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camera [Latin = vault, arched chamber]. See also:

i. Camera Lucida or “light chamber”, also Camera Clara. [Physics] An apparatus invented by W. Wollaston in 1809, which in a manner similar to the Camera Obscura (cf. below) serves to project onto a sheet of paper an image of an object such as a landscape, a face, et cetera, so that it can be drawn with greater ease.

ii. Camera Obscura or “dark chamber”. [Physics] An optical instrument consisting of a wooden box, the inside of which has been blackened, with a convergent lens (or a combination of lenses with a convergent effect) mounted in its anterior wall. A screw fitting enables the user to gradually move the lens or lens assembly. The posterior wall of the box is equipped with a ground-glass sheet that can be advanced towards or removed further away from the lens at will. Rays of light travelling from a common origin and incident to the lens will be diffracted by it so as to converge, thus forming within the darkened space an upside-down image of objects in front of that lens, such as a candle, a face, et cetera. If the position of the ground-glass sheet is then suitably adjusted relative to the lens, the image will be captured on it.

Nordic Family Encyclopaedia (1905)


Prelude: January 1887

ONE WINTER NIGHT in 1887, Mme Helena Petrovna Blavatsky had a strange dream.

Before I go on to describe this weird dream in detail, I must provide some clues to the subject of my story – a few discreet signposts and beacons, as it were. It begins with a disappearance that may have taken the form of death – a most enigmatic possibility. The missing person became absent from the physical present and from all memory. Arguably, “being present” in the physical or mental sense is only one aspect of an entire phenomenon. For as long as a human being exists in memory, he or she must surely also exist in a spiritual way, be it as a thought, a soul, a ghost, an angel or anything else. Certain angles of observation will reveal the truth by allowing clusters of remembered moments, words or images to coalesce into a coherent pattern. New, unexpected truths might indeed be seen when the patterns are captured and studied. In this story, my intention is to recreate a group of human beings. A modest ambition!

Mme Blavatsky was dreaming, surrounded by the great sleeping, creaking house at Lansdowne Road. The mid-January night was freezing, and poor-quality brown coal from Silesia was burning in the stove. Its unreliable, feeble heat did little to warm the air. Madame, who had brought numerous woollen blankets and fur wraps to London from Russia, had piled her bed high with these treasures. The big bed resembled a massive Russian sledge ready to travel huge distances across the steppes through blizzards. Mme Helena slept fitfully, enveloped by the faintly acrid smell emanating from her nest of wool and skins.

This is what Madame’s mind was showing her.

A steam-powered ferry was adrift in choppy, leaden water somewhere between Calais and Dover, waves whipping foam against the saloon windows. The saloon was empty apart from a group of Russian emigrants, most of them trying to keep their spirits up with the help of inferior vodka and songs from home. Mme Helena had chosen to suffer in silence. Her swollen legs felt unusually painful, and her ears were tormented by the piercing noise of the wind, which sounded to her like the sobbing of souls lost in Hell. Swallowing hard, she tried to distract herself by imagining her arrival in London. A great city! Also one in which she already had many valuable contacts. Her connections would allow her access to important people. The sour taste of vomit kept creeping up her throat. She gazed down at her neat black boots. The leather looked the way her feet felt, swollen enough to split open. She moaned.

A man she didn’t know touched her elbow gently. A seedy, humble little man, that much she sensed straight away. His coat was cheap, and goodness – he was actually wearing greasy fingerless gloves like those worn by common fishwives at market-stalls in Minsk. When he leaned towards her, she saw only the gleaming, blue-tinted glass in the spectacles that were slipping down his nose.

“Madame, would you care to have your portrait taken?”

Apparently, the man was a photographer trying his sales pitch on her. Perhaps she was the only one in the group who appeared wealthy enough to pay him. He was offering her this novelty, a photographic portrait. In Paris, she had seen such images on cartes de visite. A truly elegant and innovative concept – in fact, potentially an excellent idea. She nodded graciously to the photographer, fingering the shawl covering her head.

Now the dream was taking her deep inside the ship. Mme Helena was looking for her cabin and following meandering dark passages that invariably opened onto the starlit night. The bowels of the vessel consisted of endless box-like compartments with tall, narrow doors. Finally, she opened a door at random and stepped across the threshold.

