
		
			
			
				[image: Cover for The Watermark, Author, Sam Mills]
			

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			
			
			
				[image: Book title, The Watermark, Author, Sam Mills, Imprint, Melville House]
			

		

	
		
			
				First published in 2024 by Granta

				Copyright © 2024 by Sam Mills

				Illustrations copyright © 2024 by Christiana Spens

				All rights reserved

				First Melville House Printing: November 2024

				Melville House Publishing

				46 John Street

				Brooklyn, NY 11201

				and

				Melville House UK

				Suite 2000

				16/18 Woodford Road

				London E7 0HA

				mhpbooks.com

				@melvillehouse

				ISBN 9781685891916

				Ebook ISBN 9781685891923

				Library of Congress Control Number: 2024946476

				A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress

				a_prh_7.1_151201794_c0_r0

			

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

				Epigraph

			

			The Prologue

			Chapter 1

			Chapter 2

			The First Story

			Oxford, 1861: I

			Chapter II

			Chapter III

			Chapter IV

			Chapter V

			Chapter VI

			Chapter VII

			Chapter VIII

			Chapter IX

			Chapter X

			An Interim

			Chapter 1

			The Second Story

			Manchester, 2014: One

			Chapter Two

			Chapter Three

			Chapter Four

			Chapter Five

			Chapter Six

			Chapter Seven

			Chapter Eight

			Chapter Nine

			Chapter Ten

			Chapter Eleven

			Chapter Twelve

			The Third Story

			Carpathia, 1928: Один

			Два

			Три

			Четыре

			Пять

			Шесть

			Семь

			Восемь

			Девять

			Десять

			Одиннадцать

			Двенадцать

			An Interim

			Chapter 1

			The Fourth Story

			London, 2047: One

			Chapter Two

			Chapter Three

			Chapter Four

			Chapter Five

			Chapter Six

			Chapter Seven

			Chapter Eight

			Chapter Nine

			Chapter Ten

			Chapter Eleven

			Chapter Twelve

			Chapter Thirteen

			An Interim

			Chapter 1

			The Fifth Story

			Oxford, 1910: I

			Chapter II

			Chapter III

			Chapter IV

			Chapter V

			Chapter VI

			Chapter VII

			Chapter VIII

			Chapter IX

			Chapter X

			Chapter XI

			Chapter XII

			The Epilogue

			Chapter 1

			
				Acknowledgements

			

		

	
		
			For L. K.

			My mother, 1946–2011

			And the love of my life, Andrew Gallix

		

	
		
			
				‘Dying is pointless. You have to know how to disappear.’

				BAUDRILLARD

			

		

	
		
			The Prologue

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			1

		

		I left my flat at six that morning to catch a train to Wales to interview Augustus Fate. It was the first interview he’d given in nine years. When I boarded at London Paddington, I threw my rucksack into the overhead rack, slumped into my window seat and shuffled through my Spotify, from Sufjan Stevens to Bowie to Beethoven’s fifth. None of them helped me forget my troubles: the patronising, enigmatic comments – supposedly worth nine thousand pounds a year – that my tutor made while ‘supervising’ my thesis; the drudgery of my weekend job in the local pizzeria, where every one of my tips, mostly earnt by flirting, were nicked by my plump French boss; the sapiosexual physicist I shared a flat with, whose trysts stole much of my sleep; Rachel.

		I attempted to quieten this white noise by reminding myself that I was about to interview one of the most famous and celebrated authors alive today. That millions of readers and writers and journalists would sacrifice body parts to be in my place. That I had to produce four thousand words, which would be published in The Times and syndicated across the world. I flipped open my iPad, where I had typed the heading ‘Interview Questions’. The rest of the page was blank.

		I gazed out at the suburbs greying past. The stranger opposite me was giving my foot an irritated glance, for it had been tapping out a nervous piece of jazz. Blushing, I crossed my legs and locked my hands in my pockets. How I missed the body of my teenage years, which had been such a graceful, languid thing, slumped in T-shirts, stretched out over a bed or a lawn, catlike in the sunshine. The divide between those two eras, between my sixteen-year-old self and the present day, had created two Jaimes who existed in entirely different worlds. The first Jaime lived in a society aswirl with money, happily borrowing to study for a BA, since the reward of a good job in exchange for my 2.1 felt like a certainty. The second Jaime was a man who went to the cafe in Waterstones Piccadilly each week to sip espressos and fill in form after form, only to find out – over 540 job applications later – that he wasn’t good for cleaning (overqualified), flipping burgers in McDonald’s (doubly so) or publishing (I attempted five internships but it was clear that I just didn’t have the right connections).

		We were all in the same flimsy, leaking, waterlogged boat. My friends who ought to have been physicists were working in call centres; friends who were qualified engineers were banging on doors, selling tea towels and oven gloves. We bought food from supermarkets laid out on pallets, lacking any slogans or fancy packaging; we shunned the expense of TV licences by borrowing a Netflix login; we rented small rooms with rashes of mould growing across the ceiling for extortionate sums and when we couldn’t afford those anymore, we moved back in with our parents, extending our childhoods like our overdrafts. We surfed the internet for hours with zombie eyes and latched on to causes that were miniature – an offensive advert, the actions of a particular landlord – because to attempt to address the bigger issues was to feel helpless and hopeless, to sense that the world had been reshaped for those who lived in grand houses and played golf at weekends.

		My interview with Fate had the potential to change my limp destiny and achieve that near-impossibility: a journalism job that paid. The pressure was worse than anything I had endured; no wonder my nails were non-existent.

		The scenery softened: London brickshit was replaced by countryside, hawthorn and birdsong. I changed trains at Newport, then picked up a local service from Craven Arms. As the train rattled across Llandrindod Wells, the sun became a red glow on the horizon and snow began to fall. The austere landscape took on an eerie beauty; churches became poetic, trees silhouetted with white. Occasionally I was pierced with an ache in my stomach, a wish that Rachel was with me, that we could wander into those dark snowy woods together; but there was a kind of pleasure in my wistfulness. By the time the train pulled into Pen-y-Bont, twilight was smoking the sky. I liked the small, quaint feel of the station: the stone walls and the murmurs of people chatting in Welsh; the sheep beyond the car park.

