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			In the rare cases when a historical event, especially a traumatic event, stirs emotions on a massive scale, touching many millions of people, it enters popular culture. Great numbers of people soon form beliefs about what happened and why – creating a historical narrative. It is difficult to overstate the significance of these narrative beliefs. People will try to make sense of the events that fit their prior understanding of how the world works. 

			Philip Zelikow

			 

		

	
		
			 

			ONE

			then: 2000

			NYC – the story

			She said to me: ‘Here’s the story. It’s probably not what you expect. You want me to read it to you?’

			She was holding an information sheet she had just retrieved from her mailbox in the lobby of the apartment building. It had been mailed from the office of a heritage organization in Edinburgh, Scotland.

			‘OK,’ I said. I was still on my first cup of coffee. It was too early in the day for a story, but she was sitting across from me, looking pleased, wanting to make me hear it.

			‘I’ll leave out some of the ordinary stuff. Here goes: “It began as a Victorian house, built in 1855 for a man named John Smith.” Would that really be his name? John Smith? That’s like John Doe, right? “The house was then called Swanstonhill. It had an extensive estate, including woodland and meadows, situated on high ground overlooking the village of Port Bannatyne, on the Isle of Bute. It commanded panoramic north-facing views over the narrow stretch of sea called the Kyles, which separates the island from the Cowal peninsula.”’

			We were a world away from Scotland, sitting in her cosily untidy apartment on the thirteenth floor of E 104 St in New York City. The only window in the room looked out on to other windows at the same height in the apartment building opposite. Sunlight reached her room once a day, around five in the afternoon, for about twenty minutes.

			‘“In the early 1870s a natural spring was discovered at the western end of the property. The water was high in minerals and health-inducing salts.”’ She peered closely at a small map included in the text. She continued, putting on a terrible imitation of an English accent which she almost immediately changed to an even worse Scottish one: ‘“Building work began on an immense extension to the original house, running along the high ground towards the west. Extra wings were added, notably the one at the west end, which was built to contain the spring. During this period hydropathic hotels were popular throughout Europe. The wealthy flocked to them to refresh bodily energy and gain all-round healthful feelings, by drinking the water or bathing themselves in it.”’

			She briefly held up the page for me to see a photograph. It was black and white, slightly out of focus, a reproduction of an ancient picture postcard. It showed a row of small cottages fronting a long hillside. The building she was talking about loomed up on the hill behind them, a Victorian pile, with steep roofs, gables and spires, picture windows. Trees grew everywhere.

			‘“The new building extension,”’ she went on, abandoning the embarrassing fake accents, ‘“included a pump room, an immersion pool, steam baths and exercise and massage areas. The central part of the extension was created as an eighty-eight-room luxury hotel, with many saloons and drawing rooms. All the main bedrooms faced the view towards the north – lesser rooms were situated at the rear of the hotel, and this was where the guests’ servants stayed.”’ She lowered the sheet of paper. ‘Do you Brits still take your servants with you on vacations?’

			‘I used to,’ I said. ‘But I’ve had to let most of mine go. I now only have a couple of manservants and a housemaid. And the chef, of course.’

			She carried on.

			‘“In June 1879 the building reopened as the Kyles Hydropathic Hotel, and was soon functioning successfully as a luxury resort for factory owners, eminent lawyers, wealthy retailers and so on, from the prosperous industrial belt of Central Scotland, as well as attracting a steady stream of important guests from England and parts of Europe.” Why don’t I like the sound of these people?’

			‘You don’t have to like them,’ I said. ‘They’re all dead now.’

			‘“When not taking the waters the guests had many other diversions open to them. There were tennis courts, a croquet lawn, a nine-hole golf course, a swimming pool, and extensive planned gardens. Walks and pony rides in the surrounding wild terrain, the interior of the island, could be arranged. Top chefs from Europe were in charge of the kitchens, and the service of the general staff throughout the rest of the hotel was rated as excellent.”

			‘OK, this is where it gets more interesting. “The hydro operated until the outbreak of the First World War, when it had to close. It reopened after the war, but at a much reduced level. Although the mineral springs remained available, the hotel now operated on a more conventional, modern basis.

			‘“When the Second World War began in 1939 the hotel was again forced to close. It was requisitioned by the Royal Navy, and the building became officially known as HMS Varbel.” They turned a hotel into a ship?’

			‘That’s a convention of the Navy,’ I said. ‘They designate their land-based establishments as ships.’

			‘“Operating from Varbel, men of the Royal Navy served throughout the war with distinction and bravery. They were mostly assigned to mini-submarines and two-man steerable torpedoes. Their most notable success was the immobilization of the German battleship Tirpitz, in Alta Fjord in Norway”.’

			She turned the sheet. She skimmed a few lines.

			Then she read: ‘“At the end of the war the Navy returned the hotel building to the owners. They left it immaculately clean and undamaged, but because of the building’s great age, and the fact that during the war it was impossible to carry out building repairs, the hydro was unsuitable for use as a hotel. The cost of renovation was so high that the building remained unused. That is its present condition. It remains standing but for now is unused.” Great! We can use it.’

			‘What’s great about that? And how did you get hold of this information?’

			‘I sent off for it. We’re looking for a spooky old place to hold next year’s convention. We thought a Scottish castle would be ideal, but this sounds even better.’

			‘Oh yes,’ I said.

			Her name was Lil, and I was in love with her. She was in her early thirties, working for a large book publishing corporation in New York City, but when she let her hair down she and some of her friends would spend long weekends at conventions. I knew exactly what kind of conventions she liked to go to. She wanted me to be at the next one with her.

			It was not to happen – in under a year’s time Lil would be dead.

		

	
		
			 

			TWO

			now

			Two people I had known

			There came unexpected memories of two people I had once known. One of them was from the margins of my life, one from my heart. There was no direct connection between them, or none that I knew of apart from my knowing them both, yet the news that one of them had died reminded me inexplicably of the death of the other.