Once inside, the ship’s movements seemed less abrupt. The room was empty except for a cat sleeping peacefully on the brown blanket covering the bunk. As Madame watched it, the cat changed shape and became a child. Its small body was a curious shade of blue and quite rigid, shifting stiffly about as the ship rolled. Suddenly, the child’s eyes swivelled towards Mme Helena, and the chilly face opened into a scream, its mouth a black hole.

She woke at that moment, hearing the coals crashing in the stove with a hot, crackling sound, and the groaning of the house like a ship’s straining timbers. Later, she would remember nothing about her dream except the image of the photographer and the camera’s eye.


H.P.B.

IN THE LATE autumn of 1887, a new magazine boldly entitled Lucifer began to circulate in London’s spiritualist circles. Influential young men such as William Butler Yeats and George Bernard Shaw took an interest. People who mattered were intrigued, though quite a few had doubts about it. Of course, the person behind the magazine was a woman and, worse, a Russian. Mme Helena Petrovna Blavatsky was alleged to be an aristocratic lady descended from an ancient family with both Russian and German connections, but there were rumours that she was a swindler and an adventuress who had spent many years in America.

Whatever the truth may have been, London was buzzing with gossip about that Blavatsky woman and her Lucifer. Mrs Allingham was thinking of including Mme Blavatsky in one of her exquisite novels. The “Countess” – or whatever she was – arranged well-attended spiritualist meetings at her home. The Lodge, as it was called, was situated in a respectable part of north London. Interestingly, the two Keightley brothers participated in the production of the magazine and also in Madame’s nocturnal sessions. This must have helped to reassure those who might have felt uneasy about the respectability of the entire enterprise. Indeed, Madame lived in one of the Keightleys’ houses: 17, Lansdowne Road, a comfortable driving distance from Holland Park and a highly satisfactory address.


Rendezvous: April 1889

MR W. T. STEAD, JOURNALIST AND editor of the Pall Mall Gazette and Englishmen’s Review, signed a note, sealed it into an envelope and handed it to Frank, the newspaper office’s errand boy.

It was one of the first warm days of April 1889, and Stead’s window was open. His elegantly turned wooden armchair creaked as he leaned back, his narrow hands clasped over his pale grey waistcoat. Stead was looking forward to meeting attractive little Mrs Besant, in his view a really good-looking, feminine woman. On the few occasions when they had met, she had been demure and attentive – ever rarer feminine virtues, alas. Apparently, there was a Mr Besant and a child too, but kept well out of sight. Damned important for a woman to have some experience of these things, after all. She was intelligent and observant, journalistic traits that could no doubt be put to good use.

A portrait of W. T. Stead shows a gentleman with neatly trimmed blond hair and beard. His hair was combed with a side parting, and he liked dabbing a few drops of verbena onto his beard every morning, being rather vain about his looks. He was an able newspaperman and a man of vision. His current ambition was to use the brand new, largely untried technique of photography to fill his papers with pictures.

Mr Stead’s intention was to have Mrs Besant consider the implications of Mme Blavatsky’s book, The Secret Doctrine. It seemed a confused, rather pointless load of scribbles, requiring the concentration of a woman used to careful, slow unravelling and remaking. He had a vision, first of soft white hands creating precise little stitches and then of Mrs Besant’s hair with its red glow suggesting a hint of temper. Piled on her head, its bulk surely implied that, once undone, it would be a mane reaching her buttocks. Her sad, grey eyes seemed constantly to entreat him to be gentle with her. The armchair creaked again. Stead smiled thoughtfully to himself as he clipped the end of a cigar with meticulous care. He used a tiny pair of silver tongs engraved with his monogram (item 172 in the Titantic collection). He lit a match and turned the aromatic leaves in the flame. As his mouth filled with the cool smoke, he could sense something else besides a sense of well-being. Perhaps a childish feeling of anticipation.

He would ask her to visit the Blavatsky woman at The Lodge, maybe even to arrange for him to join a seance or whatever they were called. He would try to get a photographer to come along as well. Spiritualism was so fashionable in London just then. There was hardly an aspiring hostess in Knightsbridge or Belgravia who didn’t take this into account when arranging parties, at least setting a table aside for automatic writing or a crystal ball for predicting the future. Well, he would predict the future in his own way or, better still, create it through the management of stories and images.