		The taxi the paper had booked was waiting for me. The driver was a stout man with a pointed beard. When I passed over my rucksack, he looked me up and down. Should I have worn a suit and tie? I had opted for my usual jeans and red checked shirt with the thick black trench coat I had picked up in the local Oxfam, but now I was back to fretting that Fate might be a proponent of the industry’s formalities. In the back of the taxi, I fingered the dark prickle of my stubble, pushing back my uneven fringe from my forehead. We were mute for five minutes before I asked him what it was like to have Fate as a neighbour.

		So much had been written about Fate that he had become more myth than man. He’d once been a fixture on the London literary circuit, after winning the 1993 Whitbread and receiving his first of many Booker nominations, but for the past decade he had eschewed all company and shut himself away in a remote Welsh village. In the latest photo of him – from five years ago – he looked as though he belonged in the title role of King Lear, hurling obscenities into the wind.

		I was hoping the driver might tell me all sorts of exotic stories about how Fate sacrificed local sheep, or sewed pansies into his beard. Instead, he shrugged and said that the only book he enjoyed reading was his Bible. The press sometimes sent helicopters flying overhead to spy on Fate’s cottage, he added, which spoilt the silence for everyone.

		He parked his taxi on the curve of a country road.

		‘I can’t take you any further.’ He pointed to the fence, a jagged gap cut into it. ‘Just go through there and carry on up for two hundred metres.’

		I followed a trampled depression through the snow-strewn grass and bracken. I was already translating my experiences into Times New Roman; I noted the detail of some rabbit fur and blood caught on the fence. The sound of a Welsh ‘Silent Night’ echoing out from the village church down the lane. The icy purity in the air that made my eyes water and my skin feel raw.

		The trees here were different from the ones I saw every day in London parks, where they were pruned to meek prettiness. These trees seemed to jostle me, like locals who find a stranger invading their town. My body began to defy the cold; sweat burnt under my armpits. I couldn’t help picturing a simple lane and neat gate on the opposite side of the thicket, which I had somehow missed. If it did exist, I’d have to pretend I never saw it.

		As I pushed my way out of the woods I spotted a trill of smoke rising up into the snow-flurried sky from a chimney. I paused, swallowing. Did I really deserve to be here? I wasn’t a journalist or a book blogger. The Fate fanatics had, unsurprisingly, reacted badly to the announcement that I had won the competition to interview him. Twitter, Facebook and various forums had been buzzing with conspiracy theories detailing how I had cheated by bribing or seducing the organisers. One account had even unearthed my birth certificate to prove some form of cover-up: apparently, a smudge on my place of birth revealed that I was actually born on Bardsey Island, which meant I was Fate’s illegitimate son, a revelation that would be officially announced when my interview with him was published in The Times. It was all so bizarre. The embarrassing truth was this: I didn’t even like his novels that much. The main reason I was here was that I’d fallen in love with Rachel. It was Rachel who had invigorated my interest in Fate’s fiction: we’d exchanged dozens of messages about our favourite authors, and she had posted me a dog-eared copy of Glossop Inn. The pleasure of reading it had been intensified by the thought that I was turning pages her fingertips had once brushed, savouring lines she had once marvelled over.

		The snow spread out before me was a clean blanket, and when I looked back I saw the messy trail my boots had left. As I drew closer, I saw that Fate’s cottage was large, with squinty windows and an ugly door for a mouth.

		The competition entry form had been minimal. They had asked applicants to attach a sample of their writing – something that demonstrated a vigorous intellect and a passionate love of literature, the sort which would involve staying up all night to read Fate’s latest volume in a frenzy, rather than making twee observations over tea and biscuits at your local book group. Eccentricity would be considered a desirability rather than a disability.

		‘Disability?’ I had messaged Rachel. ‘Jesus. What kind of insensitive boomers are running this competition?’ But she coaxed me into entering, and so I cut and pasted four thousand words of my thesis-in-progress into a Word document and emailed it off.

		Death in fiction: that’s my speciality. My favourite fictional death has to be that of Mr Krook, the shopkeeper in Charles Dickens’s Bleak House. The death itself is a crazy, wonderful thing – Mr Krook’s lodger enters his room to find a smouldering, suffocating vapour in the room and a dark, greasy coating on the walls and ceiling. Even better is the pompous preface that Dickens wrote a few years on, in which he asserted that there were over thirty well-documented cases of spontaneous human combustion, including the famous death of Countess Cornelia de Baudi Cesenate.

		Fate also had a penchant for the dramatic, quirky death. He even included his own death by spontaneous combustion in The Beetle Fossil, one of his early novels. In another, characters were infamously killed off at random intervals with casual, throwaway sentences: ‘Kay was playing tennis when a ball smashed into her skull’; ‘Gerard was walking down the street when he fell under a bus’.

		My sapiosexual physicist flatmate was there when I got the call to say that I’d won, sitting at the kitchen table in her negligee, smoking a Sobranie and eating a bowl of cornflakes. She declared that someone had to be playing a joke on me. When I informed my supervisor, Professor Millhauser, he congratulated me in a tone of astonishment. He added that they’d probably received very few entries for the competition, and though I had broken a certain ancient college rule by using part of my thesis, he would kindly abstain from reporting me. My fingers were shaking when I emailed Rachel the news, but she never replied; I emailed her seven times more, but still didn’t hear back. The last email I ever received from her sits on my computer, dated six weeks ago:

		‘I have forgotten my umbrella.’

		

		—

		My interest in her ought to have faded by now. Instead, it had intensified into a pathetic obsession: she was the backdrop to my days; she laced my dreams at night.

		I had reached the door of Augustus Fate’s cottage. I could no longer hear ‘Silent Night’, just the sound of my teeth chattering and the harsh uncertainty of my breath. I raised my fist, slowly. Above me, the light was already dying, stars lonely in the pale blue twilight.

	
		
			2

		

		Augustus Fate’s author photos depicted him as a giant in a black cape. In real life, he was a few inches shorter than me. He was wearing a navy jumper with holes in it, a pair of brown corduroys and sandals, displaying a row of large, gnarled toes.

		‘Mr Lancia!’ His voice possessed the maturity of the snow-soaked oaks that curled over his cottage. ‘Do come in.’

		The cottage was delightfully strange: perfect article fodder. There were little tables carved from wood stumps. Tree branches framed a window, forming a curtain rail, from which hung two orange sheets patterned with sequins. There were so many candles, it was surely a hazard, what with so much wood and paper teasing flame, but I liked the atmosphere of eerie romance they created.

