much, but enough to fool the eye into thinking it has glimpsed a young man’s face. With a similar economy, his war record compresses a handful of details into the facsimile of a life.

         On the 8th of October 1915, Leonard suffered shock and concussion on the Western Front and was sent to hospital. He rejoined his regiment a month later and was promoted to corporal in February 1916. The handwriting on the form is hard to decipher, but it seems as though he was out of action again for ten days with influenza in July 1916.

         The final entry on the form is dated 12th October 1916 and  bears a stamp for ‘Wounded in Action’. Beneath it is written by hand: ‘S.[hell] W.[ound] Chest and Abdomen. Died 5:30 am.’ He was nineteen.

         I imagine the news being brought – by bicycle? – to the little shop on Moyser Road. I can guess at the habits of faith and stoicism being stretched and tested by the shock. For some reason, I see his father wearing a black armband, manfully accepting the condolences of his customers. I expect Leonard Senior was present in 1920 at the dedication of the parish war memorial: fifty-three names from half a dozen streets. Did he look around at the other bereaved parents? Was the early rawness of their grief calloused a little with time? What on earth did they say to one another?

         Some version of that loss reverberated through my grandfather’s life for close to a century. It was still present in the timbre of his voice, seventy years on: he was a good bloke. That laconic epitaph contained as much grief as he ever allowed himself. It was a family trait never to revisit the past.

         Leonard’s death closed off a whole branch of possibilities for people who never knew him. Each of those names on the memorial expunged an alternate future. The hundreds of thousands of absent men left a whole generation of women without their future partners.

         And, unthinkable as it seems, maybe Leonard took lives; maybe he was a killer, setting off a chain of absences on the other side.

         The fiction of a nation is invariably written with the blood of young men: Thermopylae, Masada, Kosovo, Crécy, Culloden, Gettysburg, Gallipoli, Stalingrad. The unspeakable things that happened in these places become the totem  that defines a tribe. But in every story that sings of feats of arms, heroism, noble sacrifices, there’s a voice that whispers something else, that insists that all that’s real is young men getting chewed up in a bloody accident.

         I say that not as a pacifist. The haruspex in me can invent circumstances where I’m compelled to give or take a life. I hope I’ll be able to face my own death with the appropriate gravity and courage. I hope I’ll remember that death is less often a tragedy, more often another regrettable fact.

         But it’s one thing to imagine your own death – brief, one hopes, as the shock of immersion in freezing water. It’s quite another to imagine your child – or a whole generation of children – out there in the darkness, mortally wounded, dying alone.

         You can’t help wondering about the world where this didn’t happen, a world without Sarajevo, where the dead of Passchendaele never left home, a France unhaunted by the mutilated gueules cassées, where the Anzac regiments never embarked, where Leonard took over the shop on Moyser Road and married a girl from the Baptist Church. What would that world have been like? We can’t know, of course; but it would say in the secret books.

         I regularly cross paths with Leonard’s shadow. He knew the outside and the inside of these houses. There are still trees and shopfronts he would recognise. I think he’d feel at home in my front room, with his grandfather’s collected Dickens on the bookshelves. And I often wonder if he swam.

         Leonard would have been nine when the lido opened. Three decades earlier, Captain Matthew Webb had swum the English Channel for the first time, larded with grease  and using a head-up breaststroke. A mania for sport was as British as tea and imperialism. I know that after the war my grandfather swam in the lido year-round and, with a touch of eccentricity characteristic of him, used to condition his eyes to seeing underwater by holding them open while he immersed his head in the kitchen sink.

         I think of the family admiring the newly excavated pool. The big oak trees that frame it would have been much smaller then. And I think of Leonard back there, a decade later, on leave, looking at the innocent green of the plane trees and the chestnuts with the grateful eyes of someone who, chastened by reality, turns to the consolation of the secret books.

         As a Baptist – he states it clearly on his army papers – he knew about the symbolic properties of immersion, about purification and rebirth, about the water of life. I believe that more than orthography connects swimmers and sinners. And in the pool, perhaps still, there may be a homeopathic trace of him.

         
            *

         

         HOPING TO LEARN MORE about Leonard, I began to make speculative enquiries down at the lido. I told some of the other swimmers about my family’s history in the area. I explained that my grandfather, Raymond, used to swim there in the 1930s with his cousin Charles, and I cast around for witnesses to that and earlier eras, in vain.

         One lunchtime, a man called Catford John – whose name probably doesn’t require even this much explanatory parenthesis – was making a rare visit to the sauna, which he generally avoided for fear of picking up a fungal infection. He had scrupulously cared-for feet and strongly held views about the poor podiatric hygiene of most of the swimming club members. John suggested I speak to Francis.

         Francis was in his eighties, still a noticeably handsome man, with unexpectedly green eyes and olive skin, and what remained of his hair was black. Some recent catastrophe had deprived him of free movement. He came four or five times a week to swim, making his way painstakingly along the length of the pool with a walking stick. He was always accompanied by his companion, a Polish woman of about seventy named Jana, whom Francis had belatedly taught to swim. Her solicitude to him now seemed like a form of recompense for his teaching.

         The novelist in me would like to write that swimming liberated Francis, that for a few minutes each day he moved freely and confidently in the pool; but he was as unsteady in it as out. The lifeguard would hover nearby holding a life preserver as Francis lowered himself down the rungs of the ladder, swam a few strokes in the shallow end, and slowly hauled his ruined body out of the water.

         I approached him one day in the small common room where the winter swimmers went to drink tea and warm up. We chatted for a bit and it quickly became clear that, although he had been swimming in the pool since before World War II, he had no recollection of my grandfather, Raymond, and had never heard of my great-uncle Leonard.

         Disappointed, but not surprised, I asked Francis about his life and what trade or vocation he had followed. He said he still ran a small business, selling and maintaining office equipment, principally typewriters.

         I was pleased to hear this. I told him that I was an enthusiastic user of manual typewriters. In fact, I owned three, one of which – an Olivetti Lettera – was no longer working. He suggested I come by his shop and let him take a look at it.

         A few weeks before Christmas, I drove out to see him in a terrible rainstorm that presaged one of the wettest winters in British history. I had all three of my typewriters in the back of the car.

         Francis’s shop stood in a little parade of others along the A217, between Cheam and Sutton, which it shared with a cafe, a drycleaner’s and a newsagent. The sign over the shopfront read dittami office equipment. Its phone number was still listed with an 01 prefix, but even without that anachronism it was evident that the sign had stood unchanged since the 1970s.

         I found Francis inside, seated at a desk, under a brown Anglepoise lamp, using a jeweller’s loupe to inspect the wear on some type. The space was made oppressively small by the typewriters from every era which packed its shelves. I showed Francis my Olivetti and he wrote me out a receipt. He said his engineer was dealing with a backlog, but they’d do what they could. His engineer turned out to be a man called Simon who worked in the basement and must have been at least eighty. I told them there was no rush.

         Driving back home in the rain, I felt distinctly gloomy about what I’d seen. It might have served as a vanitas motif – two elderly men padding about in a building filled with obsolete technology.

         Francis turned the repair around faster than expected. Less than a week later, I returned to collect my machine and the bill cured me of any sentimentality. Francis charged me £90 for the repair and £10 each for two new ribbons. This time, I took a closer look at the price tags of the typewriters on the shelves and I understood that nostalgia was not his motive for continuing in his occupation. As one of only a handful of people in the country still selling and servicing manual typewriters, he was able to charge what he liked. The twenty-first century, confounding all expectations, was a good moment to be in the manual typewriter business.

         ‘Castle, wasn’t it?’ he said, as he passed me my handwritten receipt. It took me a second to understand.

         He led me to the back of the shop and worked himself slowly down the stairs into the basement. The room was lit by a series of naked bulbs that he frugally switched on and off as we made our way along a narrow corridor between wooden shelves piled with old machines. They weren’t just typewriters: there were old fax machines and printers, as well as various primordial computers. I had the impression that the basement had been extended out far under the main road, and I wondered if it was entirely legal.

         Finally, in a puddle of yellow light from a bulb above it, stood a shabby pine roll-top desk. ‘Castle,’ he said, and jabbed a brown thumb at the picture that lay on the desktop.

         It was a team photograph of men and boys in woollen bathing suits. They were standing in formation in front of the building that once served as the main entrance to the lido. Beneath it was written ‘Streatham and Surrey Swimming Club, 1914’. Francis turned it over. A piece of yellowing paper was glued to its reverse side, with a list of names typed on it. Between ‘G. L. K Townsend’ and ‘A. P. Quinlon’ I read ‘W. L. Castle’. The man it referred to looked uncannily like my son – something about his pointed chin, and the way his eyes crinkled against the light.

         Was it Leonard? It struck me that someone might easily have transposed the letters of his first and second names. I wasn’t sure of Leonard’s middle name, but my grandfather’s was Wallace, and that seemed like a form of confirmation.

         I asked Francis if I could borrow the photograph and show it to my mum. A careful, shrewd look came into his face. He said it was too precious to let it out of his sight, but he’d see if he could make a copy.

         
            *

         

         YOU’D THINK WRITERS would be story-proof, would understand how all narrative attempts to understand the world are partial and misleading. Not a bit of it. The writer is usually the most wedded to a story, the most deceived, his own first dupe.

         In the close darkness of that basement, I think I may even have persuaded myself that I felt some throb of recognition. It was only much later that I saw how quick I’d been to bend the facts to fit my preferred story. Read them again: the list of names explicitly denies that any of the swimmers was Leonard. But I’d instantly turned that evidence into its opposite, on the basis of a hasty typist, in whom there is no reason to believe, and some conjectured facial similarities.