*

Through a pocket of time, a carriage moved along Lansdowne Road. Large, heavy and painted pitch-black, it resembled a darkroom on wheels. The two horses, in no hurry, now and then shook their heads so that their tack jingled and creaked. Maybe they were fed up and dreaming of fresh grass growing on gently rolling hills, but then there is no telling what preoccupies a horse. Pulling the high, solidly built carriage with its coachman and three passengers up that slow, unforgiving incline was hard going, though.

Lansdowne Road is an undulating, tree-lined street linking the calm, discreetly elegant area of Holland Park with smoky, noisy Notting Hill. The past is somehow still present in Lansdowne Road. Tough, ancient trees, their bark like an Indian elephant’s hide, shade the houses, their great canopies sighing in the wind. Their roots push through the tarmac as if trying to return the cityscape to a half-remembered state of wildness. Behind sober brick walls, the bay-windowed houses hide in large, lush gardens, the tall windows allowing muted greenish light to enter the high-ceilinged rooms. The impression is of lost time, slowly fading into obscurity but captured in the centre of the city, locked into the very walls of the houses and rings in the tree-trunks.

In the large gardens, spring was just arriving in a flurry of new leaves and fresh scents. Mrs Besant watched idly as the trees passed by the coach’s dusty windows. The slightly melancholy and watchful look in her grey eyes might have led a casual observer to assume that this was a woman in need of male protection and support, but nothing could have been further from the truth. Annie Besant, born in 1847 of Irish parents, was a clear-headed lady with a steel backbone. During the journey, she had been considering the questions she would put to Mme Blavatsky and only responding vaguely to the conversation of her fellow passengers. Or rather, of one of them. Stead was finding her absent-mindedness rather off-putting. Trying to control himself, his talk tailed off, and he leaned back against the cushions, his mouth tightly shut in irritation.

The other passenger had in fact not uttered a single word and might not have been heeded if he had done. Herbert Burrows, the photographer, did not cut a dashing figure. He was sweating profusely in the mild spring heat, a large Bell & Howell box camera perched uncomfortably on his lap. Designed for studio use, it was only taken out when Burrows was available and would humbly accept the task of hauling it about. Plagued by a chemical cold, he blew his nose into a much-used handkerchief. Just then, the carriage stopped with a last loud creak outside a large detached house.

The long rectangle of the façade and the building’s depth suggested spacious accommodation, evidence of a substantial annual income. As they walked towards the front door, closed despite the fact that their arrival had been carefully planned, Stead mumbled something to the effect that the owners certainly weren’t short of the ready. Mrs Besant had to tell him that she had not heard what he said, making him repeat the bit about how every year the Keightley brothers were likely to have at least £20,000 coming in, not including their mining interests up north. It was then that the door was opened by their hostess.

Stead’s first, disrespectful impression was of a fat, shrewd old woman, who could have been the witch in some fairy tale, cautiously popping her head in its grey shawl round the door to lure little children inside. Then he realised that he felt frightened.

Madame had answered the doorbell as if there were no servants. Stead and Annie Besant made their way gingerly down the dark hall, noting that the house appeared to be empty. Burrows slipped, weighed down by his heavy camera, but Mme Blavatsky took no notice as she progressed majestically ahead of them, avoiding the clutter of suitcases and boxes with skill. An alien, prickling smell, a bit like something rotting, hung over these objects. Stead saw Mrs Besant put a delicate handkerchief to her nose and for a moment envied her freedom to display feminine weakness. An open packing case with badly tanned furs tumbling out explained the odour. Nearby, a stuffed wild dog fixed them with a glassy stare.

Stead’s unease grew. He disliked being followed by that idiot Burrows, who was behaving awkwardly and causing an unseemly racket with his absurd-looking kit. He wouldn’t use that clown again.

Suddenly, Stead’s boot hit something hard but also as thin as an eggshell. The impact was a loud one. The object turned out to be a small, obviously ancient wooden chest painted in fading colours. Mme Blavatsky’s voice rose out of the shadows. She spoke softly, with a lilting Russian intonation.

“My little mummy chest. M. Stead – just a poor little old dried cat.”