		Clapping his hands, Fate declared that he would fetch some tea for us. I listened to him clattering in the kitchen and smiled, warming myself by the open fire. I felt at ease, as though I was in the home of a kindly uncle I had known for years. I can do this, I thought, I can actually do this.

		I wanted to post some sort of faux-casual update on Twitter, the sort that always fucked me off when I stumbled across them in my newsfeed: ‘Some news! I am thrilled to announce …’ Now it was my turn for revenge. My tweet this morning, ‘Off to meet the big man,’ had already prompted an orgy of retweets.

		I’d read somewhere that Fate had never been online, that he typed all of his correspondence on an Olivetti. I pulled my mobile from my pocket: no reception. I snapped a few surreptitious photos. The walls were lined with bookcases, crammed so tight that the spines visibly strained. There were books on every subject, from every century: Dickens and Eliot, Hitler and Nietzsche, Darwin and Marx, Plato and Virgil. There were books in piles on the floor which propped up tables. Books laid in circles which served as stools, with cushions balanced on the top. Suddenly one of the cushions came to life. As she stretched, the flick of her verbose tail sent a book-tier tumbling to the floor. I was quickly reassembling them when Augustus came back in.

		‘Causing chaos already?’ he remarked, setting the tray down.

		‘Well – no – your cat—’

		‘As though Dorothea would do such a thing.’ Suddenly his weathered face was taut, his eyes steel. ‘Apologise. At once.’

		‘Dorothea – I’m truly sorry.’ I was already editing this moment out of the article. ‘I—’ Then I saw that his head was tipped back, his mouth rich and wet with laughter. I forced a laugh too, relieved, but on guard now.

		He patted the sofa and I sat down on the opposite end. I opened my rucksack and pulled out my iPad.

		‘No, no,’ he said.

		‘I’m sorry?’

		‘It’s a rule. My rule. No journalists are allowed to write things down while I speak. If you do, you’ll only half listen.’

		My grin faded when he failed to mirror it.

		‘I have a terrible memory.’

		‘You think my answers will be so very dull that you’ll forget them?’ More laughter. This time it grated. ‘I promise to provide you with unforgettable answers.’

		‘I might not be fully accurate …’

		‘Your subjectivity is inevitable anyway. Misquotations are fine. I don’t want people to know me too well. Come away from my cottage with me in your mind like a mist, rather than as a sharply defined creature.’

		‘OK. Well … I’m really chuffed to be here, Mr Fate.’

		‘Chuffed?’ We both winced.

		‘I’ve wanted to meet you for just over a decade now, since I was fifteen. You were booked to speak at the Southbank Centre. A coachful of us turned up with our teachers. Glossop Inn was on the GCSE syllabus at the time. We waited for hours. One of the boys even sobbed and threatened to slit his wrists with his compass.’ It was a slight exaggeration.

		‘Ah.’ Augustus lifted his chin. ‘I’m afraid I’m a recluse. That means I have no interest in talking to people.’

		‘Why did you agree to give a reading in the first place, then?’

		‘They should never have asked me,’ Augustus said. ‘If you invite a recluse to give a talk, you can’t possibly expect him to turn up.’

		I laughed.

		‘Well, you’ll be glad to hear that Timothy’s compass was too blunt for the task.’

		‘Timothy? He sounds like a pseudonym for a certain Mr Lancia.’ Augustus raised a hirsute eyebrow as I nodded uneasily, playing along. Then he confessed: ‘I find meeting people rather difficult. Every time I encounter someone, I feel a nagging urge to put them in one of my books – and there simply isn’t room for everyone. My head buzzes with all the possibilities. What might happen to them, I wonder, if I was to turn them into a murderer, or a detective, or put them into the middle of the Arctic.’ He drew out a handkerchief, and wiped his forehead. I felt a little sorry for him: perhaps this was as much a strain for him as it was for me.

		He reached for one of his hardbacks and pulled out a dog-eared typescript which had been tucked into the inside cover.

		‘Your thesis is very eloquent, Jaime.’

		I could hear the echo of Professor Millhauser in his voice.

		‘To be honest, I didn’t expect you to read it – I thought one of your organisers would be sifting through the entries …’

		‘Oh no. It was I who dictated that an essay had to be submitted. I thought it was better than asking my readers to write an arse-licking piece on why they’re my number one fan, with a tongue most suited to the task.’

		He looked pleased when I laughed.

		‘So, Jaime, how did you come to hear of this competition?’

		‘I saw it online.’

		His expression seemed expectant, and so I continued:

		‘I often doomscroll, to help send me off to sleep – in theory, at least. To be honest, I hate that I do it, but it did lead me to the person who then alerted me to the competition … So it’s not all bad.’

		‘And why do you hate that you spend so much time on the internet?’ he demanded.

		‘Well, there was that brief Edenic period where it looked as though we were all going to connect and help each other, but now it just feels like the Silicon Valley geeks are the authors of our lives. And I hate the mob mentality, the pitchfork mania, all that …’ I trailed off, swallowing.

		‘I see. You still haven’t answered my question properly, though. How did you come to hear of the competition?’

		‘Right, right – I’m sorry. So, one night I decided to visit a suicide forum – it was a way of researching my thesis. Authors seem to avoid suicide as a plot device, don’t you think? They prefer the deus ex machina, the glorious death, dictated by Fate or God or whatever. The Russian authors had no qualms about throwing their heroines under trains or young men hanging themselves, but I found it harder to find examples of suicides in Western literature …’

		‘Well, that’s absurd.’ Augustus crossed his arms. ‘Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway. Lily Bart in The House of Mirth and Jeffrey Eugenides’s The Virgin Suicides – to name a few …’

		‘Of course, there are some. But I’m talking about the ratio of suicides to natural deaths …’

		‘But this is true in life, no?’

		‘Of course, but there’s such drama to suicide – it’s a wonder that it’s still underrepresented … In any case, that’s how I met Rachel.’

		‘So, when you joined this forum – you stated that you were a student seeking help?’

		‘Not exactly.’

		‘Oh.’ Augustus looked pleased. ‘You masqueraded as a depressive?’

