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The morning they sold the most expensive record in the world, I was in my dressing gown with a mug of tea going Cold, watching a man in Beverly Hills hold up a plain white square as though it were a shard of the True Cross.

December 2015. The auction streamed live from a room that looked like a very tidy furniture showroom — recessed lighting, men in open-necked shirts who had learned to smile without moving the top halves of their faces. The lot came up a little after seven in the evening, California time. Past three in the morning for me. An hour earlier I'd told myself I'd go to bed and read about it in the papers like a normal person. I did not go to bed. In matters concerning the Beatles I have never once done the normal-person thing.

The record was The Beatles. Not a Beatles record. The record. The double album everybody calls the White Album because nobody can be bothered with a title that was really no title at all — thirty songs across four sides, out on the twenty-second of November 1968, in a sleeve so aggressively blank that people still argue about what it meant. This copy carried a number stamped into the bottom corner, the way the earliest British pressings did. The number was 0000001.

It had belonged to Ringo.

He'd kept it in a bank vault for thirty-five years. That detail did something to me every time, and I heard it a great deal that winter, because the sale was the kind of thing that gets a paragraph in papers that wouldn't otherwise know a Beatle from a boll weevil. Thirty-five years in the dark. The man drummed on the thing, or on records exactly like it, then shut one away and let it sit while the century turned over, and when he brought it back into the light it went for seven hundred and ninety thousand American dollars to his charity, and into the record books as the most expensive album ever sold.

I watched the bidding climb in fat, unhurried jumps. There's a sound an auction room makes when a number stops being a number and becomes a story — not quite a gasp, an intake — and the microphone caught it around the half-million mark. The auctioneer had the manner of a man landing a plane he'd landed a thousand times. The white square hung under the lights in a gloved assistant's hands, and I found I'd leaned forward far enough that my tea had migrated to the edge of the sofa arm, one nudge from the carpet.

I should tell you who I am. Or was.

My name, for the purpose of this story, is William Shears, and for the best part of thirty years I made a living, of a kind, writing about music. Reviews first, for a weekly that folded. Then features. Then the long grey stretch of the trade where you write the words on the back of the box, and inside the booklet, and nobody knows your name, and that is precisely the point. Liner notes. Reissue essays. The four thousand tasteful words folded up small in a boxed set, telling you which take was which and who played the tambourine. I was good at it. I'm still good at it. What I no longer had, that December, was anyone paying me to do it. The magazine that kept me on a retainer had been shut down over a single conference call by a company in another country that made most of its money from car insurance, and I'd gone, at fifty-two, from a man with a small reliable trickle of work to a man with a laptop and a spare room and too much time.

So, I watched the auction the way other men my age watch the football. It came to the same thing. Somebody else's triumph, somebody else's money, and the pleasant ache of caring enormously about a result that would change nothing in your own life.

The hammer came down at seven ninety. The room applauded. The gloved assistant carried the white square off to one side and it went out of shot, back to its new owner, back into the dark, some other vault in some other country. I sat in the blue light of the screen with the sound down low so as not to wake next door, and felt the flatness that comes after you've wanted very badly to see the end of something and then it ends.

I'd have gone to bed then. I nearly did.

But the stream didn't cut away. There was a little post-mortem, the way there always is — two men and a woman in a studio talking over the sale — and one of them was an Englishman of about seventy in a cardigan, with the loose, unbothered voice of someone who'd been in the room for things the rest of us only read about. A former something at a record company, they said. A manufacturing man. The sort they wheel out because he can tell you how the sausage was actually made. He talked about the numbering. How the early British sleeves were run through a machine that pressed the figures in one after another. How the whole idea — numbering a record like a limited print of a painting — had come from the artist Richard Hamilton, who'd designed the sleeve as a sort of joke at the expense of Sgt. Pepper and all its gaudy uniforms. Plain white, embossed, numbered, ironic. Mass production dressed up as an edition of one.

The woman asked him, mostly to be polite, whether it was true the first four numbers had gone to the Beatles themselves.

"That's the story," he said. "One, two, three and four, to the boys. Ringo kept one, as we've just seen. Rather beautifully, actually." He paused. He had the timing of a man who's told this in pubs. "Of course, there were always those who said the numbering didn't start at one at all."

"Meaning what?" said the woman.

"Meaning there was one before it," he said, and he smiled, and the studio smiled with him, and a presenter said something about myths and legends and how every record has its ghost story, and the woman laughed, and they moved on to a guitar.

I did not move on.

I sat in the dark with the empty mug and ran the sentence again. There was one before it. He'd said it lightly — the way you toss out a thing you've said a hundred times and stopped believing on the fiftieth — but there was something under the lightness. A small deliberate weight. I've spent my working life listening to men talk about music, and I know the difference between a man repeating a rumour and a man telling you, very quietly, that the rumour isn't one.

I drank the tea Cold, which I detest, because I couldn't be bothered to make another and didn't want to move.