Then, much to his annoyance, she began to laugh. It was a rumbling, quacking sound that struck him as somehow unfeminine, even coarse. He was surprised to hear Mrs Besant join in. His vague dismay was turning into anger as Mme Blavatsky spoke again.

“Let’s continue into the garden. Into the Light.”

Stead, still feeling cross, followed the two women and the photographer. The women were talking to one another, but he could not hear what they were saying. The door at the far end of the hall presumably led to servants’ quarters, since the walls on the far side were painted instead of being wallpapered. A set of numbered call bells confirmed this. The ground must have sloped away from the house, because the garden door was at the bottom of a short staircase. Just as they were about to leave the house, Stead heard what sounded like a small child crying. It was a thin but piercing wail, almost feral in its intensity, and again he felt his mind fill with fear. He rejected the notion of the crying child almost at once as being too fantastic, soothing himself with the thought that the eccentric Mme Blavatsky must be involved in philanthropic ventures, possibly caring for the homeless and for lost children. As he stepped outside, he forgot the episode entirely. The light so dazzled him that his eyes hurt.

He walked towards the lawn, gravel crunching underfoot. Burrows was trying to rig up his tripod there, gradually realising that it wouldn’t work. The man was a complete fool. Stead swore aloud, and Mrs Besant looked at him wonderingly with her grey eyes. Disapproved, did she? Just another silly woman, after all.

*

Herbert Burrows sniffled loudly. His nose kept running because the developer he used gave off an acrid smell that made his eyes water. His studio, located in one of the lanes behind St Paul’s Cathedral, was, despite its proximity to a more prosperous area, surrounded by shabby houses crowded together. The sun seldom shone into these airless streets, where little seemed to have changed since the Great Fire. The studio was cold and draughty, the air pungent with the smells of photographic processing, all of which combined to give Burrows an evil chronic cough. At least that was how he explained it to his wife, Beth, who was very poorly. Having long since stopped getting out of bed, she lay pale and sweaty, her head sunk into a pillow covered in spots of blood. Herbert looked after her and served her tea in the mornings.

He coughed again. An image emerged slowly on the photographic plate. Some of the exposures had come out really well. Two of them showed Mme Blavatsky, a massive, inescapable presence enthroned on a rickety-looking garden seat. Another was a close-up of her face. Mrs Besant was in one of the pictures, leaning her elbow lightly on the back of Madame’s chair.

Stead wasn’t present in any of them. Instead, his image was etched painfully into Herbert Burrows’s mind. He could not forget the way Stead had lost his temper yesterday, trying to control the photo shoot, his behaviour offensive to an experienced professional. Still, it was good to recall how pleased that old Russian lady had been. Herbert Burrows sighed as he started the tricky transfer of the sensitive plates to the bath of fixative. In the bath, it almost looked as if the figures were moving. The process restored to Burrows the sense of calm and pride in his professional skill that helped to get him through the long days.

He was a master in his darkroom, creating exactly the images he wanted. One second longer in that bath and Mrs Besant’s hesitant smile would have been wiped away, vanishing into the corrosive darkness of the chemicals’ reactions. He relied on his collection of dark bottles with their contents of strange, strong-smelling fluids. This room, like an alchemist’s workshop, contained his entire secret art, his Arcanum.

He thought of Beth again and reminded himself to try and find some smoked eel on his way home. Surely they could afford little treats like that? She said she didn’t have any appetite, but was delighted every time he made an effort to tempt her.

When he finally had his pictures ready and mounted in wooden frames to dry, he felt like a new man. The persistent pressure in his chest seemed less troublesome, and, leaving his darkroom (locking the door behind him, he reminded himself again to oil the mechanism), he found himself whistling the refrain of the latest music hall hit.

“Daisy, Daisy! You’re my heart’s delight …”

In the street, a garishly made-up woman maintained her seemingly endless vigil by a lamp post. She flicked her skirts provocatively at Burrows as he strolled past. He whistled all the way home.

“Daisy, Daisy …”


A Memory

IN MY DREAM, I’m waking up slowly, resisting all the way. I’m rising inch by inch through green seawater shot through with sunlight and dancing bubbles. The sensation is almost pleasant, but frightening too, as if something is lurking down there. The threat makes me want to pull my feet up under me, away from the unknowable depths. From the darkness.