		‘I told them that it was my wish to end my life by throwing myself on to a funeral pyre, in the manner of Dido in The Aeneid. It impressed some of them.’ I felt sheepish at the memory. ‘Rachel saw right through me. She sent me an email telling me to get the hell off the site. And then I emailed her back and asked her why she felt that her depression was more profound than mine and why her choice of death – hanging – was so superior. We started chatting, and she turned out to be one of the most fascinating people I’ve ever connected with.’ I broke off, feeling the sting at the back of my eyes.

		‘You care very deeply for her?’ Augustus’s tone was that of a caress.

		‘I’ve never met her,’ I admitted, my eyes fixed on the carpet. ‘But I guess that’s why we could open up to each other. It was as though we’d known each other all our lives. And then, one day, the emails stopped. I’ve been checking the headlines in her home town every day, thinking she’s gone missing or something, but I can’t find anything.’ I sat up, formalising my tone. ‘But enough about me. I’m here to interview you.’

		My mouth was thick with thirst. The tea tray sat on a pile of books, carrying a quaint teapot and two delicate cups, decorated with a Japanese sashiko pattern.

		‘Shall I serve?’ I asked.

		‘Not yet, not yet.’ Augustus shook his head. ‘I can assure you that this will be the finest cup of tea you’ve ever tasted. It’s called Grand Kuding and it’s an extremely rare tisane, strained from holly leaves. I have augmented it with a few medicinal herbs of my own from Bardsey Island.’

		‘Your birthplace.’ I decided to show off my research.

		‘Indeed. It takes a little longer to brew than your average cup of Earl Grey.’

		The grandfather clock warned me that it was now half past six. I had only been allotted an hour to interview Augustus and I had already wasted a third of my quota.

		‘Bored?’ Augustus remarked, making me jump.

		‘Not at all! I just – I’m dying to hear about your new book, Thomas Turridge.’

		‘I’m afraid it’s not going to be published.’ Augustus sighed.

		‘But – isn’t the new novel the whole point of this interview?’

		‘I handed the book in and my publishers complimented it so excessively that I knew something was wrong. My editor confessed that my adolescent narrator did not convince – he was “too knowing for his years”. She asked if I could “tweak” it, and so I have withdrawn the book for the time being.’

		‘But everything you write is genius,’ I cried, and in that moment I actually sounded sincere.

		‘What genius do you see in my books, exactly?’ Augustus narrowed his eyes.

		‘They transport me into other worlds. I don’t like novels that are strictly contemporary, observational – I have enough of real life in real life.’

		‘Oh, so you think I write escapism, do you?’

		‘I don’t think that it has to be a pejorative term,’ I replied hastily. ‘We spend twenty-four hours a day stewing in our thoughts, hopes and insecurities. Our minds are forever scurrying on the wheel of thought and dream. Who wouldn’t want to escape that?’

		‘Do you, Jaime? Do you want to escape?’

		‘Yes,’ I answered. ‘Sometimes I don’t like my life very much.’ I felt both vulnerable and irritated at feeling vulnerable. It felt like the confession had been extracted from me. ‘But this is a good moment,’ I added quietly.

		‘I think that the tea is nearly ready,’ Augustus announced.

		It was unlike anything I had seen before: jet-black and as dense as ink. I sniffed it surreptitiously. It smelt like midnight.

		‘It contains Scapania undulata, river startip,’ he said. ‘Very beneficial for relaxation.’

		Little balls floated in my cup before fading into black.

		‘So when can your readers expect Thomas Turridge to be ready?’ I asked, taking a sip and hiding a wince at its bitterness.

		Augustus, who had raised his cup to his lips, set it back down on his saucer with a sigh.

		‘I intend to spend several more years on it. As I said, my adolescent narrator refuses to obey me. In that respect,’ he gave a wry smile, ‘he truly is adolescent.’

		‘Perhaps you should stop being a recluse for a week and visit some schools. Let their adolescence seep into you.’

		‘I abhor modern teenagers. They have no idea of where to place an apostrophe and believe that a smiley face can symbolise the exquisite complexity of a heart. They will only pollute me.’

		‘You could go online, do some research.’

		‘I lack a modem. I have no wish to connect.’

		‘I’d love to be a teenager again. Just for the simplicity of it all. I think your teen years are still a time of innocence. You don’t understand people. You see girls as sex objects, adults as enemies. Things are black and white. I feel fragmented now. As though I am so many different selves with different people …’ I trailed off, noticing that Fate’s attention had wandered. It was clear that when it came to my life, Augustus was happy to dissect me, collecting data for his novels. But when it came to the cerebral and the literary, he wanted to talk and me to listen; he wanted to be the guru, and for me to be his disciple. I felt a sense of disappointment grey over me. Perhaps this would be the slant of my piece: how we seek out our idols in the hope that they will espy something special in us, and elevate us to their rarefied level. They, meanwhile, need confirmation that they are worthy of worship. Meeting an idol involves an inevitable crash, as the concrete splats into grey shit around their pedestal.

		‘Well,’ I said, ‘if the character won’t obey you, maybe it’s best to let them take on a life of their own?’

		‘But what a ridiculous concept,’ Augustus shook his head sternly, and set his cup down. Judging by the copious splash in his saucer, he had hardly touched his tea. ‘Do you know what Nabokov said about Forster? He said – and I quote him word for word – It was not he who fathered that trite little whimsy about characters getting out of hand; it is as old as the quills, although of course one sympathises with his people if they try to wriggle out of that trip to India or wherever he takes them. Characters cannot get out of hand. Nabokov saw his own characters as galley slaves. That is as it should be.’

		I was definitely back with Millhauser now. Fate seemed determined to show me how sharp the whip of his IQ was. I stared down into my teacup, swirling the last dregs of black liquid.

		‘Rachel,’ Augustus said, his voice softening.

		‘Sorry?’

		‘It’s an interesting name. Of course, if you look back through history, Rachels have never come off well. Jacob’s wife – the biblical Rachel, the original Rachel – was cursed unknowingly by her own husband when she stole her father’s idols, and then died in childbirth. The Rachel of Martin Amis’s The Rachel Papers – her name is virtually an anagram of his narcissistic narrator, Charles, who can only bear to love her as an idealised caricature. He learns that she shits; his love dies. Who else? My Cousin Rachel, Du Maurier. A possible murderer, as I recall. No, Rachels do not fare well … But your Rachel? She may surprise you yet.’

		I downed my cup and asked tersely if I could use the toilet.

		‘Aristotle says that every character has a superobjective. I wonder what yours is, Jaime?’ Most of the candles had burnt down to a stub; the room was becoming more shadow than light.