			I had woken up to a feeling of peacefulness. I was alone in my bed – my life partner Jeanne was away and would not be back for another three days. The house was quiet because Jeanne had taken our two young sons with her. There was none of the normal background domestic chaos of making the boys get out of bed, urging them to put on their clothes, the clatter of breakfast and rushing around and forgetting things and occasional shouts and doors closed noisily.

			Whenever Jeanne was away I slept with the room’s curtains open, because of the view of the firth. Jeanne said that daylight made her wake up too soon, but I liked to turn over and look out across the calm waters, glimpse the first ferry setting out for the mainland. This morning the sun was shining, and across the firth the mountains of Argyll were dark and green.

			The radio had been on all night at a low volume, but I turned it up to hear the news. Halfway through the headlines the death was announced of Kyril Alexeyevich Tatarov, the Russian-born mathematician. I was unexpectedly moved by the news, because although I had met Tatarov only a couple of times, he was a great man and I had in fact actually met him at a time when any kind of meeting was almost impossible to arrange. He was a complex and contradictory man, intelligent off the scale because no scale existed for his sort of mind, but odd and with many human foibles. Twice he had shown me small and unsought kindnesses.

			I waited for the full story to follow the headline, thinking about him. The reporter came on and spoke well and accurately of Tatarov: he was a brilliant theoretician, a geometrist and topologist, winner of the Fields Medal, the Clay Millennium Prize, born in the Soviet Union in 1932 and exiled with his family to the USA when still a small child. His father was a statistician, his mother a teacher. Tatarov had spent most of his adult life working in an American university, his unique career and achievements largely unrecognized outside the closed intellectual world in which he thrived.

			Tatarov’s sensational and unexplained disappearance in 2006 was mentioned of course – it was completely out of character and one of the few events of his life that had become known in the wider world. At the time the mystery had been reported and followed in news media on both sides of the Atlantic. Much of the speculation about him was salacious and inappropriate: rumours of a femme fatale, an exchange of secrets with a former KGB agent, a plot to kidnap him back to Russia, and so on. None of this was remotely true, but his disappearance was never explained.

			The alarm was raised one day when he failed to appear for a seminar at the Courant Institute in New York. He had said nothing about travel plans, his university apartment was locked, he left no note or explanation. Because of political upheavals in Russia at the time there was speculation he had been abducted by the KGB or FSB – no denial came from Moscow, which for a time seemed to support the idea, but he was not produced or paraded for the press as a refugee from the West. If this had happened it seemed like an odd time for it, so long after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Confusing everything, the FBI released a computerized airline ticket for a flight on the day he disappeared – on the ticket he was identified as taking a journey from New York’s JFK to London Heathrow, with an onward flight to Glasgow. That particular part of the mystery was never definitely resolved, although a reporter on the New York Times later traced the ticket code to another passenger booked on the same flight, someone who was not connected in any way but who had not checked in on the day.

			After a few weeks Tatarov quietly reappeared at the Courant, saying or explaining nothing, and returned to his work.

			The incident inspired a feature film not long after. It was not a good film and it was soon forgotten, but it did have a starring role for a great actor and it had made me some extra money. Because I wrote the screenplay I was partly, not entirely, responsible for the film’s mediocrity. I had never written for the screen before, and have not done so since. I was hired to write the screenplay because I had published a couple of magazine features about Tatarov, which constituted most of the information about him that was on record. The producer was not to know, and I intended that he should never find out, that I knew the true story of Tatarov’s disappearance. I was, however, bound by a promise of confidentiality.

			The first time I met Kyril Tatarov was for a meeting which lasted less than an hour, one afternoon when I was granted an interview with him. It took place in 1996. I was a young journalist and Tatarov was a tenured professor at the Courant Institute in New York. He was then in his mid sixties.

			It turned out to be a difficult meeting – how do you prepare for an interview with a genius? I did not do well. He assumed I knew more about mathematics than I really did. His manner of speaking was discursive and full of references to matters I knew nothing about. He spoke quickly, leaning back in his chair with his eyes closed or half-closed, the flow coming unstoppably for several minutes, but then halting without warning. He expected my next question to follow at once. He was absorbed in establishing the proof of something called the Pèlerin Conjecture, a topological knot theory, which had remained unproven since the postulate was developed by the great French mathematician Jean-Louis Pèlerin in the early twentieth century.

			I was not a mathematician but a journalist working as a freelance for a general interest science magazine. I had done what preliminary research I could into the conjecture, but I was ill-equipped to engage with Tatarov on any serious level. The Pèlerin was an arcane problem within a discipline that was itself a deep enigma to most people. Professor Tatarov, to give him credit, quickly sensed this, and in his own way he tried to simplify and explain what he was saying, but his own way was not even close to mine. At the end of the interview he offered me a few notes which one of his students had written, in the hope they might elucidate a little more. I went away from the Courant embarrassed and humbled, but also feeling rather fond of Professor Tatarov.

			Afterwards I managed to transcribe the recording of what Tatarov had said with sufficient accuracy for the interview to make sense, perhaps seeming facile to other mathematicians but comprehensible to ordinary readers. After the piece appeared Professor Tatarov himself made no complaint about errors, but to judge by some adverse comments he made during the course of the interview about the magazine I worked for I assumed he would probably not read the article. However, my career as a science correspondent did gain a little credibility from the interview, and a few weeks later a nationally distributed magazine offered me a contract for regular work. I felt indebted to Professor Tatarov for this.

			The brief radio obituary also mentioned the one other time Tatarov came to public awareness. He had been nominated for the Fields Medal and tried to decline it, but then changed his mind after persuasion and pressure from his colleagues. A year or so later he won the Clay Millennium Prize – again he tried to refuse it, and once again gave way to the friendly persuasion of those around him. Then he was rumoured to be in line for a Nobel, although there was no separate Nobel for mathematicians. He was interviewed on television. The first questions were about his disappearance in 2006, but he refused to answer. He was asked why he kept trying to decline the most prestigious awards in his academic calling. He was repeatedly urged to say if he would accept the Nobel, if awarded.