Then I really wake up, with a thumping, splitting headache. My mouth feels furry and tastes foul after too many relaxing drinks in a smoky bar. It takes me a few seconds to remember where I am, and why. I check the phosphorescent face of my alarm clock, glowing faintly in the darkness. It is 3 a.m., so the journey will last for many more hours.

*

The wake of the England ferry cuts a crisp, frothing line across the troubled grey waters of the North Sea. The ship travels above the mud of the northern European shelf, above blackened branches of sunken prehistoric forests, stirring up murky currents sucking in and out between the rusting steel plates of torn hulls, the only evidence of forgotten, but once serious, intentions and enterprises.

*

She looks so familiar, I think. Once more, I watch as she laughingly turns her head away, making me feel incurably, deeply hurt. The pain is not lessened by knowing that the memory doesn’t belong to me as I am now, but to someone else who is a complete stranger. This has been going on for many years now. The pain becomes particularly acute when I’m travelling, perhaps because being in transit brings its own kind of instability. Mostly, that sense of detachment is a good thing. It allows one to respond happily to strangers, pretend that one is someone different. Someone who is successful and still loved.

I turn on the overhead light to find my cigarettes. I prefer the black, bitter tobacco of a Russian brand a friend gets for me from Tallinn. Yes, I have some friends left even now, though all the rest have gone for ever. I suppose it’s because we haven’t met up for such a long time that I can hardly remember what they look like. People might reasonably think of me as being lonely, or so I assume. I don’t really care one way or the other.

Drawn-out snores penetrate the thin wall of my cabin. Next door, a family is asleep: Mum, Dad and two little girls. Overweight Dad was compulsively checking out anybody female, Mum was dragging the girls around, and the girls looked pale and close to tears. For a while, I listen to the recurring sequence of sounds, ending with a scary, small, slurping noise when the air hits some mucus. When I’ve had enough, I get up, slip on jeans and a black T-shirt, drag my fingers through my tousled hair.

It’s not that I dislike men. Mostly, I don’t care one way or the other. It’s different if they get in my way, of course. I do dislike orderly plans, though. On purpose, I store my notes in a messy way inside an old writing pad, which I cram into a leather briefcase of the kind people’s dads carried about in the ’60s. It’s dirty brown with a knobbly pattern like a diseased liver, two outer pockets and a tin lock.

I usually record my dreams in detail, but this one is so frequent that I can’t be bothered. Just another water dream, with the deep sea thrown in. Actually, the dream notes are on top of the pile, then the photographs I found when tidying the flat, and then the diary. In other words, I must admit to maintaining a kind of order within the disorder – but then, who’s entirely consistent?

I’ll come back to the diary later. I’ve always liked collage, images combined without any regard for obvious connections. The new juxtapositions create a story of their own, unfettered by letters and punctuation, and more like a film sequence or a spontaneous spoken narrative. In some way, collages remind me of maps that can be read upside down or sideways, because no way is the right one. You are free to structure the jumble, imposing your own beginnings and endings, your own breaks and points of emphasis. This is of course what life itself should be like, instead of a pre-paid journey with compulsory customs controls.

*

The engines’ dull rumbling makes the hull vibrate. It sounds like a large beast that must not be disturbed in case it wakes and causes a rumpus. For a while, I listen for the scratchy, shaky noises of a breakdown, but the engines chug on monotonously. In the distance, the water crashes regularly against the sides of the ship.

Then the snoring stops abruptly. Maybe the wife has finally had enough. I hope so.

*

I arrange the pictures on my bunk. Some are old studio photos in faded sepia tones. Carefully mounted on cardboard, they are remarkably well preserved. Next I line up my own enlargements of films taken with my old Nikon. It has a 49-mm lens, and I used either +2 or +4 supplementary lenses. All of these pictures form a pattern, but not one based on chronology. I have only a vague idea of the order of events. Still, they suggest a landscape in time or, perhaps more precisely, a record of a period lasting about four years. This is the time during which the boy was away, but still alive – that much I’m sure of.