         
            *

         

         I WATCHED THE FILM Philomena with my wife last night. Its mainspring is another page from the secret books – regret about an absent life. Everything was slightly muted and underplayed, and yet the film never felt small or insignificant. The combination of Steve Coogan and Judi Dench in the main roles seemed to hark back to an archetype: head and heart, intellect and wisdom. And while it was clear that she had found a surrogate son in him, and he a mother in her, that was never made explicit in the film. I admired that restraint.

         And I thought, while watching it, that what’s so far lacking in this book is that anima, the feminine principle, which Dench embodied. The best stories have an inevitable shape. The smart-aleck boy must find his complement in a grounded image of the eternal mother.

         Authenticity and enchantment are the twin poles that generate a story’s vital energy. Authenticity is the sense that a story bears witness to reality, that the storyteller has some privileged insight into an aspect of life, a world, a particular set of circumstances. At a minimum, authenticity demands that the experience described is real for someone. Even in nonsense literature, the whimsy of Lewis Carroll and Edward Lear is redeemed by an obscure sense of real feeling, by Alice’s tears, by the broken heart of the abandoned Dong.

         The other pole is enchantment: the power to persuade us both, you and me, that something which is not real truly exists. It’s a magic spell we generate together. The reader conspires with the enchanter. I would say surrenders to but its connotations are too passive. The casting of this spell is something we both participate in.

         Adults are suspicious of this aspect of writing. They are uncomfortable with the notion of make-believe. It’s childish. It’s also frightening – because who knows what you might be revealing about yourself in your fantasies? But enchantment is the only magic we have that might unlock the secret books.

         To accomplish this magic – to cast this spell – demands technique and patience: careful word choice, attentiveness to the rhythms of the prose, the ability to fill the reader’s five senses with the illusion of life, an intuition about pacing and the push–pull rhythm of a satisfying structure. It requires the co-operation of a gifted accomplice, a reader who can see through the words the way a conductor hears the black dots of a musical score: this is a string section, this the melancholy quack of an oboe, this celestial brass. Some of it, of course, is simply sleight of hand and confident patter – and this too is craftsmanship. But there is also deeper magic at work: there is necromancy, the summoning of the dead.

         It’s not that Francis fails to convince, but that I have an instinct that the spell’s not right. For the alchemy of the tale to work there needs to be a sense of balance.

         The thesis of this book is that we are trapped in stories but that we may be able to imagine our way to better ones. There are other stories than the ones we have collectively chosen. There are second chances and redemption. So let us say not Francis, but Francesca.

         Francesca: yes, it rolls satisfyingly off the tongue. I see her as an incarnation of my Italian grandmother on my father’s side: round-faced, with an aquiline nose. The shop of office equipment is less gloomy with a woman in it, somehow. Immediately, we attribute a kind of pluck to her; she is a pioneering businesswoman. Even her avarice is more likeable than that of Francis, who now shimmers and fades from our tale, as though he never existed.

         As if by magic, her disability has gone too. Francesca is stout and commanding, with a rustic directness. Her loud voice is the only symptom of her poor hearing. ‘I won’t let this out of my sight. No offence,’ she said, packing away the photo. (‘None taken,’ I murmured.) ‘It’s too precious to me. That one – the man in the back row. That’s my father. But I can see about getting a copy for you.’

         She left it in a manila envelope with my name on it by the signing-in book at the entrance to the pool.

         
            *

         

         TODAY WE FACE an unanticipated problem. So far, things have been going swimmingly, if a trifle slowly. True, I’ve switched the gender of one of the minor characters and we’re still in the portico of the story, waiting to enter the front door. But there’s so much inside that I want to show you: there is a man called Rachkovsky who will be the best character I have ever written; there is a fearless female journalist called Wednesday MacGahan who stands six foot tall in her socks, is a lapsed Mormon, and carries a swordstick. And already I know how the theme of the secret books is going to pay off in various subtle and unexpected ways. I’m even going to take you to a place called the Department of Secret Books – a phrase I actually considered at one point for the title.

         It’s just that today is the problem. I know you have days like it: one-magpie days, when a sourceless melancholy settles on everything you do.

         Sometimes, stories are just not enough. What do you do on the days when your own story seems meaningless and poorly constructed; when even the stories of art, and therapy, and religion provide no consolation; and whatever is objectively good about your life seems to have nothing to do with you? Sometimes what needs repair won’t respond to reason and remains beyond the reach of words and stories.

         The writer John Gardner said authors should consider the possibility that someone who picks up their novels may be contemplating suicide. (Don’t do it, reader!)

         But how can writers be depended on to find a raison d’être for the reader’s life when so many can’t scrape one together for their own: Sylvia Plath, Ernest Hemingway, Stefan Zweig, David Foster Wallace, Yukio Mishima? Don’t their suicides give the lie to the argument that stories are a source of life-giving wonder? Mostly, I would say, they are the efflux and chatter of wounded egos. I know a lot of writers and by and large they are a bunch of embittered narcissists, like me.

         
            *

         

         I WAS JUST THINKING it would be funny if I now turned my resentment on you, reader, and abused you for making things worse. That, after all, is how unhappy people usually behave: lashing out at the people closest to them. It would be a dangerous game, though. If you close the book in exasperation, I will actually cease to exist.

         
            *

         

         NOW THE DOWNSWING is levelling off. I can feel myself pulling out of the plummeting gloom. The key thing here is to avoid rocketing up into mania. Ease back on the stick, moderate the clever-dickery, and let’s get on with the story we’re charging good money to hear.

         
            *

         

         OVER THE NEXT few weeks, I spent more time with Francesca. She travelled by bus to the lido and whenever I saw her at the pool, I’d offer her a lift home and quiz her about her life, partly out of curiosity and partly in the selfish hope that I’d learn something I could use in a book. It turned out I was in luck.

         She told me her father was from Genoa. He was a child of the ruota, the revolving hatch set in the walls of foundling hospitals in which unwed mothers deposited unwanted babies. The system, a curious blend of shame and compassion, was supposed to maintain the mother’s honour and the father’s anonymity. His surname, Dittami, was assigned to him on arrival. There were others like it – Esposito, Projetti, Ospizio, Casagrande – that marked their owners with a badge of disgrace. The word was that Vincenzo was the natural child of a village priest from Chiavari – and far from his only offspring.

         He’d come to England as a teenager. His plan had been to travel to New York, but he only had enough money for passage to Liverpool and on his first week in the city he met Francesca’s mother and began to court her.

         Francesca’s mother was the youngest daughter of a family of Irish immigrants. They looked kindly on the match: Vincenzo may have been Italian, but he was a Catholic and hard-working. He’d found himself a job with the Victograph Office Machine Company. Ambitious and personable, Vincenzo impressed his bosses and was offered a promotion to the head office in London, where he moved with his new bride shortly before World War I. He joined up, ready to serve his adoptive country, but his aptitude for fixing machines kept him away from the front line.

         It wasn’t until after World War II that Vincenzo set up the business that Francesca still ran. He remained an uncomplicated Americanophile, finally making it to the United States in the 1970s. A bleached-out photograph of an unrecognisable old man at the Washington Memorial was pinned to the wall on the ground floor of the shop.

         ‘In another life,’ Francesca told me, ‘he would have ended up in America, working as an inventor. That was really his dream.’ She didn’t seem to dwell on the implication that the life her father had ended up with was second best, that she and her siblings represented a dream deferred.

         She showed me the ancient typewriters that Vincenzo had collected and restored in retirement: one had no keyboard and was operated by a dial on a drum. ‘Dad once had a customer who told him that no weapon had been invented more deadly than a typewriter,’ she said. ‘That became one of his sayings.’ Vincenzo had been fascinated by all sorts of machines, and alongside the pre-plastic objects were more modern relics: an old Atari console, a Sinclair Spectrum, a range of fax machines. What seemed at first like a coda to his life, the inevitable diminuendo of old age, was nothing of the sort. This had been his most important work. He had been building a kind of ceremonial tomb – a subterranean temple to the god Qwertyuiop.

         Francesca had an idea that the objects might be worth a great deal of money one day and that they ought to form a bequest to a museum of office technology. There seemed no harm in encouraging this notion, but privately I was sceptical that anyone would pay to visit.

         In an alcove at the rear of the basement stood four dusty mahogany cabinets. They were the last incarnation of nineteenth-century recording technology, rendered finally obsolete by the advent of magnetic tape. ‘From the old Victograph days when Dad sold dictation equipment,’ Francesca explained.

         One was no more than a carcass; its insides had been ransacked for spare parts; the ancient cable of another terminated in fraying copper, but a third had been rewired and fitted with a three-pin plug. I held it up to the light and could see that it wasn’t recent work. The plastic had yellowed with age.

         In a pile of boxes beside it lay the wax cylinders on which it recorded. I picked one up. It was the size and heft of a rolling pin. The putty-coloured wax beneath its paper sleeve was grooved with an almost imperceptible spiral. It seemed miraculous that some voice from the past, someone’s actual breath, had been preserved upon it.

         
            *

         

         ORDINARILY, AT THIS POINT, I would write a scene that culminates in one of those wax cylinders being played. If I invented lots of obstacles, I could squeeze a thousand words out of it, possibly more.

         Right now, though, I’m not sure what else would be achieved by that scene. I’m very conscious that I’ve been slow to unfold my story so far. Also, I’m mindful that you stuck by me back there, during my blue period. And I’m genuinely touched by that. So I’m proposing that we just play those cylinders ourselves, in Francesca’s absence.

         There’s a certain knack to loading one onto the spindle, but it’s easily acquired. The wood and brass parts are strongly reminiscent of my mother’s old Singer sewing machine, a legacy from her mother, Betty Castle. A brass lever, its patina fogged by decades of idleness, snaps down to hold the roll into position, and the needle descends from the rear of the cabinet. On the front of the panel is a huge circular Bakelite on–off switch, like the lid of a coffee canister. If you would be so kind. Thank you. A yellow bulb flares unsteadily into life beside it.