			Professor Tatarov was enraged by the persistent questioning, and became incoherent in his answers. His general physical appearance, his chaotic hair, staring blue eyes and untamed eyebrows, uneven teeth, florid countenance, briefly made him notorious as an archetype of a certain kind of reclusive academic. His behaviour made him seem erratic, brilliant, engaging, monstrous, slightly mad.

			The interview was cut short, but almost immediately afterwards it went viral on the internet. This was where I saw it, and it made me feel sorry for him. He was unworldly, highly specialized, preoccupied with many complex ideas and concepts, and totally ill equipped to deal with lighthearted banter from a television presenter.

			That was Kyril Tatarov, who had just died. He was in his early nineties.

			 

			The other

			But then there was the other. Why Tatarov’s death at a great age should remind me once again of Lil, of Lilian Viklund, was not immediately clear. As people they could hardly be less alike, their deaths were now more than two decades apart, and in my heart and memory they occupied completely different places.

			At the end of the news bulletin I switched off the radio and I continued to lie in bed with memories of Lil sweeping in on me, pushing aside my thoughts of Tatarov.

			I had not thought about Lil for a long time, at least for many months, but I had been profoundly upset at the time of her death.

			She was my girlfriend, she died, I was bereaved, but I moved on and built a life without her. Stating it as coldly as that is a true way to describe what happened, but in reality everything to do with her death was traumatic and shocking. Lil was my lover, my friend, my intimate, and until the day she died I assumed she was to be my future. Then she was taken from me with violence and cruelty.

			The years following her death drifted by, the shock of the news and the upset of the loss diminishing, but slowly, so agonizingly slowly. Gradually I began to think of her less obsessively. I started to reshape my life without her. When one’s lover is murdered so young I suspect it is never possible to recover fully. You are not able to forget completely, never able to throw off an infinitesimal grain of hope. Because although I did eventually manage to bury my feelings of terrible loss, the grief, the loneliness, I was never allowed closure. I knew she was dead, I knew she had been killed, but I never had proof. The people responsible were not taken before a court, her body was not found. That tiny, always unsettling, grain of hope remained.

			A few years after Lil was murdered, I met Jeanne and she shortly became my partner. Although we never married, Jeanne and I had been living together for years. We were raising two sons, Seth and Louis, who were of school age. Jeanne and I both followed our careers in the context of a busy and absorbing family life. Like every other long-established couple we shared many things – a home, holidays, books, paintings, music, memories, the children above all.

			Lily Viklund, and my long affair with her, moved further away into my personal past. I could never forget Lil entirely, but in the press of contented life with my family and the turning cycle of the years she became increasingly a figure from before.

			Even so – I vividly remembered how she looked, and somewhere in my study there were dozens of photographs of her, stashed in an old box. I could never forget her voice, her American accent, the way she stood and moved and dressed, the political matters that aggravated her, the passions of her beliefs and, oddly, her love of trivia, old TV programmes and homemade jewellery. She was a subtle and complicated woman, often mercurial in her moods, sometimes annoying and frustrating, but always loyal and loving. And of course her sudden death at the hands of others, when still so young, gave all memories of her a painful, unignorable impact.

			 

			Boats and islands

			Jeanne and I lived on a small island in an inland sea: the Firth of Clyde. The island was called Bute, or Eilean Bhòid in its Gaelic original. The only town on the island, formerly called Rothesay, reverted to its Gaelic name: Baile Bhòid. After the Scottish UDI many of the western isles, and the smaller settlements in the Highlands, had chosen to revert to their Gaelic names, a kind of folk reaction against the technocratic and progressively modern industrial society that was transforming the country. After a short but difficult transition period, Scotland rejoined the EU as a separate nation. The old forced union with England, to the disadvantage of the Scottish, was over.

			For Jeanne and me it was the best of many options: Jeanne was born in Edinburgh but had spent most of her adult life in England. For her it was a return. I was English, born in London, but my maternal grandparents were Scottish. For me it was an exploration of my personal heritage. Our migration to the north meant we were able to bring up our boys as Scots, as full Europeans. So far the plan was working well.

			That morning I was alone in the house, free to laze in the bed a little longer than usual. Jeanne had taken the children to visit her mother, who lived in Morningside, a district of Edinburgh. I had slipped into a harmless, temporary routine of sleeping with a radio at my bedside, curtains open all night so I could enjoy the light on the bay in the morning, sometimes listening to music as I fell asleep, always turning it off once I was fully awake. I liked the sound of quiet voices in the night, the classical music, news reports from around the world. I slept through most of it but it was a comfort to have it there. The radio helped fend off, equalize, the feeling of being alone. The house was too static, too full of silence, whenever Jeanne and the kids were away.

			I missed Jeanne every time she made one of these trips, which since her mother’s health began to decline the previous year had become a regular duty for her. An undercurrent to our lives at present was the growing awareness that Lucinda, Jeanne’s mother, should no longer be alone, that she might have to move to Bhòid to be with us.

			Overnight, the two car ferries that connected with the mainland were moored at the pier a short distance from our bedroom window. At six o’clock the first of them was brought back to mechanical life by the crew. The starter motor of the vessel’s main generator began turning somewhere deep inside the engine room. It sometimes woke me up, but often I was already awake, waiting for the signal sound. The steering engines would start soon after. The ferries were equipped with azimuthal rudder propellers for navigation in the shallow harbours, and whenever the ship was taking on passengers and vehicles these engines were turned towards the beam, holding the hull firmly against the quay wall. They emitted a quiet but insistent noise, reaching me across the harbour waters like the contented mumbling of a large resting animal.