		‘It could be love, perhaps? And yet you chose to fall in love with a woman whom you have never met. A fear of intimacy, then? Perhaps Rachel was, in effect, your erotic muse. Perhaps you are no different from Charles.’

		In a flat voice, I asked once again if I could excuse myself. Fate relented with a faint sneer on his face.

		

		—

		
			The stairs were rickety, rearing up ahead of me like a set of leering teeth. Upstairs, I discovered that the cottage was larger than I had realised. The hallway, covered in a bumpy plum carpet, veered off in three directions. I paused, then followed his instructions: Turn left, second door on your right. Inside the bathroom, I examined my unhappy expression in the mirror. Aristotle says that every character has a superobjective. From now on, whenever he asked me about Rachel, I would make up a story. The thought of him stealing my lies and weaving them into his prose, confident all the while that he was turning life into art, made me smile: now I had a secret weapon. But I felt sad that I had to fight at all. I had wanted him to like me; I had wanted to like him.

		The thought of going back downstairs exhausted me. I flushed the toilet, slipped into the hall, and wandered further down the corridor. There were a number of doors leading off; the house had the feel of a warren. The handle of the furthest door was an ornate, beakish curl. The door opened into an old-fashioned bedroom, a four-poster in the centre, its pillars leaning drunkenly, so that the lace drapes were muddled and doubled. As I entered the room, I became aware of a blackness fogging the periphery of my vision. My body whispered that it would be quite happy to slip between the covers and take a nap.

		It was only then that I noticed that there was someone lying on the bed. I immediately cried out in apology, but the room stayed silent. When I lifted the veils, I saw a young woman. Her hair was in a bun, stray wisps coiled around her face. Her ears had multiple piercings, but she was dressed in a black satin dress that was more suited to a Victorian wake. Something scuttled across her cheek and I jumped; a spider had found a home on her lashes and skin. I leant down over her purplish lips. Against my cheek, I felt the slightest flutter of breath, like the last trill of smoke from a dying fire.

		‘What the hell …’ I whispered. Why would Fate leave this door unlocked? Was it all a macabre set piece? The woman a hired actress, displayed so that my experience might become legend, so that a thousand blogs might speculate about the Mysterious Woman in Black in Fate’s Spare Room? I stared down at the still of her lashes, hoping that her face might convulse with laughter. Then, as my eyes travelled down to her hands, my smile died. They were crossed over her chest, more bone than flesh, and there was a terrible twitch in her joints, as though she was locked in a nightmare, or tapping a helpless Morse code. A catheter had been inserted into one hand, and a thin ribbon of tubing looped down the bed, disappearing under a door into an adjoining room.

		I became conscious that my name was being called. I left the room in a daze, closing the door gently behind me, and then hurried down to meet Fate.

		‘Lost, were you? It’s a jungle up there, with all those doors and that ocean of carpeting.’ I no longer took his sneer personally, now I knew what he was trying to hide. He held my gaze for too long and then looked away abruptly. Perhaps it was guilt. It wouldn’t stop me ringing the police.

		‘Feeling OK?’ His tone was unnaturally jovial.

		‘I’m fine,’ I said, though the blackness was returning, lapping at the edges of my consciousness. For a moment his face was a blur of storm clouds.

		‘You look as though you ought to drink more tea – it will make you feel better, Jaime.’ He clapped his hand on my shoulder, his expression suddenly tender. I thought then that I had misunderstood him, seen him through the fractured prism of my fears. My heart reminded me of Forster’s dictum: Only connect. I opened my mouth to speak of superobjectives – the word now an olive branch between us – when the world tilted, the blackness fluttering around me like paper birds. My body slid to the floor. I heard a distant mew; fur caressed my ear-tip. I felt the ooze of my bladder involuntarily spilling its contents. His face a moon above me. My saucer in shards on the floor. I called out for Rachel, told her I was losing the fight. And then he had me.

	
		
			The First Story
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			OXFORD, 1861

			I

		

		
			‘Jack, Jack, show me your light!‘

		Darkness. I found myself in a corridor behind a moth-nibbled red velvet curtain, holding a candle in my right hand. Wax seared my skin, cooling and solidifying in blotches on my knuckles. The flame was a barometer of my heart, trembling nervously on its wick, threatening to blow out but clinging on as best it could. Yet I realised that I was deriving pleasure from it too; the race of my heartbeat, the damp of my brow all giving rise to a state of heightened awareness.

		‘Where am I?’ I whispered.

		Everything seemed both familiar and unfamiliar. Then, once again, came the voices. They were childish and they rang out with threat and thrill:

		‘Jack, Jack, show me your light!‘

		My body acted with a will of its own, as though it knew entirely how to behave. My hands wrenched aside the curtain; my feet hurried across the wooden boards; the golden halo of the candle shimmered. At the far end of the corridor, in the grey gloom, I saw the face of a young girl, not yet fourteen, her rosy cheeks framed with fair plaits. My hand curled around a doorknob; I twisted it.

		‘One … Two … Three …’ A voice was counting in the distance. ‘Four … Five … Six …’

		The room was a chaos of silhouettes which my candle was too weak to give substance to. Stepping forwards, I tripped and thereupon grabbed at the closest mystery to save myself from falling. My saviour began to rock, emitting a repetitive squeak. The rocking horse was dappled grey in colour, and when I held the candle close to its eyes, I perceived a sadness in the glass. It made me yearn to press my cheek against its neck, but when I stroked its mane the desiccated feel of the wool made me feel foolish.

		A rattling sound at the door! Out, out, I blew the candle. The dark shape that appeared in the doorway was unmistakably the girl with the fair plaits: Eleanor. Her breath was dramatic, rapidly rising and falling with the thrill of the game; she seemed unable to deduce whether my silhouette was human or toy.

		‘Jack, Jack, show me your light …‘ Her voice was soft and lyrical now, as though she was singing a hymn in church; yet firm too, possessing the threat of a governess. Closer and closer she tiptoed. The uncertainty of whether she had seen me caused my heart to become so loud, I feared it would give me away.

		Only once before had I been in such close proximity to a girl, to the possibility of a kiss.