One before it. If the boys got one to four, and the machine had stamped one, two, three, four, five, on up into the hundreds of thousands, then a copy numbered before Ringo's would carry a number lower than one. And there is only one number lower than one that a machine like that can print. Seven noughts in a row. 0000000.

I said it out loud, in an empty flat, at nearly four in the morning. It sounded absurd. It sounded like the kind of thing a man says to make his own life feel less small.

And I'll be straight with you, because the plainer parts to come depend on it. I did not, sitting there, decide to give a year of my life to a phantom. I'm not a romantic. I'd watched three decades of the record trade teach grown men to see grails where there was only glass. I'd written, with my own hand, a sensible essay about how nine out of ten Beatles legends were a misheard interview or a dealer talking up his stock. I knew better.

What I did, before I finally went to bed, was open the laptop again and type the man's name — the manufacturing man in the cardigan — into a search box, and write it on the back of an envelope, and put the envelope where I'd see it.

That's all it takes, in my experience. Not a decision. A note on an envelope, left where it can catch your eye on a slow morning, when the flat's quiet and the phone isn't ringing and nobody in another country is paying you to be sensible.

I went to bed. I didn't sleep for a long time, and when I did I dreamed not of a white sleeve but of my father's hands — which I'll come back to, because it turned out to matter, and because I didn't yet understand why the two should have anything to do with one another.
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The envelope sat on my desk for eleven days before I did anything about it, which is roughly how long it takes me to admit I've already decided. I told myself I was busy. I wasn't. I sent two invoices, neither paid until March, and wrote a spec piece nobody had asked for about the fiftieth anniversary of Rubber Soul, which I couldn't sell because everyone else had had the same idea and got there first.

Then, on a Tuesday, I took the train up to town to see Mick.

You need to know about Mick, because without him none of it happens, and because in the accounting of that year he's the only person who behaved throughout exactly as he'd always behaved — which, in a story of this kind, is worth more than it sounds.

Mick Petrie ran, and as far as I know still runs, a shop on Berwick Street in Soho. One of the last of them. A narrow, deep-shelved cave of vinyl with a step down at the door that has felled better men than me. There was a time when that street was records the whole way along — Reckless and Sister Ray and half a dozen others fighting over the same pavement, the market barrows outside, a famous album sleeve by a band from Manchester shot right there on the cobbles. Most of it's gone. Coffee, clothes, a building site behind hoardings. But Mick held on — partly through stubbornness, partly because he owned the lease outright, having bought it in 1986 when everyone told him vinyl was finished. The single best financial decision I've ever watched a man make while insisting it was a mistake.

He was behind the counter when I came down the step, filing soul singles into their sleeves with the automatic tenderness of a man who's done it a million times and still likes it.

"William Shears," he said, without looking up. "I heard they closed your comic."

"They did."

"Told you not to work for the insurance people." He slid a single home. "How much did they owe you?"

"Enough."

"They always do." He looked up then, over his glasses, and took in the redundant middle-aged version of me, and did me the kindness of saying nothing about it. "Tea's in the pot. It's stewed."

I made two cups from the stewed pot in the back room, among the boxes and the smell of old cardboard and cigarettes long banned but somehow still there, and brought them out, and leaned on the counter, and told him about the auction. He'd watched it too. About the man in the cardigan. And the sentence.

I got as far as there was one before it, and Mick put down his soul singles.

That's the thing I remember most clearly about that afternoon. Mick, who'd heard every story the trade could produce, who'd bought and sold more Beatles records than any man I know and treated the whole cult with the affectionate contempt of a verger for a coach party — Mick put down what he was doing and stood up straight.

"The nought," he said.

"You know about it."

"Everybody who's been in this game more than about twenty years has heard about ‘the nought’. Doesn't mean any of us believe it. Doesn't mean it exists. But you don't spend your life on this street and not hear about the nought." He came round the counter to the Beatles section — not one bin in Mick's shop but a whole ecclesiastical wing — and pulled out a White Album, an ordinary later British stereo copy, and laid it on the counter between us like a body on a slab.

"Right. Lesson. You know all this, but you need to know it properly, not the way you know it for writing a caption. So shut up and listen."

I shut up.

He turned the sleeve in his hands. The familiar thing. Plain white board, THE BEATLES embossed slightly right of centre and tilted a fraction, the letters raised so you could read them in the dark.

"Nineteen sixty-eight. They've just done Pepper — biggest, brightest, most designed sleeve anyone's ever seen. Moustaches, cut-out figures, flowers spelling the name. So, what next? Paul goes to Richard Hamilton — proper artist, one of the men who more or less invented Pop Art over here — and Hamilton says, in effect, everyone expects you to go bigger, so go the other way. Nothing. White. No picture. Just the name pressed into the board so you can hardly see it. And then, to take the mickey out of the whole business of a mass-produced thing pretending to be precious, he says: number them. Every one. Stamp a number on it like a signed lithograph. When you're going to print millions."