         Another click, and the basement fills with a muted crackling sound, followed by the noise of someone clearing their throat. A woman begins to speak. She has impeccable prewar diction, but the slightly strangulated vowels of someone aiming at the accent of a social class above her own. ‘Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth, on this continent, a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.’

         That’s all there is of her. The raw crackle fades to a repeating bump and hiss, which continues to play out like the sonic counterpart to the shadows around the walls of the basement.

         The paper wrapper on the next cylinder is marked, in thick pencil, ‘Christmas ’34’. It’s a recording of half a dozen voices singing ‘Silent Night’. The cylinder has warped and the melody seems to oscillate slightly between keys as the spindle turns. After two verses, everyone stops singing except for one tenor voice that carries on bravely in German, before finally dissolving in laughter halfway through the chorus.

         We are silent for a while. A change has come over the basement. The temperature appears to have dropped a couple of degrees. Something is stirring. The dead are beginning to move among us. Our skin tingles at their approach.

         It’s time to unwrap the third cylinder. It comes from a set of containers kept separate from the others, five Harvey Nichols hatboxes whose lids are labelled in block capitals: nn: do not erase. The inscription on the paper wrapper is consistent with the handwriting on the other cylinders, but there’s something distinctive about it. Turn it towards the light. It’s the neatness of the lettering. The words ‘Volume 1’ are written with the scrupulousness special to the earliest stage of anything – work, love, friendship; that moment when a fresh start gives us the hope of shedding old habits and becoming a better person. I wonder – not selflessly – if this care can be maintained through the later stages of a long project.

         A moment later, a sonorous male voice is addressing us. It is grave and deep, with trilled r s and unplaceably alien vowels.

         There is, frankly, relief all round. We seem to be through the interminable throat-clearing, the exasperating hesitancy. Finally, we are going to meet someone who knows how to tell a story.

         
            *

         

         IT’S A CRISP MORNING in early February 1933. Light snow falls out of a grey sky. Vincenzo Dittami sits in the cab of a delivery truck, heading to an address off the Finchley Road in north-west London. He generally makes his calls alone; however, today he is delivering one of his newest and heaviest machines, a Scriptovox Imperator, which requires at least two men to move safely. Alongside him in the cab of the truck is a man called Pierre Thibaut, a red-headed Frenchman of about twenty, who not many years later will receive a posthumous commendation for gallantry on his ancestral beaches in Normandy.

         Pierre wonders aloud if the address on the invoice is correct as the truck turns into a residential street. Neither man has ever made a delivery to a private house.

         The client answers the door himself. He nods to confirm that he is indeed Mr Nicolas Notovitch.

         Mr Notovitch is wearing an extraordinary blue robe that gives him the appearance of a dervish or a conjuror. It is made of quilted velvet, worn and heavily patched, with voluminous sleeves and a hem that scrapes the floor. Vincenzo will later learn from Notovitch that it is an Uzbek chapan from Namangan in the Fergana Valley and was once the property of an old acquaintance. For now, such secrets belong to an unimaginable future. The old man has a fastidiously trimmed white beard, waxily smooth skin, and grey eyes whose gaze is severe, mistrustful and wounded.

         It takes all of Vincenzo and Pierre’s strength to manhandle the Imperator from the truck to the spot Mr Notovitch indicates in the parlour, a north-east-facing room which, thanks to mahogany furniture and heavy drapes, seems nocturnally sombre even in sunshine. Vincenzo wipes their fingerprints off the Imperator with a handkerchief. The low flames of the coal fire glow dully in the cherry-wood cabinetry of the machine. Vincenzo is already one of the more senior men in the company, and takes the novelty of most of the machines for granted, but he is curious about the new Imperator – to our eyes a ludicrous antique, then the most sophisticated device of its kind.

         Once the machine is in position, Vincenzo begins the induction. This is a short demonstration of the Imperator’s features that is, for Vincenzo at least, the most enjoyable part of his job.

         By the end of his career at Scriptovox, Vincenzo will have performed this induction close to a thousand times. All except one of those demonstrations follow the same pattern: a brief introduction to the machine, the insertion of the wax cylinder, the reading by a volunteer of the Gettysburg Address from a typed sheet Vincenzo carries with him, and then the extraordinary moment of its reproduction.

         It requires an imaginative feat to understand how strange it was in the first decades of the twentieth century for a young secretary – such is his usual volunteer – to hear for the first time in her life her own disembodied voice. Seeing the reactions wrought by the sound is like witnessing the effects of real magic.

         The audible astonishment that follows that coup de théâtre is the cue for Vincenzo’s encore: he pulls back the spring-loaded brass footplate to release the recorded cylinder and then erases the recording using the shaving wheel – sometimes housed in a separate unit, but on the Imperator concealed beneath a hatch inside the main cabinet. Behold: the voice has vanished!

         Only one of his demonstrations deviates from this pattern. On this occasion, Mr Notovitch stays Vincenzo’s hand as he opens the hatch. Notovitch announces that he has no intention of shaving the cylinders. ‘I intend to make a record,’ he says. ‘A record of my life.’

         So, of the twenty-one cylinders that survive of Nicolas Notovitch, the first is that one. The recording appears to have degenerated, but this is an auditory illusion; our ears, accustomed to high-fidelity sound and Dolby noise reduction, are spoiled. This hissing, scratchy recording projects a dead man’s low, faintly Eastern European voice into the present day.

         ‘Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth, on this continent, a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.’

         There is a gap of a few seconds, and then, a little querulously, the voice enquires: ‘Is that sufficient for your purpose, Mr Dittami?’

         
            *

         

         THE FOLLOWING WEEK, Mr Notovitch sends a scrawled note to the office asking for Vincenzo by name. His handwriting is very crabbed and difficult to decipher, but the note appears to say that the machine is giving him difficulties, which he does not specify.

         That Saturday, Vincenzo returns alone and repeats his demonstration. Notovitch is, as on that first visit, watchful, imperious, guarded. When Vincenzo asks him to try loading the cylinder, he turns his back on the younger man, and wrestles with the mechanism in vain. Vincenzo can hear that he’s struggling to release the catch of the footplate. He offers to oil it.

         ‘The problem, Mr Dittami,’ Notovitch huffs, ‘is not one of oil.’ He straightens up with a visible effort and extends his empty hands. The fingers are splayed and lumpy like the toes of a frog. ‘You see? I suffer badly from arthritis in your climate. I simply cannot operate this device. Please make arrangements to remove it.’

         It is true, Vincenzo concedes, that the mechanism of the Imperator is sometimes initially stiff, but it will yield after a period of moderate usage. No great strength is required to work it; for this reason, he adds, the model is extremely popular with lightly built female employees. His words fail to mollify the client.

         ‘You have many competitors,’ Notovitch says in a crotchety and disparaging tone. ‘Glossophone. Dictascribe. One of them has surely foreseen the needs of customers such as myself.’

         It is a matter of great pride to Vincenzo that he has never had a machine returned. He explains to the old man that there is no better product on the market than the one in front of them. He enumerates the failings of the machines Notovitch has mentioned: short recording times, poor fidelity, expensive cylinders. Notovitch dismisses his arguments with the wave of one arthritic hand.

         As Vincenzo considers the loss of his commission – close to £5 on a machine of this price – and the ignominy of returning the Imperator to the showroom, he notices Mr Notovitch giving him a wary, sidelong glance. It dawns on him suddenly that this isn’t a process of rejection, but negotiation. ‘Mr Notovitch,’ he says, ‘you clearly have a very specific task in mind. We at Scriptovox pride ourselves on our flexibility. How can we render the service you require?’

         Notovitch takes a step towards Vincenzo and studies his face for a long time without embarrassment, like a jeweller who in the dim light of a back room is trying some doubtful gold for marks of assay.

         What does he see in that face? Who is he searching for? Notovitch is so close that Vincenzo can smell the lilac eau de cologne he used that morning to dress his whiskers. Finally the old man turns away and invites the salesman to sit down on one of the heavy chairs. He riddles the glowing coals with a poker and adds a few more pieces from the scuttle. When he speaks again, it is with a new note in his voice, more conciliatory and more sad.

         ‘In my life,’ he says, ‘I have seen the written word falsified and abused. I wish to make a record that has unimpeachable authority. I want words that stand for all time.’

         Vincenzo says something to the effect that all the company’s products carry a minimum twenty-year guarantee and that, as long as they are stored in the correct conditions, the cylinders will hold his words indefinitely.

         ‘That’s as may be,’ Notovitch says, wiping coal dust from his hands with the rag that hangs on the fire screen. ‘I have important work to undertake. I’m an old man. I cannot afford mistakes.’ He raises a crooked finger and wags it at the salesman. ‘This is more than the story of a man’s life. The well-being of humanity may depend upon it.’

         Vincenzo is too attuned to the needs of his customers to laugh, but he finds something risible and pathetic in these claims. Who is this buffoon who has dragged him out on a Saturday to waste time with his grandiose boasts and self-regard? Vincenzo is closing in on middle age himself. He has a wife and children, and places he would much rather be. But he also has an understandable reluctance to write off the money.

         ‘I need an amanuensis,’ says Notovitch.

         
            *

         

         THAT DAY ESTABLISHED a pattern of acquaintance that lasted for two and a half months, until April of the same year. Once a week, after work, Vincenzo travelled to Notovitch’s house from the showroom on Fleet Street. He went by suburban train, across his rain-washed adoptive city, whose smells of coal and laundry soap and stale beer he already took for granted.

         The housekeeper, Mrs Maguire, would meet him at the door. Invariably, Mr Notovitch would be already seated in the parlour.