		Last summer, when Nanny had been quite sick with a fever and Father had been attending a lecture by Mr. Darwin, I had been taken on an adventure by Ruffles, the boy who worked in our kitchen. I had just turned thirteen years old, and if someone had asked me to sketch a map of England I would have drawn my genteel Oxford as large as a continent, and the rest of the country would have appeared as but a crumb, separated by my ocean of ignorance. The wider world that Ruffles introduced me to was one of dark alleys and back streets possessing lurid smells. There were children who shocked me with the dirt and dust in their hair, and I fear Nanny would have had a fit at the very sight of them. They had been playing football with a pig’s bladder (Ruffles said they had been gifted it by the butcher) until they broke off and squealed, ‘The Hurdy-Gurdy Man is coming!’

		Ruffles led me down an alleyway in the shape of a crooked finger. Up until then, I had only seen women who were drab as a dreary winter’s day, like Nanny, or parcelled up in feathered hats and swishing dresses. These women showed flesh I had not seen before, dirty skin revealed by soiled white hems; these women lacked teeth and had hair that fell about their faces; these women possessed a sort of recklessness, prowled with mischievous menace.

		One woman, poised in a grimy doorway, beckoned us. As we drew closer, we saw that her beauty was a mirage, painted on to a face that ill fortune was already marring with premature scars and lines. The children’s distant voices became a chant – ‘The Hurdy-Gurdy Man is coming! The Hurdy-Gurdy Man is coming!’ A sweep of her skirt; a flash of her thigh, around which was tied a red ribbon. She informed us that if we paid 6d., she would allow us to touch her skin. I begged Ruffles to pay for us both, and he did, his eyes starry, and I wondered if this must be how it felt to imbibe laudanum, I was so drugged with desire. She examined me as though she were purchasing me, and I stood very tall, cheeks so red I feared birds might mistake them for cherries and peck at them. Having counted out the money, she stowed it in the rim of her dress, before warning us that we had better be gone, or she would inform the police what services we had paid for. A shady figure appeared at the end of the alley and, fearing our throats might be slit, we turned and ran. I tumbled back home with bursting ribs, my eyes bittered with tears, for I was convinced that the Hurdy-Gurdy Man was chasing me, ready to toss me straight into the pits of Hell for the sin of lust.

		As I stood there in the nursery, this remembrance came rushing back vividly. Eleanor was but a few paces away from me now. She seemed so solid – the white flashes of her eyes and teeth confirming her presence despite the persistence of darkness – that an uneasy sensation crept over me; though I knew her failure to acknowledge me was part of her game, I felt as insubstantial as a spirit, as easily blown out as a candle.

		Our breaths caressed. I remained still, so as to make her believe that she was safe. Then I quickly grasped her by the shoulders and pressed my lips to hers. The moment was over before it had begun. The door opened. It was the Hurdy-Gurdy Man, ready to punish me, to whip me to death. I let out a cry that Eleanor took up as a scream.

		‘Children! What is all this noise and fuss!’

		Curtains were yanked open; light flooded the room: reality asserted itself. Nanny, peevish, declared that we were disturbing my father, who was working below in his study. What did we think we were doing, playing with such savagery of spirit?

		‘If you play, then you must play quietly, with your toy soldiers. Soon you will be home, Eleanor, and I hope then that you will pick up your Bible and pray.’

		The other children crept into the nursery, meek and shrunken. We settled down in a muted manner, whispering, self-conscious. I picked up the lead soldiers and pretended that I was fighting the Russians. Eleanor set herself down on the rocking horse and forced it on at an exuberant pace. From her furtive glances, I deduced that she was trying to ascertain whether Nanny had seen our illicit act; she appeared tortured by the uncertainty.

		Through the window I gazed across at the dreaming spires, picking out the tall, spiked one where the Vicar preached. My soldiers clashed and bashed and battled, until I could bear my agitation no longer – I stood up, grabbed Eleanor and pulled her down from the rocking horse, declaring that it was my turn to ride him.

		‘Goodness me, Thomas, you rude boy, how dare you behave like a savage!’ Nanny sprayed fury over me.

		I enjoyed the trembling relief of admonition, like the absolution at the end of confession – even if it did mean the end of playtime for us all. The other children were sent home, Eleanor sobbing loudly, and I was told to clean up the nursery. I felt calmer then, as I gathered the soldiers in their tin and the rocking horse’s violent pace became slower and slower, until it finally came to a rest.
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		My father’s study was a place that I was forbidden to enter without permission. It possessed towering bookcases filled with scientific volumes whose titles were either difficult or silly, like Zoonomia, which made my mouth trumpet into a funny shape when I spoke it. By the window there was a desk covered in a messy heap of Father’s papers. The room had a heavy, ponderous feel; the grandfather clock ticked as though it was forever marching on the spot. I wondered how a clock died and if its death would sound like the slowing of footsteps. I was in the hallway, pretending to be a flying machine, my lips reverberating with the thrum of an engine, when my vehicle crashed into the door of Father’s study. It opened a few inches.

		I stood very still, gazing at a fragment of Father’s face, crumpled and made wet with tears. Nanny – with her artful predilection for silently appearing – was suddenly behind me, whispering, ‘Come quick, Thomas,’ and drawing me away up the stairs.

		‘But – Father – he needs my help,’ I cried, wriggling against her grip.

		‘You know it is the most difficult time, with it being the anniversary …’

		For once, Nanny did not berate me for being so slow to change into my bedclothes. I lay in bed and recalled some advice that Father had given me about thoughts being like trains; if one was upset, the best cure was to simply switch to a superior carriage and find a nicer journey. Thus, I pictured a train with Eleanor painted on the side, puffing smoke and charging forth at a glorious speed. The thought of when I might see her again was a vexation, until I realised that tomorrow was a Sunday. For the first time in years, I ardently looked forward to attending church.
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		‘Father,’ I asked, ‘do you think Mother in Heaven hears us singing hymns when we go to church?’

		I regretted the words the moment I uttered them. My father had been pulling gloves on to his hands and he paused, so that the leather half hung from his fingers like a bat, and addressed me quietly: ‘We’ll visit her grave after the service.’