Jacob died in the autumn of 1988, exactly one month before his hundredth birthday. I had planned to go back home for that occasion, because I always liked the independent Jacob better than my family in Sweden. Instead, I ended up attending his funeral in the chapel of Gothenburg’s Eastern Cemetery. It was a typical November day, overcast, raw and damp, and I hardly recognised any of my relatives. I wished that Jacob himself had been there to talk to.

It turned out that he had left everything he owned to me. His will was perfectly legal, but rather eccentric – written in capital letters with a pencil on the back of an old paper bag – and stated that I was to have his large flat in Frigga Street and all of its contents.

*

It is a spacious four-room flat on the first floor of a spare, functional apartment block from the ’30s. It has a view of a video-hire place, a colourful group of shops selling motorbikes and biking kit, an old Jewish burial ground. There is a large railway marshalling yard next to the cemetery, the sidings running very close to the outermost row of tombstones. Beyond the yard, the grey, sooty mass of the Lion redoubt rears up, outlined against Gothenburg’s grey, rain-laden skies. Frigga Street is always busy with heavy traffic rumbling past and leather-clad bikers roaring about, practising turns. The sheer weight of this constant activity unsettles the area. Its foundations rest on mud deposited by the River Göta, and at times the whole place trembles like an old-fashioned jelly on a cracked china plate.

*

Jacob was a collector of interesting things. Even so, it took eight years and a heart-breaking event in my life before I decided to confront my inheritance. The flat had to be cleared out once and for all. One July morning in 1996, I stepped from the hot, noisy city streets into the cool stone stairwell of 25A, Frigga Street. Of course, I had been there before to do some tidying and airing, but I had never touched Jacob’s things. I sensed his presence in the flat, a feeling that it still belonged to him.

This seemed just as true on that day in July. Everything was covered in the fine, dense dust that settles evenly in places where no-one is moving about. Almost all of the furniture had been purchased in 1936, when the building had been brand new, heavy pieces made of light, highly polished beech with striking inlays of a stylised sunset and a figure of the huntress Diana with the wind in her hair. Normally anything but conservative, Jacob never bothered with buying new things. In the hall, the bronze statuette of a naked young man in all his phallic glory still confronted visitors. The artist had been one of Jacob’s “very dear friends” and also someone who had shared many of his interests. We never spoke about these things. We understood each other perfectly.

The hall leads directly into the drawing room, which Jacob used as a library. He had rows and rows of books about birds (for instance, the Wright brothers’ series of illustrated volumes) and maps showing migratory routes. His book collection also included poetry and every kind of writing about games. A small glass-fronted cupboard contained “rare items”. When I was little, he would show me some of them and answer my fascinated questions for hours on end. He had a Paris-made pack of tarot cards from 1820 that had been used by Mme Blavatsky to tell fortunes, and another pack of playing cards, much worn, that once had belonged to the legendary gambler Henry “Doc” Holliday. Imperial Russia was said to be the source of an exquisite and thrilling miniature chess set carved from “the bones of Napoleon’s soldiers, or so I’m told”. Half-hidden away at the back of the room were shelves packed with books about religion, occultism and esoteric beliefs, since “everything to do with death tempts me, my dear, death and any kind of experiences associated with dying. Don’t ask me why.”

Two photographs were displayed on a shelf. One of them showed Jacob as a serious young man wearing a rather smart bowler hat, English-style, and shiny white starched collar “no better”, as he put it, “than a noose”. He often said that his excessive shyness prevented him from living life to the fullest. The other photo was from his eightieth birthday and much more relaxed. His face was thinner and of course much aged, but there was a hint of dandyism about his smart bow-tie in striped silk, and his eyes were bright and amused.

He had set one room aside as his study, and I was only rarely allowed into it. After returning to Sweden, Jacob had worked as a freelance photographer for the Gothenburg Trade and Merchant Marine Gazette, which by then had become a better class of broadsheet. The paper had its editorial offices and printing shop in the North Quarter, housed in an old brick building on the corner of Merchant and Tryggard streets. Jacob’s working life there lasted for more than thirty years, ending only when the paper lost out badly to its rivals in the ’70s.