			The generator brought life to the workings of the ship. I imagined it recharging batteries, starting the pumps, waking instruments, booting the navigation computers, turning the radar antennae, sending a flow of electrical power to the saloon and cabins, ventilating the vehicle deck and cargo holds.

			The first crossing to the mainland was scheduled at six twenty-five, by which time the waiting cars and trucks had driven across the ramp and into the vehicle deck. The foot passengers tramped at the same time across the companionway, a climbing zigzag of sloping metal passages above the space between the ferry terminal and the upper saloon of the ship. The dark shapes of these people crossed behind the translucent windows, enigmatically lit from above. They were almost certainly people I knew, or at least would recognize from seeing them about the streets of Baile Bhòid. Soon I would be clambering up the same sloping passages when I caught a later ship.

			It was pleasant to lie there, feeling the town slowly come alive, thinking about Lil again, remembering her not as dead but as she had been when alive. The distance in time removed any sense of guilt about doing so. Such memories were pleasant, but the way she came to an end always loomed over them.

			Jeanne knew about Lil. She knew about our intense relationship, the plans and hopes we had – she knew how Lil had died, the traumatic impact her death had had on me. Jeanne and I were in love from our first few days together, and I could never have kept these things from her. Almost straight away she sensed I was harbouring something from the past. I wanted to unburden myself, but knew it was an imposition, so I tried to hold it back. It did not take Jeanne long to make it possible to let go and in the end I told her everything I could about Lil. I left nothing out: what had attracted me to her, the plans we had made, the problems we had tried to overcome. I tried to be objective, calm, practical, true, sensitive to Jeanne’s feelings, not self-pitying. Inevitably, there came a release of the emotion which I had been suppressing and could no longer control. Jeanne said nothing, advised nothing, held me close.

			Why, though, had the news of Tatarov’s death brought this reminder? He had had a long life and a great life – he died two days ago. Lil was thirty-one when she died, might have had a long or a great life had she been given the choice, but she died young, more than two decades ago.

			 

			Crossing the border

			I needed to catch the ferry at eight o’clock, so I soon climbed out of bed, showered, shaved, dressed, took a quick breakfast of a sweet pastry I had bought the previous evening, washed it down with lukewarm instant coffee. I checked the house was secured, then walked the short distance to the harbour and went to the ferry terminal.

			While the ship sailed smoothly across the firth I made a call to Jeanne in Edinburgh, confirmed I was leaving as planned and that nothing had come up to change my plans. I would be home the next day, before her. She put Seth on the phone, the older of my two boys. He wanted to be home, he said, Gran was ill and making him depressed. His voice was hushed – I sensed him turning away, holding the phone hard against his ear. He was on a school break and naturally felt he was losing valuable free time. Jeanne came back on and said she would probably stay for another night, perhaps two. Lucinda had developed a troublesome cough and was breathing with difficulty.

			An hour and a half later, after the train ride from the mainland ferry port, I was at Glasgow Airport, queuing with hundreds of other people to pass through the English border. There was a treaty border post of this sort at every Scottish airport where there were flights to the south. When my turn came I showed my Caledonian passport, hoping the English police officer would not notice that I had been born south of the border and ask me the questions I had been asked several times before on earlier flights. This time he did not – an immense line of other passengers was behind me. The officer went slowly through my papers, finally making me touch the fingerprint scanner. He spoke with flat, deliberate Yorkshire vowels. After my fingerprint was scanned he stared at the computer screen for several seconds, not blinking. He typed some letters, maybe words, maybe a code, waited again for a response. I heard my flight being announced while I stood there.

			Then I was through, technically across the English border and no longer in Scotland, onward to the second delay. A maze of roped walkways had been set up across the hall, making the long line of us snake to and fro, shuffling past each other again and again. Everyone seemed tense. We came at last to the checking of the passport and the boarding pass, then the security machines and searches, the retinal scan, residence identity check, jackets and shoes off, belt removed, cabin luggage weighed and x-rayed, phones, laptops and tablets examined or searched separately. This time I was not requested to boot my laptop, but I saw several other passengers standing impatiently beside their machines as the monitors displayed the familiar logos.

			I hurried away to the gate, where I was one of the last to board the plane.

			Shortly after midday I was in the webzine office in London, being talked through the editorial plans for a special feature in the issue after next. These meetings, once a regular happening in the office, were now fairly infrequent. All contributors, salaried or freelance, were expected to be present. The introductory overview from the managing editor set a tone of apprehension. The magazine was suffering a shortfall in advertising revenue, he said, and more redundancies were becoming inevitable. As a freelance I was immune from the threat of redundancy, but I knew all too well that they could save money by no longer commissioning work from me.

			They moved on to specifics. The planned feature was going to be concerned with developments in cosmology and particle physics, neither of them my favourite subject. I made myself look attentive, but I was barely connecting mentally, my thoughts elsewhere.

			‘So, Ben – will you do that?’

			I swivelled around, realizing that Miranda Hamid, the features editor, had addressed me.

			‘Sorry, Miranda – will I do what?’

			‘The in-depth profile of Sandy Bellow. She has a new season starting at the end of the month. We should cover it. We haven’t published anything about her series yet.’

			‘OK,’ I said.

			It would be a soft option for me, a commission I could complete in under a day. I did not think, though, that I should say how negative I felt about Ms Bellow’s television work and contributed little to the discussion that followed. We had already been provided with a programme-by-programme synopsis of the whole season. I would not look forward to interviewing her. I was therefore quietly relieved when around the table a change of mind slowly emerged from others there. Ms Bellow had been written about too often in other media, someone else said, given too much publicity. She was a presenter who rarely showed much depth of understanding about the subjects of her programmes. Although I agreed with this I felt it was unfair, so I found myself arguing unconvincingly in Ms Bellow’s favour – I was not the only science journalist who sometimes felt out of depth when taking on certain subjects. I knew from social media that she was an intelligent and well educated woman, probably underestimated because of the medium she worked in and the level of the audience at which her programmes were aimed. But soon the idea of a profile of her was anyway dropped, and I let it go. Other ideas were being aired.