		I loved my father beyond anyone or anything else in the world. If God had made man in his image, then I longed to be made in the image of my father; indeed, I felt as though he had created a mould for me to fill as I grew up. He was a tall, formidable personage. His face was habitually set in an expression of stern grandeur, from the firmness of his jawline to the two large eyebrows that fierced above his eyes. Yet if one looked a little closer, one might detect a softness, perhaps even a nervousness, in his smile, as though his commanding countenance was a cultivated front. His frock coats and waistcoats were always spotless, and his hair never had a curl out of place. He was precise about the value of manners and there were numerous etiquette guides hidden in the drawers of his desk, which advised on whether or not to remove gloves when shaking a lady’s hand or how to respond if one’s nemesis greeted one with a bow. His cane had only ever been used to tap me gently as a child, and if a fly entered his study, he would refuse to swat it, but wait patiently for it to zizz its way back through the window.

		In recent years, his interest in science had grown ardent. Many a thrilling experiment had been performed in his study. For example, there was the evening he left a female butterfly in a cage on his desk and awoke to find the room veritably wallpapered with the male of the species, a key breakthrough in proving his theory that insects attract through scent. My father regularly exchanged correspondence with Mr. Darwin, Thomas Henry Huxley and Émile Blanchard. He lived life with zeal, though he was so absorbed in his ideas that I sometimes felt jealous of them. So often did the door of his study present its stern face to me that when I did spend time with my father, I felt anxious to elongate it, to be wise enough to earn his attention. Ever since the death of my mother, there had always been a palpable tension between us before Sunday service.

		Outside, the church bells were echoing among the rooftops and spires, weaving into the rattle of carriages and the patter of hooves. The men strolling past looked so tall in their top hats, while the women yanked their shawls tight around their shoulders to see off an unexpected chill. As they reached the entrance of the church, they formed one body that flowed through the stone gate.

		I pictured my mother’s grave beneath the hawthorn tree. The loss had made me vividly aware that anyone I love might be seized from this world at any time. Fears beset me: that my father would not manage to reach the entrance of the church, for a carriage would suddenly veer from the road and crush him, the horses’ hooves painted red with his blood; or else a chimney might crumble from a house and tumble on to his head, splitting his skull. His body might easily share the earth with my mother, their bony fingers inches apart. By the time we reached the church, I had devised thirty or so unfortunate ends for my father and was clutching his arm with my trembling hand.

		Various neighbours greeted us and I noted that while the men were respectful and cheerful, the women were unable to resist smiling. I felt relieved, as though all the love that was being directed towards my father would sustain his place in the world, ensure that he lived for many years to come; yet the dilution of his attention also filled me with unease, and I tugged gently at his sleeve, prompting him to smile down at me in reassurance.

		We sat three pews from the back. I spotted the blonde head of Eleanor shimmering in the congregation; she gave me a cool look, one that did not thaw even when I smiled at her. Nanny pinched my hand, and filled it with a hymn book. She often spoke of how the Vicar’s youthful charisma had drawn a new throng to the Sunday service, though at the age of twenty-four he seemed ancient to me. She was so attentive to his address that I was able to let my eyes venture once more across the pews, without her noticing. Next to Eleanor sat a young woman with chestnut hair held in a bun that was escaping its pins. There were rows of candelabras at the front, and the flickering light danced off the choirboys’ faces, haloed the statues of angels, sparked in the colours of the stained-glass windows. When the light reached her hair it seemed to slow down and linger lovingly on the curls straying down her back.

	
		
			II

		

		The Vicar broke off from his speech to frown and tug at his ebullient mutton-chops, before resuming his impassioned tirade:

		‘Imagine yourself in the Garden of Eden! Imagine the moist fruit hanging from the branch, the seduction of the forked hiss in your ear, advising you to taste its succulence – can it be said that it is possible to resist such temptation, day after day? Nay, I say it is! As Ecclesiastes reminds us, “whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might”. Eve’s decision cannot be deemed purely one of inevitability – nay, it was her choice to pluck the licentious bloom, to sink her teeth into its flesh, to gain awareness of her nudity, and may I surmise that she no doubt found its taste was bitter with consequence. Thus, like all sinners, she made the assumption that she knew best, forgetting that it is God who knows best, that we should choose to surrender our will to his commandments, and choose to become the blank page for his dictation …’

		The parishioners clasped their hymn books as though they anchored them to the earth, or tugged their shawls more tightly around their shoulders, and mouthed a silent prayer; no doubt even the bats in the cloisters were wrapping their wings about their ears. I was confused by their foolishness. If God was dictating our lives, as the Vicar had so often expounded in his sermons, then we could be happy, safe in the knowledge that He was looking after us. The thought was so reassuring that I began to feel bored, and an urge came over me to shuffle my feet. I peered down at my hand. Move, I instructed my forefinger. It disobeyed and then, as though with a will of its own, it shuddered. What power made it still or lively? Was I the God of my own body? Or had He written down all of humanity’s actions in a very large book and on some page, maybe page 32,989,122,000, it was written that Thomas shall move his finger? I glanced once more at the lady sitting by Eleanor and wondered if God had been in an especially good mood when he made her; Nanny, meanwhile, had obviously been composed from bile after the consumption of some particularly indigestible food.

		‘For those brave men who have fought in the Crimea, their fate is in God’s hands. Only He and He alone decides the hour of our death …’

		I was startled to observe a blur in Nanny’s eyes that she quickly dabbed away. Father had said that she had a sweetheart whom she wrote to, who was fighting at the front; when I remarked that he was probably glad to escape her, he chided me for being unkind and I felt quite meek.

		The service over, the congregation trailed outside, lingering to converse and gossip. How gratefully did I breathe in the air, chirpy with birdsong and sugared with summer delights. I observed that my father was quite engrossed in chatting with his friend, Mr. Gwent. Eleanor waved at me and I sidled over to her. The beautiful woman stood beside her, and I was quite shocked, as I noticed her plain clothing, to realise that she was Eleanor’s governess. When she flashed a smile down at me, I was unable to speak, and as for perusing her – well, a glance that lasted more than a few seconds became unbearable. Perceiving this, Eleanor laughed and her governess gave her a firm look; not the caustic type that I had become accustomed to from Nanny, but one that contained affection, like a pinch on the waist or a tickle under one’s armpit.

		‘Come,’ said Eleanor. ‘Let me show you something.’

		I wanted to linger near her governess, but she smiled and encouraged us: ‘Do explore. Enjoy yourselves!’

		I replied with a knowing glance, asserting that we were the adults and that I was engaging in this theatre only to humour Eleanor, before following the latter to a large grave:

		IN LOVING MEMORY OF
WILLIAM FEVER BERRIL BORN ON 17 NOVEMBER 1796
WHO ENTERED INTO REST
1 SEPTEMBER 1856

		‘Look!’ Eleanor touched the stone. ‘This man lived until he was sixty! So very old!’