         It seemed that Notovitch required nothing more than the services of an engineer. Vincenzo’s ostensible job was merely to engage the cylinder of the Imperator and signal to Notovitch with a nod that the recording was under way, then signal once again after fourteen minutes when the cylinder was almost full.

         In fact, I believe Notovitch needed Vincenzo for an additional reason. The old man had the gifts of a village storyteller: fluency, directness and an uncanny talent for mimicry, which is hard to render on the page. But a storyteller requires an audience. Notovitch needed the conspiracy of a listener, a human silence to contain and validate his tale. With a few significant exceptions, Vincenzo is absent from the recordings, but you can often sense his outline in those pauses, where Notovitch stops to reorient himself, like a bat navigating through darkness by the echo of its own cries.

         At the end of their second meeting, he sealed Vincenzo’s compliance with the payment of a guinea – a payment that he repeated after every subsequent encounter.

         It was a relationship upon which Vincenzo embarked with misgivings and with no intention of seeing out to its conclusion. But over time, the transaction mellowed into something more cordial, despite Notovitch’s habit of addressing Vincenzo sometimes as Victor, sometimes Lorenzo, and once Luigi.

         On the day of the final recording, with the work concluded, both men sat on in the half-dark for a moment in silence, neither of them ready to dispel the ghosts they had conjured.

         By then, both of them knew that time would be unkind to Notovitch’s memory. His exit would be followed by the mortifying laughter of history – a fact that pained him deeply. And yet, Notovitch understood better than most that in some sense all lives are imaginary, beginning with the fiction of a name.

         When their work was complete and Notovitch returned to Paris, Vincenzo saw him off at the station. Almost the old man’s final act was to entrust the cylinders to Vincenzo’s care.

         The relationship of the story they tell to the historical character they name, the real Nicolas Notovitch, is a complex one. Naturally, it has occurred to me to transcribe the cylinders verbatim, but I feel that you and I are past that, reader. Why commit ourselves to such a tiresome formal obligation? We both know that the recordings themselves are only one ingredient in the spell. This is a story for which no tense properly exists in English: a tale in the subjunctive – contingent, supposed, doubted, wished for, feared. Its purpose will become clear to us gradually. There must be an act of faith on both our parts. The time has come to stand together in the illusory light cast by the enchantment and peer into the pages of the secret books.

         
            *

         

         
            ‘I was born in the town of Kerch, on the northern shore of the Black Sea …’

         

         THERE IS A SHOP. It is already familiar to you. You have glimpsed it in another life, in Leonard’s. Smells contend with one another in the darkness: the sharp aromas of paraffin, pitch and coffee; the oaky scent of hemp ropes; venereal hints of dried fish, musky tobacco; the camphor tang of liniments and cough remedies. Listen carefully and you are aware of a faint sound, like the hoarse breath of a sleeping giant: the steady motion of a gentle inland sea.

         It is evening. A boy of seventeen is standing behind a barrel, studying a medical textbook by an oil lamp’s yellow flame. He reminds us of Leonard, but he is not Leonard. He is a young version of the man we have just met: Nicolas, or more accurately Nikolai, but here we’ll know him by an affectionate diminutive, Kolya: sallow, grey-eyed, height five feet five and a half inches, weight 110 pounds, with a silky, incipient moustache of which he is inordinately proud.

         The town of Kerch sits on the eastern tip of the Crimean peninsula; it closes off the Sea of Azov to the north, and looks across the water to the Cossack lands of the Kuban. Sometimes, when the wind blows from the east, Kolya fancies it is carrying the scent of wormwood and incense across the steppe from the caliphates and emirates of Central Asia.

         From childhood, he has dreamed of visiting the Silk Road cities, of tasting the wild apples of the Tian Shan mountains, and seeing the blue-eyed Muslims of the Kashgar oasis whose ancestors travelled east with Alexander’s conquering armies.

         At the Greek Gymnasium, founded for the children of émigré traders, Kolya has worked industriously, winning his teachers’ approval, but is occasionally chided for sprinkling his compositions with bulbuls and minarets and harems and splendid thrones.

         Since the age of eight, he has assisted in this shop, weighing, packing, keeping accounts with a neat hand in the ledger; making deliveries to customers who are favoured, or old, or sick.

         The Kerch of the 1870s is small, but all varieties of life blow in from the sea: Turk, Armenian, Georgian, German, Greek, Italian and even English. A frequent visitor to the stores is a man named Horace Meakins, a Mancunian and the skipper of a packet ship. He comes in for supplies and to fill his pouch with pipe tobacco; he is married to a fierce Bessarabian woman who has borne him a family in Odessa.

         Wait for a second in the warm darkness of this shop. Be careful what you touch. This place is as fragile as any enchantment. There is a feeling that a strong wind might ruffle its backdrop, expose the jars on its shelves as clever sketches. The ring of a mobile phone could intrude at any minute. Still, look at the child beside the barrel: pensive, hard-working, standing at the threshold of a long life of seemingly inexhaustible promise, but which will be reduced in conclusion to an inventory of disappointments and consolations. He is you, reader; he is me.

         Now there is the sound of voices. The boy looks up, his eyes refocusing slowly on the door of the shop. (What a privilege it is to observe him unnoticed! Imagine if someone were watching over you in this kindly way.)

         Meakins, the packet-boat skipper, enters. Beside him is an extraordinary creature. Kolya seems to see a tall man with a deeply tanned face, shoulder-length brown hair, and a dress. A man who is in fact a woman, but so tall, garrulous and swaggering that Kolya cannot, somehow, think of her as one. Her speaking voice is low, deeper than alto, a warm tenor like Kolya’s own, as she talks to Meakins in English, listing the items she requires.

         In spite of his long residence in the Russian Empire, Meakins’s command of the language is shaky, but he seems keen to impress his guest with his local knowledge. He passes on the information hesitatingly. ‘A cooking pot, a case of biscuits, lamp oil, tobacco …’

         Kolya jots down the items in his neat clerical handwriting. Now he interrupts in English, addressing the stranger directly in order to clarify something. ‘Tobacco to smoke?’

         She holds his gaze for a second. ‘To chew,’ she says, and sends a gout of brown saliva onto the dust of the wooden floor.

         Kolya fills her order as quickly as he can. She is no more than ten or fifteen years older than he, but already she has the air of someone whom the world can no longer surprise. Her face is as brown as a sailor’s and the corners of her eyes are ribbed with crows’ feet. She stands in a wide, unladylike stance and uses a silver-topped ebony stick to point out supplemental items from the shelves: dried fish, ink, wax candles, ten quires of paper.

         ‘You speak English,’ she remarks. ‘They teach you that at school?’

         ‘A little, but mostly I learn myself.’

         Sixty years later, Notovitch will allow himself a smile as he parodies his rustic pronunciation. ‘I lyorn myself.’ But there’s a little dash of pride. In retrospect, it’s clear that this is his defining talent. It comprises a combination of gifts – a facile memory, a bent for mimicry, a good ear, but most of all a special confidence. He plunges into each new language like an expert swimmer who knows that each lake or river or sea presents a fresh set of challenges, but that they’re all water, an element he’s conquered. The trick is in a kind of surrender. Kolya can pick up the rudiments of a new language in a week, get close to mastery in a month. He’ll do it with an athlete’s unthinking grace, surprised that others can’t do the same. He’ll notice too the slight transformation that each language works on his persona: more direct in Russian, more sprightly in French and Italian, more heavy and scrupulous in English; and in the oriental languages he’s still barely dreamed of learning, he’ll astonish himself with his subtlety and resourcefulness.

         Her order complete, the woman draws a handful of unfamiliar gold coins from a leather knapsack to pay for the purchases. Kolya hesitates. She asks what is the matter. He says he can’t accept the money, the coins are not a currency he recognises. ‘These are gold dollars from the United States Mint,’ she says. Kolya is steadfast. She names the usual rate of exchange and hints that she is willing to accept a punitive one. Still Kolya will not budge.

         ‘I need to get under way before dawn to meet my schedule,’ she says. ‘What do you suggest I do?’

         Kolya, by now, is flustered. He wants to help this stranger, but he is too much his father’s son to accept the strange coins. He asks her to wait, and, stepping into the street, rouses one of the drunks who patronise the liquor counter to go and fetch his father.

         As the unsteady steps die away in the distance, Meakins and the woman sit down on two crates of Kazan soap. The woman quizzes Kolya about the book he is reading. He tells her he is studying to be a doctor. She is sensitive enough to catch a note of wistfulness in his voice; she presses him and learns he has dreams of making a living with his pen, of writing stories for newspapers and thick, learned journals.

         ‘Imagine,’ she says to Meakins with exaggerated irony. ‘A writer!’

         Kolya assumes he’s being mocked. He explains, defensively, that it’s not a dream that comes from nowhere. He has a cousin, Osip, nine years older, who grew up across the water in Taganrog. He lives in Saint Petersburg and edits a paper called Novosti. Each proper noun – Osip, Saint Petersburg, Novosti – seems to emerge from Kolya’s mouth in a bubble of awe and pride. ‘One day I will work for him.’

         Not ‘would like to’, mind, or ‘hope to’: will. The note of certainty and upward reach is as out of place in the dingy shop as – what? – well, the woman herself.

         She puts a hand into her knapsack and presents Kolya with a visiting card. He sounds out the roman letters in his head. Wednesday MacGahan. London Daily News.

         ‘I am the chief foreign correspondent of the Daily News,’ she says. ‘Founded by Charles Dickens. The greatest newspaper in the world.’ It’s not a boast. She says it with a gravity that is intended to honour the boy’s ambition.

         ‘You’re a writer?’ Kolya’s face has the naked amazement of someone who has encountered a creature from a dream.