"A joke," I said.

"A very good joke. The best kind. The kind that costs you seven hundred and ninety grand fifty years later." He tapped the bottom corner where the number sat on the early ones. "The early British pressings, back end of '68, they got the number. Mono and stereo both, in the first runs. Stamped at the factory. After a while they stopped bothering and it becomes part of the printed sleeve, or vanishes. But the early ones are individually numbered. Low numbers on the ones that went out first."

"And low means the boys."

"Low means the boys, so the story goes. One to four. And here's the bit that matters." He set the sleeve down. "Nobody agrees who got which. Ringo had one, we know that now — he told everyone, he sold it. But there's forty years of pub argument about who had two, three and four, whether it was even the four of them, whether some went to Brian's people or George Martin or Derek Taylor or God knows who at Apple. It's a mess. And into that mess, decades ago, somebody starts saying there was ‘a nought’. Zero. Seven noughts. Made before number one. That's the ghost, Danny. The one nobody's ever produced, nobody's ever photographed, and everybody's uncle's mate swears blind he held once in 1974."

I drank my stewed tea. "You think it's rubbish."

He considered it with more care than I expected. He's not a man who enjoys admitting to hope.

"I think most of it's rubbish. Ninety-five per cent of the people who tell you about the nought are telling you about one they've made up, or one a dealer invented to shift a genuine low number for silly money. I've seen a fake nought, by the way. Ninety-something. Some clown had aged a repro sleeve and stamped it with a hand-numberer from a stationer's. Wrong font, wrong ink, wrong everything, and he still got two grand for it off a Dutchman before it fell apart."

"And the other five per cent?"

He looked at me a while.

"The other five per cent is why I put my singles down when you said it." He picked the soul records back up — his way of ending a subject — and turned to his filing. "There's a reason the story won't die. Most stories die. This one's got something under it. Never worked out what. If you're really going to poke at it, and I can see from your stupid face that you are, talk to the manufacturing people, not the dealers. Dealers'll sell you a dream. The pressing-plant men, the ones still alive, they'll tell you how the machine actually worked — whether a nought could even come off it. That's your question. Not who's got it. Could it exist at all."

He filed a record. Another.

"There was a man at Hayes," he said, not turning round. "EMI's factory, out west, where they pressed everything. Everyone used to send you to him. If he's not dead you should find him. Fisk. Gordon Fisk. Ask around the fairs. Somebody'll have a number for him. Or a grave."

I wrote the name under the other one on my envelope, on the train home, the lights of the city going by, and looked at the two of them sitting there, and understood that eleven days of pretending were over — that I was, whether I liked it or not, going to try to find a thing that in all probability wasn't there.
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Before you go looking for a thing, find out exactly what's known about it — so that later, when someone lies to you, you can tell. It's the one genuinely useful lesson thirty years of journalism gave me, and it's why I spent the whole of January in libraries and on the telephone rather than driving straight out to Hayes to hammer on a stranger's door.

Here's what was known, or knowable, at the start.

The record came out on the twenty-second of November 1968. 

In Britain that meant two labels' worth of catalogue numbers — PMC 7067 and 7068 for the mono, PCS 7067 and 7068 for the stereo — on Apple, the whole green apple on one face of each disc and the sliced apple on the other. Though Apple didn't really press or distribute anything; EMI did all that. Apple was less a record company than a beautiful, doomed idea with a shop attached. 

The first British pressings were numbered, the number applied to the sleeve at the factory. Mono was the connoisseur's format and the mono run was smaller, which is part of why a low mono number is the thing collectors dream about — and why Ringo's, being mono and 0000001, was the summit.

The design was Hamilton's, working with Paul. The numbering was Hamilton's idea, a deliberate irony: an edition of millions pretending to be an edition of one. That much isn't disputed. The sleeve also came, in those first pressings, with things people forget — a folded poster, a collage of photographs on one side and the lyrics on the other, and four glossy portraits of the four of them, shot by a photographer called John Kelly. Even the plainest album ever made arrived stuffed with more paper than almost any before it. Collectors will tell you a first pressing is only a first pressing if the poster and all four photos are present and the number is low, and they say it in the tone of men describing the conditions for entry to heaven.

So far, so solid. The trouble started, as Mick had promised, with the boys.

The clean version is that copies one through four went to John, Paul, George and Ringo. 

It's a lovely, tidy version, and almost certainly not quite true, and the reason I can say so is a woman called Frances Aldous. I went to see her at the end of January, in an office above an auction house off Bond Street, because she'd catalogued more Beatles lots than anyone alive, and because — unlike everyone else I'd meet that year — she had no romance in her at all.

Frances was perhaps sixty, dressed in the grey of people who've decided clothes are a solved problem. She received me across a desk bearing a single White Album sleeve in a clear archival sheath — a genuine early number, four figures, coming up in a spring sale.

"You want to know about the nought," she said, before I'd finished sitting down.

"Does everyone know why I'm here before I say
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