			Miranda remembered that I had once interviewed Kyril Tatarov, and she asked me if I had anything I wanted to write about him now. I said no. She said they had already posted a stock obituary online, but felt that something longer might be appropriate. I said no again, and after a moment we moved on to the next subject.

			Towards the end of the meeting another project was suggested to me. It would mean a trip to Paris the following week. I remembered that Jeanne and the boys would be back at home by then and I did not want to be away. I thought about it, then agreed. There were several non-stop flights between Glasgow and Paris every day. I could probably do the trip with only a single overnight stay in Paris. Someone else wanted to do the story instead of me, a new writer called Karl Wilson – we all discussed that, but in the end they agreed it should be me who went. I was relieved – I had turned down a lot of other work during the meeting.

			That was my working day.

			I went for a drink afterwards with Karl Wilson and two of the staff writers, then took the Underground to Southwark, just across the Thames.

			It was by this time too late to catch a flight back to Glasgow, one that would definitely connect me with the island ferry. I had learned that when flying between England and Scotland I could run into delay at airports, and I had missed the last ferry a couple of times in the past. Recently, whenever I was in London overnight, I had started sleeping at the two-room apartment owned by the magazine’s management company. It was not ideal because other people who worked for one or another of the companies in the group were able to use the place, so there was no guarantee of clean bedding or supplies of food. It was small and fairly squalid, on the ground floor and close to a road, with traffic noise penetrating the old windows for most of the night. The place felt dirtier and more unwelcoming every time I went there. It was, however, free of charge.

			A woman from one of the video channels operated by the company was already staying in the apartment, and although she was not there when I arrived she had claimed the only bed. Something like this often happened – there was always some issue about using the flat. I thought about moving to a hotel for the night, but then also thought about the extra cost. There was a couch, and I kept a sleeping bag in one of the closets. I had used them both before.

			I called Jeanne again when I arrived in the apartment, and afterwards went out for a meal. I had forgotten to convert some of my euros into pounds before leaving Bhòid, so I knew the English bank would add a steep currency conversion surcharge to my credit card. 

			I was on my own for too long that day. There had been too much travelling, too many delays, too much introspection during the meeting, then an evening spent in an uncomfortable place. I should have been at home with my family or arranged to meet colleagues or friends in the evening. Instead, I walked around the London streets near the apartment, thinking how alien it felt. Many shops were boarded up, and several of the houses or apartment blocks I passed had high security gates. A police car went by slowly: it was a heavy SUV with anti-impact shields on the main windscreens and powerful spotlights mounted on the roof. The words Immigrant Advisory Service were printed on the side, with a free hotline telephone number for people wishing to report unauthorized or illegal residents.

			Everywhere there were signs I understood but did not recognize, and in general there was a feeling in the city I found disorienting. It was like this whenever I visited the English capital, and it was slightly worse every time. I had the uneasy sensation that I no longer spoke the language, as if I was abroad. I was a native Londoner, born in Kentish Town, but London was beginning to feel like a foreign capital to me.

			My mood was low. I was still remembering Lil. I wanted to be back on my island off the Scottish coast, waiting to see Jeanne and the kids, staring across the calm waters of the firth at the steep hills and high moors of the Cowal peninsula.

			When I returned to the flat the woman who was staying there had already gone into the bedroom and closed the door. She had left the television on, so I opened a can of beer and sat on the couch until the news came on.

			Kyril Tatarov’s death was no longer mentioned. The main story was news from the USA, and what I heard began unexpectedly to make sense of what had been preoccupying me all day.

			 

			Wreckage

			It was the headline story, with reporters already on the scene. The remains of a crashed aircraft had been discovered in the Atlantic, about one hundred miles off the coast of Delaware. The wreckage was in deep water. The two or three fragments already raised to the surface had been identified as coming from a large jet. No pieces of wreckage with serial numbers had yet been found and no clear markings were visible. There was no clue as to the make of aircraft, which airline it belonged to if it was a civil aircraft, nor did anyone know if it was a military plane, or even to which nationality it might belong.

			The bulletin went on to cover other current news stories, but at the end a specially extended news report returned to the Atlantic crash site.

			There was an aura of secrecy and urgency about the find, a sense remarked on by reporters that more was probably known than they were being briefed about. The wreck had been discovered by a US Navy vessel more than a week ago, and only when a heavy lifting barge was requisitioned from a civilian oil drilling company did the story start to emerge and the press begin to gather. As reporters and TV crews hurried to the scene, chartering many boats, the area of sea was cordoned off by the US Coast Guard. Several large ships of the US Navy were moving to the area. The location of the wreckage was beneath a regular transatlantic route and scheduled flights were being diverted north and south.

			One of the reporters, working for an independent cable channel in Boston, claimed on camera that the CIA and Homeland Security were controlling the search. This was immediately denied by a spokesperson for the National Transportation Safety Board, the body responsible for the investigation of every civil aircraft accident in the USA. Their involvement indicated the crashed jet was a commercial one. Meanwhile, none of the main airlines who flew the Atlantic route were aware of any aircraft that had gone missing, and there were no unexplained historical accidents.

			After Lil’s death at the hands of terrorists I developed a compulsive interest in air crashes. If a terrorist involvement was suspected I invariably suffered a feeling of sick dread, of sorrow, of fear, of morbid curiosity, but rage and frustration if the terrorism was confirmed. There was nothing I could do about it. I was not frightened for myself – I flew regularly. But when someone you love is killed in a hijacked plane a complex array of feelings and emotions is aroused by any major air incident.

			I switched channels, finding other news bulletins, hoping for more information, but for now much of the reporting I could find was speculative. There was talk of attempts to find the black box, the flight data recorder, even though it was obvious to me, as it would be to professionals working in the flight industry, that if the wreckage had been submerged in deep seawater for as long as seemed likely no readable data would remain.