         Indeed she is. The astonishing stranger tells him that she has recently travelled overland from India. Her paper has received intelligence of an uprising in the Ottoman lands of Bulgaria and she is intending to file dispatches. She has engaged Meakins to take her across to the Black Sea port of Varna. His ship is being coaled for its voyage.

         Kolya’s imagination snags on a single word: India! It conjures a jasmine-scented dream of geometric gardens, Mughal domes and ankle bracelets that is abruptly dispelled by the arrival of his father, who is carrying the fine scales and still sucking the remains of his supper from his teeth. Kolya feels an unaccountable pang at seeing the curve of his father’s back as he stoops to fuss over the brass pans. With the hindsight of sixty years, such tiny things will seem like the mutterings of destiny.

         The money is sound; the journalist accepts the poor terms she is offered. Within an hour, the provisions are being loaded by moonlight aboard Meakins’s boat, the Derby. Only the visiting card tucked into the pages of the medical textbook is proof to Kolya that the apparition was real.

         Later that night, lying wakefully in bed, Kolya hears the water lapping at the wharf. He thinks of the sea wrinkling under the moonlight as it spreads eastwards from Kerch to Jason’s Colchis on the Georgian shore, and westwards past the Hellespont, to the pirate coast of Barbary and beyond.

         He packs a canvas bag with a few possessions and creeps out into the darkness. He sees with the clear-eyed heartlessness of his seventeen years that this is a chance that will not come again.

         
            ‘The Derby was a vessel of sturdy English construction that had been retired to the Black Sea after the opening of the Suez Canal.’

         

         Slipping out into the warm night is like putting on a disguise. Kolya has become invisible. He is a sigh of breath in his nostrils. He is the strap of a bag cutting into a shoulder. He is the sound of footsteps.

         The air at the dock is sour with tar and oil and the drain-like smell of bilge. But nothing can be more magnificent than the sight of the wharf in moonlight. Kolya hears murmured voices, singing, the notes of an accordion, the creak of a canvas hammock, as he swings his bundle over the stern of the ship and creeps below. He has provisioned the Derby on so many occasions that all her hiding places are well known to him. He finds himself an empty locker to the aft of the ship into which he crawls and falls asleep. This willing sleep is the property of youth that he will yearn for more than any other in old age.

         Dawn breaks. Kolya is startled awake by the sound of pistons hammering in the engine room beneath him. In his bag is some rye bread and brynza, soft ewe’s cheese that he has taken from the pantry. He looks at the stolen food with a sickening remorse. What has he done? Worse, he has forgotten to bring water and his tongue feels thick with thirst.

         As he is cursing his oversight, the hatch above him lifts, and a bar of sunlight dazzles his eyes. A shaven-headed man with a drooping moustache and Cossack forelock reels back with an oath. ‘Chert voz’mi!’ He drags Kolya out of his hiding place by his ear, marches him to the wheelhouse and presents him to the captain.

         Kolya improvises a story quickly. He explains that he went over the account book in the store and realised that MacGahan’s lamp oil had been forgotten. Returning to the ship, he carried it below decks, banged his head on a beam, and woke up to find himself a stowaway.

         It is wildly incredible for many reasons, but it is the best he can do at short notice. In fact, throughout his long life, Kolya’s lies will tend towards the audacious rather than the plausible.

         Captain Meakins does a great deal of business with Kolya’s father. It’s difficult for him to be as harsh as the boy undoubtedly deserves. Meakins beckons Kolya over with a crooked finger and feels his head for a lump. The boy at least has the presence of mind to wince at his touch.

         While Captain Meakins is interrogating the stowaway, MacGahan stands in a corner of the wheelhouse cutting a plug of tobacco and watching with mild amusement.

         Meakins explains that the boy must work his passage to Varna; from there he will telegraph the father, put the boy on the next boat home and deduct the cost from his account at the store.

         Kolya is assigned a mildewed canvas hammock and given a job in the galley. The ship’s cook is a wiry, dark-skinned man called Dass, who came with Meakins from Alexandria and whose English Kolya finds incomprehensible.

         Dass is a lascar, one of the Indian seamen who have provided the sinew of maritime power for centuries. Born beside the Hooghly in Calcutta, Dass had nothing we would recognise as a childhood. He’ll spend his life on ships and die of tuberculosis in 1902 in a home for indigent sailors in Whitechapel.

         It is a journey of four days to Varna. Kolya’s mood alternates between exuberance and melancholy. Twice a day, after clearing the dishes from the mess, he spends fifteen minutes by himself on deck. His heart is lifted by the vast sky. The boat chugs westwards, into a future that seems all promise.

         But at low points, upbraided in gestures by Dass for being slapdash, for wasting water, or finding himself once again the butt of rough sailors’ jokes, Kolya thinks sadly of home. Brought up among women, he is used to female companionship. There is a softness in his nature that he has not yet learned to hide.

         MacGahan sees this. MacGahan sees everything. She is an aloof and puzzling presence on the boat. Her lack of discernible femininity upsets the sailors, particularly the Cossack, who revenge themselves with vile jokes about her, but dare say nothing within her hearing. She is paying for the passage. Besides, her indifference to convention compels a kind of respect. The Cossack’s contempt begins to batten on weaker prey.

         Supper time. Already flustered by a bollocking from Dass, Kolya hurries to clear the table for the second sitting. As he leans past the Cossack, he feels a big hand fasten on his wrist.

         The Cossack supplements his meals with salo, glistening white pork fat, from a personal supply. He has cut off a slice and speared it with the tip of his knife. This he holds to Kolya’s lips.

         ‘Have a bite,’ he says.

         Kolya stammeringly declines.

         ‘Try it,’ he says, this time with a more explicit note of menace.

         Once again, the boy refuses.

         ‘Sit,’ the Cossack says. He knows just how to lock Kolya’s wrist back against the forearm to enforce compliance. Kolya drops to the bench beside the Cossack, who entangles him with an arm like a hawser, dragging on the boy’s thin shoulders.

         The Cossack smells of drink. His breath snorts noisily through the whiskers of his moustache. His veins pulse at his temples. Sweat glistens on his shaven head; slicked back against the naked skin, the forelock of bristly hair seems somehow obscene.

         ‘Relax!’ He rubs Kolya’s scalp with his knuckles and sniffs them. ‘Yid,’ he announces, with the proud air of a wine merchant identifying an obscure vintage. A hush falls on the table. The Cossack places the blade of his knife against the boy’s cheek, the tip with the chunk of pig fat so close to Kolya’s eye that he can’t see it. A roll of the ship could leave him blind. ‘Christ-killer. Eat.’

         Some vestigial spirit of defiance moves in Kolya, some loathing of the man, some resistance to having a story forced upon him, to being an accessory in the Cossack’s personal drama of virility and orthodoxy. But silence is the only weapon Kolya has. If he opens his mouth, the Cossack will force the pig fat down his throat.

         Silver flashes in the air before his face. Kolya feels the Cossack’s arm go tense and resigns himself to being cut. Involuntarily, he closes his eyes. He thinks of home. He thinks of his mother. He hears a muttered oath. The Cossack’s arm drops away. Kolya opens his eyes.

         MacGahan is standing on the table. In one hand, she has gathered her skirts and lifted them clear of her knees; with the other, she flourishes the blade of the ebony-handled swordstick. The Cossack is pinned by the throat. The tip of the sword grazes his Adam’s apple. MacGahan holds his gaze. She bears down on him with a quiet intensity. Bread crusts are squashed beneath her bare feet. A pair of indigo wings have been tattooed expertly on each of her ankles to make them resemble Hermes’s boots.

         ‘Translate for me, boy,’ she says. ‘Tell him it’s a rapier blade. Forged in Toledo, Spain.’

         With eyes downcast, Kolya mutters his translation. ‘She says the sword is Spanish.’

         MacGahan continues: ‘All I have to do is straighten my arm and the tip will go right through his windpipe.’ She makes a forlorn bird call through her front teeth. ‘Hear that? Tell him that’s the sound the hole will make when he tries to breathe.’

         ‘We were playing.’ The Cossack is trying not to whine. ‘The boy knows it was nothing serious. Manly humour, that’s all.’ He offers a conciliatory hand to Kolya. ‘If I’ve offended you, I’m sorry.’ Kolya accepts the offered palm. His tiny boyish hand disappears in the Cossack’s paw.

         ‘Look him in the eye, boy,’ says MacGahan quietly. Kolya’s afraid to meet his tormentor’s gaze but does as he’s told. He finds neither menace nor insincerity in the man’s face. His eyes are as blue as the sky over his native steppe. MacGahan sheathes her sword.

         ‘Give me that,’ Kolya says, pointing at the salo on the table. He stuffs it in his mouth, chews the creamy fat, and swallows. The crew bursts into raucous laughter. The Cossack claps him on the back. ‘I knew you weren’t a yid,’ he says.

         
            *

         

         MACGAHAN TAKES HER MEALS alone in her cabin. Dass serves the food himself – gussied-up versions of what the crew eat, prettified on the plate and embellished with linen folded into shapes. From the length of time Dass spends turning a recalcitrant napkin into a swan or a boat, it’s clear this is something he takes a certain pride in.

         That evening, Dass gestures at Kolya to carry in the tray.

         ‘Me?’

         ‘You,’ the cook says, gruffly. Kolya understands he has been asked for.

         Heat has been building in the ship all day. The boilers burn constantly, making steam to turn the screws; the sun sears the outside of the hull; the clamour of the pistons fills the galley. Kolya blinks as he emerges into the cool sea air on deck. He knocks on the door of the cabin and is summoned inside.