He put his best pictures in rows on the walls. The blindingly sunny views of Spain and Greece came from his longer trips abroad as a correspondent. Others were taken in his home town, showing the docks and the wharves belonging to the shipping company Broström. There was quite a collection of snapshots from his travels, usually of other travellers, including many of the well-known passengers on the England boats run by Swedish Lloyd, the Suecia and the Britannia. In later years, he always carried a handy, lightweight Leica in order to take snapshots of people without being detected.

*

I soon got over my initial sense of unease about disturbing Jacob’s things, and, once I had started, my reluctance was replaced by curiosity tinged with an irrational feeling of doing something forbidden. Maybe Jacob would have liked being the cause of all this agonising.

The cardboard box had been stowed away at the back of the large wardrobe in his bedroom, hidden behind lined-up, polished shoes, all with proper shoetrees, and a folding valet rack. Having brought along the necessaries, I made myself a pot of coffee, carried the cardboard box into the kitchen and tipped its contents onto the table there.

The roar of a motorbike was absorbed by the afternoon heat and replaced by the sound of a clarinet from somewhere down the road, probably the music shop called The Golden Brass. The tune was “Take the ‘A’ Train”. The hook propping the kitchen window open made a grinding noise.

*

Buried among the papers and photographs in the box I encountered a boy utterly different from the man I had known. Gradually, I came to realise that I must reconfigure the model in my mind. He had been my teacher, my father-figure. Loved.

For his entire life, Jacob had chosen to be a loner, an outsider. How could I follow in his footsteps?

I stayed in the flat for hours, going through the papers and examining the photographs, at first using Jacob’s own magnifying glass. Later, I went to find a pocket lens. He must have foreseen that I would find the box, because he had glued an old magazine cutting to the lid, annotating it in his rather formal hand: “From Bonnier’s Monthly Record, November 1910, on ‘Diverse Thoughts Concerning Secret Writing’ by J. P. R.” The cutting dealt with different kinds of codes and ciphers, including an example taken from “the fantasy novel by Jules Verne entitled Eight Hundred Miles along the River Amazon … in which an exceptionally good variant on cipher writing is described as follows …” The rest was a relentlessly punctilious account of how to decode ten lines of jumbled letters. Jacob must have loved it, but I’ve always hated riddles and charades and crosswords – all games that have fixed solutions.

I got up and lit a cigarette, trying not to remember that Jacob had disapproved of smoking indoors.

“You’re dead and gone, years ago,” I said out loud. That made me feel better. It occurred to me that I could look in Jacob’s books on the occult for the right words to keep demons at bay.

My coffee had cooled, and I poured it down the sink. I threw out a dried-up old dishcloth and tried to tighten the dripping tap. The sound of the drops was making my head ache. I switched the light on and closed the window to keep night creatures out. It was almost 10 p.m., and I felt hungry.

After making myself some sandwiches, I couldn’t bear to be in the kitchen any more. I ate them in the library, scattering crumbs on the carpet and not giving a damn. Then I settled on the worn leather sofa to think. The dry hide gave off a smell of cologne.

I could not help feeling like a traitor. This secret between the two of us would be the last one, a posthumous conspiracy that was neither amusing nor exciting. Only unsavoury. True, a long time had passed. The events of 1905 – from my grandfather’s and King Oscar II’s day – were real to me only through the jerky movements of an old news-reel, crude and roughly made, whose lack of dexterity might be mistaken for innocence.

“I wonder how much he understood, how much he knew,” I asked myself out loud.

I needed a drink. Among the dusty glasses in the drinks cupboard stood an opened bottle of Grönstedt’s 3-Star brandy. I wiped a brandy balloon and poured myself a shot, gently agitating the dark golden liquid before swallowing the lot. The burning sensation as the powerful spirit went down made me feel more alert, and I tried to think more calmly.

What chance was there of finding out anything at all ninety years later, I wondered. Sipping a second brandy, I found myself looking at the picture on the wall opposite me. It was very familiar.

It was a late nineteenth-century English painting showing a coastal scene with women gathering seaweed into large willow baskets. The tidal pools lay clear and still, and far away the horizon had blurred into greyish blue haze. The tide must have been coming in; foaming waves were breaking against the shore, and the women were taking a moment to chat. The youngest of them was in the foreground, looking out over the sea with her hand raised and her mouth half open. You could smell the salt, hear the waves and the piercing screams of the seabirds, warning each other as they circled away
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