			From one of the reports I learned that the media had found out about the discovery the evening before, Eastern time. That would make it the early hours of the morning, Scottish time. News broadcasts would therefore have been mentioning it all day, but because I was travelling I had not been aware of them. As I sat on the uncomfortable old couch, sipping my can of beer, I slowly realized that this incident must have been described in the same bulletin that was on the radio when I woke up. Because I was suddenly preoccupied with my thoughts about Tatarov I had probably taken in the information subliminally. It might explain why my thoughts circled inexplicably around both Tatarov and Lil.

			‘Are you intending to watch that all night?’

			The woman’s voice startled me, and I turned in surprise. She had entered the room and was standing behind the couch. In the semi-darkness I could only just make her out. She looked tall and angular, clutching a robe or a blanket about her body. She had earphones around her neck.

			‘You left it on,’ I said. ‘I was watching the news.’

			‘I left it on because I forgot to turn it off. You’ve been switching channels for half an hour. I can’t get to sleep with that noise going on.’

			‘I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you could hear it.’

			‘Even through these,’ she said, indicating the headphones. She leaned forward, peering at the screen. ‘Have they identified the plane yet?’

			‘I don’t think so.’

			She stepped across and squatted down on the carpet in front of the TV.

			‘The story has been coming through on the agency channels all day,’ she said. ‘We were following it in the office. It began as the discovery of the plane, but now it’s about access, about whose plane it was, and who is now responsible for the investigation. They’re not going to say yet, but it must be an American aircraft.’

			‘How do you know that?’

			‘Because the CIA are involved. The Coast Guard, the Navy, the Homeland Security people. They wouldn’t turn out like this if they thought it was someone else’s. They obviously know something about it they’re not letting on.’

			‘So it could have been a military aircraft? Would it have been carrying weapons? A nuclear device?’

			‘We thought that at first, but then one of the NTSB guys they interviewed on CNN said they had found a civilian airliner. He came back on a few minutes later and corrected that. They weren’t sure yet, he said, they couldn’t confirm anything about the plane. It looked to us as if he’d been told to keep his trap shut.’

			She sat there a few minutes longer, staring at the screen. Then the broadcast ended, and she climbed to her feet again.

			I said: ‘I’ll turn it off now.’

			‘Thanks. I know you, don’t I? You’re Ben Matson.’

			‘Yes.’ We nodded formally to each other.

			‘I’m Jaye Hume,’ she said. ‘I work for EcoMo, the video company. Same group, same building, two or three floors below your office.’

			I did not recall seeing her before, but there was only a dim table-lamp on in the room and she was a dark shape from where I was sitting. A lot of people worked for the magazine group. I did not know them all.

			‘It’s not my office,’ I said. ‘I go in there sometimes. I only work for them now and then.’

			‘You’re an editor?’

			‘A writer. A freelance journalist. I have a contract with them, but I work for myself.’

			‘I’m in the production office.’ She backed away towards the door. ‘OK, I’m going to bed. See you.’

			She pulled her earphones over her head and closed the door. If she said anything more I did not hear it.

			‘Goodnight,’ I said quietly, to the door.

			I found my sleeping bag in the closet where I kept it, and spread it out on the couch. In the kitchen I brushed my teeth, then pulled off my trousers and shirt and started to wriggle down into the bag.

			The door suddenly opened again. She was still holding the blanket or towel about her body.

			‘Look, Ben – I feel bad about grabbing the bedroom before you arrived. I’m not as tall as you. I’d fit on the couch a bit better – would you like to swap with me?’

			‘No – you had the bed first. I don’t mind.’

			‘I’ve been on that couch myself. It’s hard and lumpy.’

			‘It’s only one night,’ I said. ‘I’ll survive.’

			‘Then –’ She continued to stand in the doorway. ‘Why don’t you –? I mean, it’s a large bed in here. If you’d like to come in and –’

			‘No, Jaye – thank you.’

			‘It’s not what you might think.’

			‘I’m not thinking anything. Thanks again, but no thanks. No offence.’

			‘None taken.’

			She was gone in the morning, before I woke up.

		

	
		
			 

			THREE

			then: 2000–2001

			Lily Viklund and me

			This is what happened to Lil and me.

			Lil was born in the American Midwest, two sisters and a brother, father running a lucrative motor vehicle spares franchise, her mother a teacher at the high school. One of Lil’s sisters was her twin, but they were not identical. Lil went to Michigan University in Ann Arbor, then after graduation moved east to find a job. She returned home to see her family at regular intervals. In New York City she was an intern at an advertising agency for a while, then worked in television, but by the time I met her she had been in publishing for several years and had become promotions executive for one of the big New York firms. She was high flying and well paid, but soon after I met her I realized that the image she projected was a workplace role she close to play. She liked the money and she liked the lifestyle it allowed her. She said she was good at what she did and loved doing it, but out of office hours she dropped the mask.

			The evening I met her I was at a launch event for a book her company was about to publish. I can no longer remember why I was there – maybe someone had handed me an invitation they did not want to use. I was alone in New York on a writing assignment, profiling some prominent New York IT executives. It was well paid but dull, and I was left to kick my heels in the evenings. A publisher’s launch party was better than another long evening alone in a hotel room.

			I did not in fact find Lil at all attractive when I met her: she was playing her role, playing it well, and seemed to be super-efficient in a mechanical, corporate sort of way. I knew it was a façade, but I still found it repellent.

			When she approached me I was cool towards her, and she reacted accordingly. It was not a good start. She had come up to me, clearly not knowing who I was or why I was there. She was holding a copy of the book they were promoting. It was a newly indexed and academically annotated edition of Bram Stoker’s Dracula. The book’s editor, who was of course present at the event, was a well known English professor from a university in the Midwest. Lil launched into an obviously rehearsed descriptive spiel, handed me a copy of her press kit, asked me where I would be reviewing the book. Before I could answer she urged me to obtain a commission for a solus review and to contact her office for reproduction of the cover image. Her business card was attached to the press kit. I felt overwhelmed by her full-on publicity barrage.