         MacGahan has discarded her dress because of the heat. She is wearing red combination drawers and a pair of reading glasses. Tall and bony, she resembles a crimson wading bird. She doesn’t look up from the charts spread across the map table in front of her. ‘Put it down there,’ she says, indicating a stool in a corner of the cabin.

         Kolya does as he’s told and turns to leave.

         ‘How did you like the pork fat?’ MacGahan asks.

         The boy shrugs. ‘More or less. I liked it.’

         She takes off the reading glasses and looks over at him. ‘Really? As good as your mother’s? As good as home-made?’

         He notes the sly humour in her eyes and decides to make no reply.

         ‘I bet nothing beats your mother’s cooking,’ MacGahan says with a show of innocence. She folds up the charts and asks Kolya to pass her the tray, then flaps out Dass’s painstaking recreation of a lotus to cover her drawers and grinds black pepper onto the food: another perk of the passenger cabin.

         Kolya waits to be dismissed, but MacGahan is not done with him. Jabbing at the boy with the fork for emphasis, she asks him a question through a mouthful of cutlet. ‘Tell me something, son: why did you come aboard this ship?’

         MacGahan leans back in her seat and holds up an admonitory finger as Kolya launches into the explanation he gave the captain. ‘Not the crap you told Meakins. When there are stories to make up, I’ll be the one to do it.’

         Kolya’s lips form a guilty smile. From the moment he saw MacGahan, she awoke a bud of longing in his heart. He recalls that sensation in the shop – that imagined jasmine blossom whose perfume seemed to snag inside him like a silver fish hook. But he knows he can’t say that. He shrugs. ‘It’s hard to explain.’

         ‘Then let me tell you. Your father wants you to become a doctor, right? You think, five years of study? Forget that. It’s a third of my life on earth …’

         ‘I’m nearly eighteen.’

         She dispatches his mathematical quibble with a contemptuous wave. ‘You’ve had it with the chandlering business. You see me and you’re saying to yourself, I’d follow her into the cannon’s mouth. Right? It’s the fantasy of mousy clerks everywhere. You all dream of being Tamburlaine. But you can’t guess what it cost me to live this life. And if you could guess, you wouldn’t pay it.’

         Working as a shopkeeper in a port city has given Kolya a thorough grounding in human nature: drunks, misers, traders, swindlers, repentant spendthrifts trying to return ruined merchandise. Kolya knows MacGahan is in the market for something. He recognises her rudeness as a haggler’s gambit, one he’ll adopt as his own: disprizing the product you plan to buy.

         The truth is MacGahan has taken a shine to Kolya. She liked him from the start, from the moment her gold coins failed to dazzle him. Now he works hard to impress her further. He tells Dass she’s asked for him to deliver her trays. He scurries back and forth from her cabin uncomplainingly with hot tea when she is laid low by the sickening swell. He makes it clear that she could do a lot worse than hire him as a servant. She knows it doesn’t hurt to travel with a male companion. Above all, she needs a translator. When she asks if he knows any Bulgarian, he has no hesitation in claiming fluency. Is it even a lie if he can make it come true eventually?

         
            ‘My recollection of these incidents has raised an issue which I had hoped to delay addressing …’

         

         A clock chimes four in the parlour on Finchley Road. Vincenzo unwraps a fresh cylinder and mounts it in the Imperator. Notovitch gets slowly to his feet and holds a taper to the mantles of the gas lamps.

         The light deepens the shadows in the old man’s face. It’s hard to see any trace of Kolya there. Indeed, it’s sometimes difficult to believe that any such creature ever existed. But Notovitch has lived a handful of different lives.

         Nicolas Notovitch. It’s a name he has grown into. Nicolas suits him. He pronounces it without its terminal s, a Gallic style that’s very close to the Russian original. And the family name carries some pre-revolutionary distinction: the exoticism of the unformalised old-style transliterations – Tchekoff, Turgenyeff, Pouchkine. Certainly, he has as good a claim to this name as anyone else on the planet. But at the time of the events he has described, such a man as Nicolas Notovitch had barely begun to exist. Until he stowed away aboard the Derby, he had gone by another: Naum Moiseich Abramovich.

         Can we credit the Cossack with preternatural powers of Jew-detection? No. He sees Jews everywhere. He has a long record of false positives: an Italian aristocrat, a Scottish banker. He’s even drunkenly accused Dass, a Hindu, of being Jewish. And once Kolya’s eaten the salo, it never crosses the Cossack’s mind that he might have been deceived.

         But Kolya is a Jew. His grandfather on his father’s side, now dead, was the hazzan, or cantor, of a synagogue in Odessa. His mother counts among her relatives the Litvinoffs of Chernobyl. Kolya’s family has declined in observance after moving to Crimea. Perhaps the sea air has moderated their piety. Since he began at the gymnasium, where all the students wore a round-necked Prussian-style uniform, Kolya has borne no visible signs of his religion.

         Is he a coward? Perhaps. It would have been courageous to affirm his faith in the face of that bigot. Jews from the shtetl made a virtue of displaying the symbols of their rites defiantly.

         But Kolya – as we must continue to call him – is on a different quest. And it takes another kind of courage to violate your tribe’s taboos. This is what he has seen in MacGahan, foul-mouthed man-woman, seemingly careless of anyone’s opinion. Kolya is beginning to confront the questions that he is fated to encounter for his entire life: What of us is truly real? What are the limits of our nature? What freedom do we have to rewrite or discard our own stories?

         The cylinder turns. The old man sorts through the sheaf of notes on his lap. Sometimes, of course, he must wish he’d been a doctor. It is a noble calling. And there is a special grace in pleasing your parents. But then he thinks about what happened to the Jews of the Pale – what was done by the Cossacks and their ilk in Odessa, Rostov, Kishinev, Kiev, Bialystok and elsewhere; he knows he’s lucky to have left when he did.

         
            ‘The Cossack appeared to bear me no ill will.’

         

         The passage of time has erased all recollection of his name. Was he Ivan? Let us suppose so.

         Satisfied that Kolya was not a loathed Jew, Ivan took it upon himself to begin the boy’s nautical education. He showed him with great patience how to take a reading from a battered sextant, how to forecast weather from the clouds, and how to give a death blow with a knife. Once, he stood in the bow and persuaded a wild seabird to take bread from his hand; he talked matter-of-factly of killing a man. He liked to get drunk and sing loud, impassioned songs out of one side of his mouth, while his eyes rolled back into his head. He was vain, a bully, as fanatically loyal to the Tsar as one would expect; though not the least character in this story, he is far from the greatest. He was a sworn enemy of the Jewish people. The old man has no grounds to be fond or sentimental about his memory. Why does he dwell on him? Maybe it’s because a steppe-warrior making a home on the sea is as great a break with family tradition as Kolya’s.

         It seems to the old man that so much that is deemed to be great or profound is merely tawdry when inspected, particularly the abstractions for which people are prepared to kill or die. Nowadays, he believes in nothing at all. The universe is a dark space which men fill with their own meanings. The mystery of a human being like Ivan only deepens on reflection. Each is an infinite paradox. But perhaps he presumes too much on the listener’s patience with his sermonising.

         
            ‘When we reached Varna, MacGahan took me on as her valet.’

         

         From the deck of the Derby, which is riding at anchor, awaiting a visit from the port authority, Varna seems to sing an eternal song of seafaring and trade. The Black Sea port has been part of the Ottoman Empire for four centuries. Doubtless, there are harlots and spices, strong drink, and men with tattoos: the eternal ingredients of every maritime spell.

         Yet sometimes, I feel this is not an enchantment at all, but a jury-rigged assembly of mirrors and lenses that enables us to peer back into the past. Valet. Swordstick. Combination drawers. The archaisms of our great-grandparents can lull us into a sense that their world was remote from ours. It’s not.

         To Captain Meakins’s annoyance, there is not yet a telegraph station at Varna. But elsewhere, submarine cables are knitting the world into a web of synchrony. Time is becoming the same everywhere. The long and varied beats of the medieval year have given way to shorter cycles. It’s a meaningless cliché to say that the world is changing, but stories that have done for centuries are losing their place to newer ones. In Baku, oil wells have been sunk where the Zoroastrians once worshipped the fire god, Ahura Mazda. Steam trains rumble past temples honouring the Siva lingam on the Deccan Plateau. Even Japan, in occultation for more than two hundred years, is opening itself to the world. Everywhere printing presses and electric wires accelerate the passage of news and propaganda, multiply the intercourse of opposing fictions.

         A great empire is falling to bits. That’s what’s brought MacGahan here from India. The catch-all term is the Eastern Question. The rule of the Ottomans, which once swayed subjects from Baghdad to Belgrade, down the Levant, and across Northern Africa, is in terminal disarray. It’s menaced by the fresher energy of younger empires – British, Russian, French – and the new stories of nationhood. For a few decades more it will limp along before collapsing entirely. It will be wound up at Sèvres; its possessions reapportioned by the Great Powers in ways that we’re still killing each other about.

         The story MacGahan is chasing is this: restive Christian subjects have risen up against their Muslim rulers. Or some have. There are rumours the uprising has been put down with excessive bloodshed. From Varna, from anywhere, the truth is unclear. Spokesmen for the Ottoman government, the Sublime Porte, insist they have simply dealt with a revolt. After all, what imperial power has ever managed to get by without slapping down unruly subjects? The British government, led by Disraeli, is inclined to agree. On the Olympian chessboard of the Great Powers, the Ottoman Empire serves a useful strategic function as far as the British are concerned, blocking further thrusts by Russia towards the West.

         But tales of terrible cruelty are leaking out of the Balkans. Disraeli’s old nemesis, Gladstone, denounces the Turks as bloodthirsty tyrants and Disraeli for supporting them. It is an oddly familiar pile-up: geopolitical abstractions, business interests, personal ambition and moral outrage. MacGahan, employed by a newspaper that voices liberal opinion, has been sent to find out the truth. Or, more accurately, she’s been sent to gather evidence to support one version of it. Already, in 1876, the world is inundated with competing stories. We have to try to choose wisely between them; or better, perhaps, to disbelieve them all.

         MacGahan and Kolya settle the terms of his employment at the dock. She insists he writes a letter to his father to be sent home through Meakins. He borrows paper, ink, and sets to work.

         It’s better to be brief than lie. He frames it as a short absence. There’s much he can’t say. (I think of Uncle Leonard, writing from the Western Front, standing on duckboards, shells passing overhead, the corpses in No Man’s Land already food for rats: ‘The meat paste arrived safely. Thank Winifred for the socks.’)

         Kolya leaves out making friends with the Cossack and the part about eating pork. Perhaps that’s what his transgression meant on board the ship: an act of severance with all that lies behind. The choice seems very clear: to go home and be chastised as a child, to go on and become a man. At least, that’s how it seems to him. No parent who has ever worried about a child’s absence – in other words, no parent – will agree.

         
            *

         

         JULY TURNS TO AUGUST. At the port, the sea air provides some relief from the heat. But MacGahan’s assignment is taking her inland, to Peshtera, and to Batak, where there is word of a massacre.

         Russian and Bulgarian are just enough alike for Kolya to make himself understood; a few times he mumbles something about the dialect being unfamiliar. If MacGahan’s noticed his deception, she doesn’t show it. They travel in carts to Peshtera, but the difficult journey into the hills can only be made on horseback; the Turkish authorities forbid the local inhabitants from hiring them any.

         Over coffee and honey pastries, the governor of Peshtera tries to foist a minder on Kolya and MacGahan. ‘The people are unpredictable. Liars. A woman travelling with her son …’ (such is their deception) ‘… surely I don’t to need to tell you what they’re capable of?’ MacGahan refuses point-blank. At night, Kolya slips out and haggles for horses and donkeys.

         In the hour before dawn, Kolya and MacGahan head off with a train of twenty animals. Sunrise brings heat and the soothing buzz of insects. Pans and water bottles rattle as they move. The world smells of hot grass and donkey shit. There are four local guides and a dozen women on foot bringing up the rear, villagers from Batak, too scared until now to return home.

         Kolya’s a novice rider, but he’s young and adaptable. He copies the Bulgarian guides whose movements on horseback combine looseness and brutality. Their heels pound the mangy flanks of the horses, urging them up the hillside paths.

         In MacGahan, the men know they have a champion and they show her the utmost deference. Her eccentricity and ambiguity appear not to be noticed. She rides like a farm boy, has taken to wearing breeches and tucks her hair under a straw hat. The sun tinges her brown tresses with gleams of copper.

         The fields are full of wheat and rye, but no one is there to harvest. The black-haired Bulgar peasants passing the other way are melancholy and silent. It’s not until 1903 that we’ll get the right word to describe them: traumatised.

         We have a hard job ahead of us. Can we summon up outrage about an obscure massacre that has long ago been trumped by bloodier and better-documented ones; whose record is barely more legible than those in the secret books? Perhaps outrage is not the word. Can we care without sentimentality? Can we show sympathy to the victims without being pulled into the trap of immediately taking sides?

         Let’s stay with what Kolya sees.

         Cresting a rise – on foot, leading the horse by the reins, because the path is too steep – he enters a wide upland valley. There’s a sawmill by a stream. Further on, wooden roofs, a church. This is Batak, hardly prosperous, but previously orderly and thriving. The women in the rear fall silent. The buzz of insects grows ominously loud. The ungathered corn has collapsed on its rotted stalks. Two dogs are fighting over a bone. One of the Bulgar guides chases them off with a whip, but they only retreat a few yards and inch back as soon as he takes up his reins again.

         The earth is a carpet of bones. Corpses three weeks dead have been pulled apart by the dogs. The sun has turned some skin to leather. The dried-out sockets of a severed head stare blindly into the sun. Kolya stumbles. His boots drag. It seems like sacrilege to walk upon the dead. The accumulation of horrors begins to turn him numb. Chemises of violated girls. Dried blood. The tiny bones of dead children.

         Bashi-bazouks – Turkish irregular soldiers – have burned or smashed every structure in the village. The women who followed MacGahan and Kolya into the mountains begin to ululate with grief. As they approach the churchyard, it seems prurient to dwell on the stench; it seems oddly fastidious not to mention it all. MacGahan passes Kolya a handful of tobacco. He holds it to his nose and breathes.

         The churchyard is three feet deep in putrid bones. A desultory attempt has been made to cover some with gravel. The church is crammed with more dead bodies.

         Kolya sits on a rock. He feels wretched and strange. He keeps seeing the leathery faces, piles of heads, embroidered ankle socks around what’s left of feet. He hears the ghastly buzz of sated insects. He closes his eyes and wishes he were home. This isn’t the world he left for. What he cannot know, what he cannot guess, is how scenes of cruelty like this will come to seem typical of the approaching century, and how they will be woven into tales of war. But looking back, he will recognise this as the first moment that he felt a dizzying sense of living in history, and that the world that had once seemed so new to him was being pressed upon by blind and ancient forces.

         There will be many massacres in the decades ahead. Some will seem to merit the coining of new words: holocaust, genocide, ethnic cleansing. Historians will weigh relative amounts of suffering in the scales of professional dispassion. The significance of each act will never be absolute, but will be determined by a large number of other concerns, like the number and credibility of its witnesses. Some dreadful deeds will take place in a kind of historical silence. Others will be memorialised in images, photographs, cine film, video. Some vast acts of murder will be reconceived as regrettable necessities.

         Here, MacGahan has her pen. Kolya watches her counting, making notes, oddly detached from the horror. In the churchyard alone, she estimates a toll of three thousand corpses. Two hundred women and children were burned alive in the schoolhouse. She is shown children’s skulls bearing sabre cuts. She will match the numbers of the dead to estimates of the population from the taxation rolls. She will bear witness to the murder of five thousand villagers. And around this slaughter, she will weave a tale of Muslim terror that is both apocryphal and eerily familiar: ‘When a Mohammedan has killed a certain number of infidels, he is sure of paradise, no matter what his sins may be.’ From this devastated mountain valley, the tale of the massacre will go out to the world. Amplified by print, her words will reach powerful ears in every capital.

         Disraeli’s opponents will pronounce his support of Turkey monstrous. The voices calling for Russian intervention in the Balkans will grow louder. The Tsar will declare war on the Turks a few months later and enter the conflict. Turkey will turn to its old ally, Britain, for help, but the British will demur this time, citing the public outrage over the massacres. Russia will crush the Turkish army. Bulgaria will throw off Ottoman rule and begin to govern itself for the first time in five hundred years.

         ‘After that,’ the old man says, ‘who could doubt the power of a story?’

         
            ‘I often asked myself: what kind of woman was she?’

         

         MacGahan consigned her report to the United States Consul in Istanbul on 10th August 1876, to be carried in the diplomatic bag to London. There would be a delay of almost two weeks between the lighting of the fuse and the explosion.

         In the interim, Kolya saw her visibly wilt. Returning from the consulate to the pension where they were staying, she took to her bed with a high fever. She talked to herself and appeared to hallucinate, addressing Kolya by unfamiliar names. He was concerned enough to fetch a doctor.

         The landlady recommended a Frenchman, a portly Lyonnais gentleman who was a disciple of Charcot. He palpated MacGahan’s tongue, and prescribed quinine and plenty of rest.

         ‘Nervous exhaustion,’ he confided to Kolya. ‘This is something very common in cases of sexual inversion. The constitution is subject to special strains—’

         MacGahan spat a filthy oath from the sweaty bed sheets. ‘Tell the quack to go—’

         Kolya reddened and ushered the doctor through the antechamber and out of the door. He could hear the springs squeaking as MacGahan rose angrily from the bed. ‘I’ll give him sexual inversion!’

         It was a while before he could persuade her to lie down, but the outburst of rage seemed to do her some good. The colour returned to her lips as she settled her head on the pillow.

         Kolya offered his own prescription: vodka, the panacea of the Russian Empire. The dubious rationale was that it would help sweat out the fever. But vodka was nowhere to be had, so he fetched a bottle of raki, stoppered with a twist of brown paper, a loaf of bread, and a lemon.

         MacGahan swallowed half a tumbler and made an extraordinary face: she looked glassy-eyed and breathless, like a carp in a fisherman’s basket. Kolya handed her a cube of bread to sniff. Unaware of the correct etiquette, she ate the bread, then took the bottle and splashed some liquor in a tooth-mug, saying, ‘I don’t like to drink alone.’

         Kolya had never drunk spirits before, but his father ran a profitable sideline in alcohol, which was served from a little hatch adjoining the hardware shop. He had witnessed enough drinking to know exactly how it should be done: expelling the air from his lungs, he knocked back the raki in one gulp, and inhaled strongly through a cube of bread held to his nostrils. One eye watered a little. MacGahan poured each of them another shot.

         That long-ago afternoon now ceases to conform to the constraints of sober time; it lurches forward with the sudden disjunctions of inebriation: another drink; MacGahan drunkenly recites a prayer in Spanish and demonstrates a balestra lunge with her swordstick; Kolya falls off the bed and crushes his own hat; MacGahan challenges him to arm-wrestle. Kolya sings a Ukrainian folksong in a reedy voice; suddenly, MacGahan is dressed. Despite the heat, she’s wearing a Bulgarian sheepskin jacket, riding boots, a straw hat and a taffeta frock. Kolya stumbles after her, down an alley, pressing himself into a doorway to allow a donkey loaded with copper pots to struggle past. The touch of its warm flank lingers where it brushes his hand, innocently alive.