			As soon as it was over she was obviously about to move on and find some other likely contact to try to network, but something made me want to break, or at least slightly damage, the hard shell of her manner. Making small talk I mentioned in a semi-serious sort of way that a few years earlier I had stayed for a time in Purfleet. I expected the reference to drop into a black hole of non-recognition, but I was mistaken.

			To my amazement she whirled around and came directly back to me.

			She said: ‘Did you say Purfleet? You were in Purfleet?’

			‘Yes. I was there.’

			‘Why did you say that? Do you know Purfleet?’

			‘I was staying there for a while. Not long. A couple of weeks, when I was on a training course. It’s not –’

			‘Purfleet is where Carfax was! Count Dracula’s house near London!’

			‘Well, I know the novel, and I thought –’

			‘You know the book? I love the book!’

			Still somewhat daunted by her glossy image, I imagined even then that she must have picked up the reference from the book they were publishing, so I tried to make a joke of it. She was in earnest, though.

			It quickly turned out that she was a genuine fan of the original novel, had read it several times and had repeatedly watched most of the movies. Earlier in the year she had been to a Dracula convention in New York, and said she could show me photos of herself in her vampire robe. Knowledge of Purfleet, an obscure Thameside port town in the dullest part of Essex, was deeply embedded in her, as of course was so much else about the novel.

			She impulsively showed me the bangle she wore on her arm, which I had noticed, but not closely.

			‘I put this on for tonight,’ she said. ‘I don’t normally wear it to the office.’

			It had several discs and charms swinging from the gold band. She held some of them up for me to see. They were just about the last thing I imagined a dynamic New York publicist might be wearing. One of the discs had on it a tiny enamelled image of Dracula as played by Christopher Lee. Another was a picture of Bela Lugosi. There was one with a stylized gothic castle and one of the charms was in the shape of a crescent moon. Several more. Her professional façade had vanished. She in fact knew Stoker’s novel and a host of details from it far better than I did, because I had read the novel only once, long ago when I was still a teenager.

			This completely unexpected conversation continued for a couple more minutes. Then she said: ‘We’ve got to talk, but right now I have to work. Stay there.’

			She headed off to deliver her spiel to someone else. When the event ended she made sure we left together. She took me to a bar on Third Avenue, and it was there, while we drank wine late into the night, that she showed me the convention photos on her laptop: death-white make-up, thick eye shadow and heavy lip gloss, a black wig and a long skintight dress she had made herself, shimmering in the light.

			It was by no means everything about her, but it was enough to reverse forever the glassily professional image I had glimpsed for the first minute or two.

			 

			There was another kind of dark

			Lil was thirty when we met. She was well travelled, spoke French and Spanish, and some German. She belonged to two different women’s groups, and when she was twenty-two she had been briefly arrested at a demo. She loved sport and was an active supporter of the New York Mets, she worked out four days a week, liked the theatre and movies, and she read books. Not the books the company normally published, she said, although she had plenty of those at home. She loved gothic fiction, fantasy, some biographies, novelizations of films. Nothing unusual about her therefore, apart from the vampires, and anyway they did not matter.

			The big problem emerged the second time I saw her. It was the next day, I was still in New York, due to fly home a couple of days later, and both Lil and I wanted to spend as much time together as possible before then. We were completely new to each other, but we were already making tentative plans: when would I be able to get back to New York, would she be able to visit London sometime soon?

			She took me for a walk in Central Park: a warm afternoon, tourists, people jogging, families out and about.

			I asked her about her surname. ‘Viklund – that’s a Scandinavian name, isn’t it?’

			‘Swedish.’

			‘You’ve lived in the US a long time?’

			‘I was born here. In Michigan. My parents are Americans, three generations back. Viklund is my husband’s name.’

			That silenced me for about ten seconds. Then I said: ‘Your ex husband’s name, presumably?’

			‘No – we are still married.’

			The city, the whole world, seemed to go quiet around me as this sunk in. Lil said: ‘I’m sorry. There’s no good way to say it. It’s probably better you should find out now –’

			‘I know how the rest of it goes. Are you getting a divorce?’

			‘We’re separated. The marriage is over. The divorce will come later.’

			Her story came out. The park and all the activity in it receded temporarily from my awareness. Her husband’s name was Martin Viklund – a Swedish name and a heritage from his Swedish great-grandparents who had moved to the USA when young, but he was an uncomplicated American. (‘Uncomplicated is part of the problem with Martin,’ Lil said. ‘Subtlety is not his strong suit.’) He worked for the government at some kind of high level. She didn’t specify what he did, but said he was a senior official, close to the White House administration. He was nominally employed by the Department of Defense and worked from the Pentagon in Washington, but he moved around a lot. She described him as a fixer, an operator. He was a civilian, not in the military, but he hung out with senior officers and defence strategists. She could tell me little about his work, partly because he was secretive about it but mostly because from the beginning they were forced to spend a lot of the time apart. She had her own life, her job and her circle of friends here in New York City. She and Martin had commuted to see each other every week or so, but only at first. She said the marriage had been heading for the rocks from the outset, but it took them both a long time to accept that. They had been married for about three years – a terrible mistake, she said.

			I agreed.

			More was to come. There were no children, but there were property issues – about who owned what and to what extent and how it would be split. She said she owned her apartment free and clear, but with a bank loan. Martin disputed that and wanted half the value. (‘It’s a lot of dough,’ she said. ‘Property values here are sky high. I’d have to sell and I don’t want to.’) Meanwhile, there were two other properties that had to be divided, or sold and shared: an apartment in DC and a house in Los Angeles. She said she was not interested in those and just wanted out, the same as he did, but her lawyer said she had to fight for them or risk losing everything of hers. So they both had attorneys working for them and against each other, but nothing was settled, nothing would be resolved for at least a few more weeks, probably months.