         Everything is available in this raucous city; it’s just a matter of looking. It doesn’t take long for MacGahan to find what she’s after. A succession of middlemen, all working on the speculative hope of a final tip, lead them to a blue door in a quiet backstreet. It has the inconspicuousness of real iniquity.

         MacGahan requests a private room. Drunk, unable to speak a word of Turkish, Kolya ‘translates’ by repeating her words verbatim. From this pantomime and MacGahan’s remarkable appearance, their hosts deduce the patronage of rich eccentrics.

         They are shown to a shady boudoir, lit with yellow lamps, where musky perfumes conceal the smell of sweat. Two oiled boys, naked from the waist up, carry in a water pipe. MacGahan waves a hand. ‘I don’t know about you, Nick, but my tastes don’t run that way.’

         Kolya clarifies the situation to a grateful proprietor, who sends in girls this time, three of them. They are ebony-haired, brown-eyed, painfully young. Kolya thinks of his sisters, back in Kerch. It is a thought melancholy enough to kill off any prospect of tumescence.

         MacGahan has settled on a pile of cushions and gestures to one of the girls to join her. ‘I ain’t going to hurt you, little one. I just want to daddy with you for a while. Come here, you pretty thing.’ There is something both tender and flirtatious about MacGahan here. She’s enacting something Kolya doesn’t understand, some gentle, mutual version of ecstasy. It’s not like the busy Kerch brothel, where sailors go in and come out five minutes later, carrying the boots they’re too drunk to put back on.

         Kolya is not blind to the effect MacGahan has on these village girls with their cheap bracelets. Whatever she may be, she is all they have eyes for. He might as well not exist. They take off MacGahan’s hat and play with her long copper-tinted hair, cooing over it in the liquid and guttural sounds of their language.

         ‘What are they saying, Nick? You’re supposed to be my translator.’

         The girls turn their uncomprehending smiles towards him.

         Kolya’s drunkenness seems to have sharpened his eyesight. He sees with an extraordinary clarity: the black hairs along the pale arms of the young girl refilling his glass; MacGahan’s weathered face; the bottle-green thorax of a fly against some orange peel as it catches the lamplight. ‘They want to wash your hair,’ he says.

         
            ‘She told me the story of her birth and parentage.’

         

         Kolya, as Notovitch, in his mid-seventies, is still a magpie. Vincenzo sees it in small things at first – a word or inflection lifted from him and handed back as though it’s newly minted. One day, he arrives to find the old man wearing a carefully folded cravat in the open collar of his shirt – Vincenzo’s unvarying attire. Where others might be embarrassed to mention the cravat, Vincenzo is one generation up from peasant and exercises the licence it gives him to be blunt. ‘You’ve copied me,’ he says.

         ‘I often wear a cravat,’ the old man replies, with a disarming innocence. ‘You haven’t noticed?’

         If Notovitch could appropriate such trivial plumage from a virtual nonentity, imagine his debt to MacGahan.

         This story is Kolya’s. I’m trying to tell it economically, but completely. I’m confining myself to the events and characters that gave his life its particular shape, which led to the incident that defined him in the eyes of posterity. These aren’t formless imaginings – though perhaps it seems so at times. We are working towards a point where the conjectured happenings of a fictional past converge with the account of history. And I’m keen to avoid those breaks in energy that can affect a discontinuous narrative. The supreme ambition you can have for a book is for it to be one thing: a single utterance in which every word plays a part.

         But MacGahan’s story is so pertinent to Kolya’s, the story of her life, her apostasy, her disavowed religion; they influenced him so strongly that we’re going to have to risk another digression.

         Of all the stories of which our world is made, the tales of the creator and the redeemer, the tales of the spirit and the Holy Word, are the most powerful. I know in my bones that when Leonard went to war it was for many reasons, but not the least was for an idea of duty sanctified by religion.

         Kolya belongs to the oldest monotheists of all, the Jews, the trunk of the Abrahamic tree; MacGahan to one of its youngest offshoots: the Mormon heresy.

         Imagine, then, me and you, on a distant planet, scrutinising light and sound waves that have drifted through the dark emptiness of interstellar space. Imagine, sifting through the effusions of eternity, that we could home in on a single speaker at a single moment in time. Imagine we’ve found MacGahan reclining on the cushions of the Turkish seraglio, all washed and anointed by her handmaidens, and Kolya recalled from a long exile in the hallway to share a sobering coffee, seethed in a copper ibrik and tasting like thimblefuls of mud. Now imagine we could hear her speak.

         
            ‘Her family were Latter-Day Saints.’

         

         ‘You know what a Mormon is?’

         Kolya shakes his head. Two of the girls play with each other’s bracelets. The third snoozes in MacGahan’s lap; the pallor of her sleeping face makes the rouge on her cheeks look garish.

         ‘Every farming family now and again throws up a son who doesn’t have it in him to make a farmer. Maybe he’s simple or dreamy or lacks the steadiness for work. Joseph Smith was one of those. He was a fool for farming, but he had a special head for other things.’

         A muezzin’s call from a nearby mosque punctuates MacGahan’s speech and is met with answering echoes across the city. The sleeping girl stirs and then subsides back into unconsciousness.

         ‘I’ve seen his portrait: a tall brown-haired man with the radiant blue eyes of a virtuous prophet. Handsome too. He was the kind of man that other men will follow. And women.’

         MacGahan straightens up on the cushions, soberer now; perhaps she was never as drunk as she seemed. She’s not one to drop her guard, ever.

         ‘No one was more serious on matters of conscience than those Yankee farmers. Marx calls it the idiocy of rural life, but out there in the darkness, those men had commerce with the stars. In my childhood, our blacksmith was an alchemist, you know. At the symposia of our cider press, the topics under discussion were salvation, and infinity, and the right way to God. We loved a talker. And Smith had a story for everyone.

         ‘You’ve got to know something else. The way I’m telling you this is not as a believer would. It’s cost me most of my youth and pints of my own blood to understand this story in this way.

         ‘The country of the United States was different then. The past was bigger and nearer. Vermont, where Smith was born, was dotted with big tombs, holy to the tribes who’d lived there, and people naturally believed they had precious things hid in them. Smith got a name as a treasure-finder. He claimed he had sticks or jewels that would find out treasure wherever it was hidden. But the only thing he got as a result of his seeking was a pile of trouble and a name for being unreliable.

         ‘Now you and I might pause there and decide to knuckle down, try to make a sober living for a while, but it’s tough to go against your nature. Sometime in his twentieth or twenty-first year, Joseph was visited by an angel. Yes, he was. That’s what he told his friends. The angel led him to some golden plates that were the rarest kind of treasure of all: a gospel, written in an old Egyptian tongue. Over the next few years, he Englished them and found a publisher. He called his gospel The Book of Mormon.

         ‘Given that Joseph was unlettered, you must be wondering how he read the plates, especially in a language not his own? Well, luckily the angel had seen to that, bestowing on him two magic stones which gave him the power to understand the ancient writing.

         ‘He was hounded and disbelieved as prophets are apt to be, but many people took his writings for the truth, my parents among them. They followed him to Far West, Missouri, to Nauvoo, and on his death they made the great trek west to the red lands of the Salt Lake Valley, where I was born.

         Kolya’s head aches from his dissipation. His tongue is dry. But he feels emboldened to speak. ‘Was Smith a fraud?’

         ‘Of course, I think so. But I’ve found some sympathy for him in my heart as I’ve gotten older. He was a farmer’s son who wasn’t cut out to be a farmer and I was a girl who wasn’t cut out to be my family’s idea of a woman. We both had to alter the world a little to find our place in it.

         ‘The other thing is this: there are some kinds of belief that make stories come true. The kindest take I can have on old JS is that he saw something in the eyes of his congregants that made his lies seem real. It’s as though you said abracadabra, or talitha kum, but not in earnest, and yet you found it made a dead child breathe again. What would you make of that? You’d doubt your own insincerity then. Either you or the words must have some magic.’

         ‘What about you?’

         ‘My own story is one I’m not comfortable telling.’

         ‘How did you come to leave?’

         ‘There was the wife of a minister I’ll always be grateful to. In the Civil War, I nursed and I learned I could write and that I was brave. I followed a woman I loved to Paris and was there for the Commune. I filed dispatches for the New York Globe. That was the beginning of another life that in a roundabout way brought me here. That’s as much as you need of my story, Nick. And it’s time for us to be going.’

         
            *

         

         MACGAHAN RISES WEARILY from the cushions, clean, sated, talked out. She makes small gifts of money to the girls and settles the account with the obsequious patron.

         Night is falling in the streets outside. Ovens are being lit. A crescent moon hangs over the Bosphorus. Many miles to the east, in Kolya’s home, the sabbath has begun.

         Out of all that he has heard, what stays with Kolya is one image: Joseph Smith, scrying the gold tablets with his magic eyepiece, dictating the gospel to his confederates. Hold that in your thoughts.

         
            ‘For two years, I travelled with MacGahan.’

         

         The drumbeat of war means good business for arms-dealers, ship-builders, brothel-keepers, and journalists.

         MacGahan and, increasingly, Kolya, are in demand. Embedded with the Russian Army, MacGahan writes for the Daily News. Kolya begins sending articles to his cousin Osip in Saint Petersburg who writes back excitedly to commission more. Quick, brave, energetic: Kolya makes an excellent correspondent. He also has a flair for local colour and a tendency to manufacture quotes, though is neither the first nor last young journalist to do so. He is exhilarated to be living by his pen. He borrows his cousin’s new surname for his byline: Notovitch.

         The money’s never quite enough, payment can be slow, and it helps to have items to pawn; but for a young man of twenty, even this erratic living is a living to be proud of.
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