			‘Anything else I need to know about you?’ I said.

			‘Martin’s a gun freak,’ she said. ‘I said he was uncomplicated – that’s how he is. He has a lot of guns.’ I was still English, in the year 2000, a citizen of a country that was then more or less gun free. I reacted predictably and unoriginally. She smiled. ‘Martin goes hunting every summer with some of the people he works with. They go out into the boonies and kill things. But he won’t come after you. He thinks of himself as a nice guy. The only thing wrong with him is me and being married to me.’

			Two days later I flew back to London. I was totally infatuated with her. We ran up expensive phone bills that week, and the next weekend I flew back to see her again. This time I stayed with her in her apartment.

			‘Martin’s a civil servant,’ she said, and showed me photographs of them together. Martin was smiling in all the pictures, looking civilized and relatively harmless. He had short-cropped hair and noticeably white and straight teeth. ‘He has two college degrees,’ she went on. ‘He works for the federal government, he wears expensive suits. He’s kind of important, a power administrator who controls a shitload of federal spending. He has someone drive him to and from the office. He has aides and consultants. He meets with the President – I was with him at one fund-raising dinner and was introduced to the President and the First Lady. He reads official papers and watches a lot of stupid TV when he’s home and slumping in a chair. He has one strong drink in the evening when he gets in from work, and his friends are all like him. Yes, he loves guns, but this is America.’

			I did not meet or even see Martin, and as I spent more and more time with Lil he seemed to become an increasingly distant presence. Lil and he often spoke on the phone, but rarely when I was around. Their conversations were, she told me, long and sometimes difficult, but never angry. They were in dispute over property, but they were modern, affluent Americans. The lawyers took care of all that. Martin’s lawyer was an attorney on permanent retainer to the Defense Department – Lil’s lawyer was a woman committed to equal rights and women’s self determination in law, property and career. It was going to be expensive.

			Lil and I were soon a regular item. At that time I was making enough money to be able to fly across to New York every two or three weeks, and when a vacancy propitiously appeared at work, Lil chose to take it. In addition to her regular work Lil would become vice president of their European rights office in London, making a trip across to the UK every month. This meant that we were able to see each other regularly in London almost as often as we did in New York.

			 

			The black dog

			On Lil’s second visit to see me in London I arranged a surprise trip for her. We had four clear days ahead of us, and I told her I’d like to drive her around and show her something of Britain. We set off to the north and spent the first night in a hotel in Harrogate. In the morning I drove east, crossing the North York Moors, the higher levels of which were already sprinkled with snow, then down into the Victorian seaside town of Scarborough. After lunch we headed northwards along the coast. Lil, holding the road atlas on her lap, suddenly looked up from the map and said, ‘Oh my God, you’re taking me to Whitby! I don’t believe it!’

			Since our first meeting we had found much more to talk about than Lil’s almost obsessive interest in Dracula, but now that our first turbulent days of revelation and personal discovery were behind us I thought it was time to start enjoying ourselves. In Chapter VII of Stoker’s novel, a reporter from the (fictitious) newspaper The Dailygraph describes how the little North Yorkshire fishing port of Whitby is the scene of a sudden violent storm. At the height of the storm a Russian schooner named the Demeter comes into view riding the tempest full-sail. She collides with a sandbank just outside the harbour. At the wheel stands a decaying corpse, lashed to the helm. As the ship comes to a crashing halt a huge dog leaps from the prow, gallops ashore and disappears into the graveyard of a nearby church. The dog is, of course, Count Dracula himself in one of his shape-shifting forms, a fact which becomes clear as the novel goes on.

			Directly because of this memorable scene Whitby in the present day had become a sort of Mecca for all admirers of vampire folklore, and following from that various other alternative beliefs. The town became a tourist spot where it was not at all unusual to see people wandering around the streets dressed as zombies, or as Druids, werewolves, wizards, medievalists, black-art celebrants, steampunks, and much else. Every April and October the Whitby Goth Weekend was held in the town, and most other weekends during the summer months saw a fan convention of one sort or another.

			Lil was as excited as a small child to be there.

			Because it was winter the town was not busy with tourists or convention goers. I found a place to park along the river front and we set off to explore on foot. Most of all this involved a strenuous climb up the famous stone steps of the cliff, one hundred and ninety-nine of them, to the ruined Abbey that loomed over Whitby. The gaunt ruin is rumoured to be haunted, but anyway is so craggy and dark that no alleged ghost would be required to convey the right mood of despair and foreboding. We struggled around the remains, slowly recovering our breath, then went to the northern defile where there was a view of the estuary of the River Esk, and a wide panorama over the North Sea. An icy wind was gusting in from the general direction of Norway and Russia, freezing our faces and hands. Lil remained content!

			Later, when we were back at sea level, walking through the narrow lanes of the old part of the town, we came across a workshop where craftsmen fashioned pieces of jewellery from deposits of jet lignite, found along the coast close to the town. We went in, glad to be out of the cold wind for a while, and had a long look at the ancient grindstones, brush wheels, polishers, chisels and hammers used by the lapidaries during the nineteenth century. Jet jewellery when polished and mounted was for a time the most coveted of gemstones in fashionable salons and at society events. It was still a lovely jewel, but was no longer all the rage. Next to the reconstruction of the past was the modern workshop, where two young craftsmen were working.

			Lil and I looked at the many pieces of jewellery on show – pendants, necklaces, brooches, earrings, bracelets, and so on – reacting with pleasure at the beautiful and intricate work that was there. After Lil had said how much she loved the look of jet, I decided to put my plan into action.

			I said to one of the craftsmen: ‘Could you make something for me to a special design?’

			‘Depends what it might be, how much you want to spend.’
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