		I knew that the correct return was, ‘Well, he is now at peace in Heaven’; words which had been spoken a hundred times to Father and me, often with so little feeling that I wanted to spit and roar. Instead, I turned to Eleanor and solemnly replied with, ‘I suspect he is now in Hell, his feet being devoured by rats.’

		She looked aghast and giggled. Everything that I did and said felt as though I were parading on a stage beneath a spotlight, gazed at by an audience of a thousand chestnut-haired governesses. But when I glanced over at her, she was with my father, addressing him with that deferential air that he inspired in all.

		‘We may be visiting her grave soon,’ Eleanor said in a cold voice.

		‘Your governess has scarlet fever?’ I asked fearfully.

		‘Oh no.’ Eleanor picked up a piece of briar, touching its thorns with the tips of her nails. ‘She is quite mad. Mother says that Rachel hears voices.’

		‘Rachel? Is that her name?’

		‘Did you not hear me? She hears voices.’

		‘She seems kind enough to me,’ I remarked. ‘She looks like an angel. God will surely cure her.’

		Eleanor pressed the briar against my skin so that I cried out.

		‘She will soon be in an asylum,’ Eleanor whispered. ‘And you can send her love letters there, if you like her so much!’
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		That night, as I lay in bed and gazed through the gap in my curtains, up to a slit of starry sky, I mused on a telegram I wished to send to God. It would enquire as to why Mother, aged twenty-eight, had died of tuberculosis when she was such a kind woman, while other, cruel and unpleasant folk lived until they were sixty. In church we had been assured that everything was fair and just, yet it seemed to me as though God, having laid down a set of rules for writing our lives, had decided to disregard his own plan.

		If I was always agitated after our trips to the graveyard, my father often had a softer look in his eyes. On our journey home, he gazed up at the billows of wandering clouds, pointing out stratocumulus and other formations, as well as species of birds such as honey buzzards and magpies, for he was as well acquainted with the landscape of the sky as with the creatures that flew in it, and was beginning to inspire in me a love for our feathered friends.

		During my first year at Eton, I had missed my father very much, and written him frequent letters. When we had travelled back to school for Hilary term, he had bade me farewell with a stern countenance, pressing a letter into my hand. The instructions therein had advised that I should refrain from ever touching my member with the intention of extracting idle pleasure from it, for such an act was degenerative and poor marks in my studies would ensue. It had concluded with the words: ‘We will never speak of this letter or acknowledge its existence.’ When I arrived home for the summer holidays, I blushed in his presence, but his face remained set; he behaved as though he had never dipped his pen into the inkwell and committed such words to paper.

		Lying there, my hand twitched in temptation for one brief moment, but a triptych of correction loomed above me, formed of the Hurdy-Gurdy Man, Father and Nanny. I wished that I could take leeches for lust, that they might be applied to my mind and suck out the sins therein.

		Nay, it was more than lust. I was in love with Rachel. When I thought of Eleanor presently, she was like a wildflower from a meadow set next to the rarest species of orchid. I felt sad at the thought that my love might be God’s creation, an emotion that did not really belong to me – that I might just as easily have fallen for a chambermaid. Yet when I recalled Rachel’s beauty, I felt determined that this love was mine. Like my father with his experiments, my heart had combined a medley of chemicals to form a frothing, beautiful feeling; one that contained colours beyond the rainbow’s spectrum.

		I fixed my eyes on one of the more prominent stars visible through my bedroom window. Its beauty intensified the amorous joy in my heart, such that an energy seemed to fire through me. When it happened, I was quite stunned – the sudden drop of gold, a star falling to earth as though unable to disobey my command; I pictured it lying in some field, leaving its echo burning in the night sky. Quickly, I pulled my covers over my head, suddenly afeared by my power, and ardent to tell myself that it was just a coincidence.

	
		
			III

		

		On the following Friday evening, Nanny ordered that I dress in my best suit, for Father and I were to partake of dinner at Mr. James Gwent’s house. Travelling by carriage, we passed a procession of stone colleges, their dark doorways resembling elderly, cross fellows sitting in hunched judgement. Every time I saw a woman with chestnut hair peeking out from beneath the brim of her hat my hopes were first raised, and then rudely dashed.

		Five days had passed since I had last seen Rachel, and yearning had hollowed out my stomach. Every night when I knelt down beside my bed I made desperate pleas to God that, in his book of the world’s destiny, he might scribble a few lines whereby Rachel and I became ardent lovers. I attempted to please our Creator with good deeds, each conducted with slightly less ardour than the one before, and with a sinking feeling that our Heavenly Father was unimpressed by such trivial acts. My gesture needed to be grand, and so when Nanny happened to tell me the story of how St Francis of Assisi had built a church with his bare hands, I had run into the garden, found three small rocks and placed them beneath the willow tree, declaring that they were the foundations of a church that would pierce the clouds with its spire by the end of 1861.

		We disembarked from our carriage and approached Mr. Gwent’s abode. As always, I was tickled by the note that hung upon his gate:

		
			I MUST ASK ANYONE ENTERING THE HOUSE NEVER TO CONTRADICT ME OR DIFFER FROM ME IN ANY WAY, AS IT INTERFERES WITH THE FUNCTIONING OF MY GASTRIC JUICES.

		

		My father rang the bell and the front door was opened by the maid. Mr. Gwent, on his hands and knees, gazed up at us with a quizzical expression and proceeded to bark loudly, then turned – so that I fancied a tail frisking behind him – and crawled down the hallway, his trousers squeaking on the polished boards. My father bowed and offered the maid his coat and top hat. I ventured to pat our friendly canine on the head – only to cry out when he gently nipped the pudge of my palm.

		‘Good Lord, James!’ My father admonished him for his display of eccentricity. ‘That is quite enough – the game has gone too far, I fear.’

		Mr. Gwent jumped to his feet, looking far meeker as a human than he had as a pet. He apologised, and after vigorously shaking our hands invited us to join him for tea.

		Mr. Gwent’s parlour was my favourite place in the entire world. It was not so much a cabinet of curiosities as a museum dedicated to preserving the mind and heart of a true eccentric. Candelabras lined the grand mantelpiece, their twisted branches reaching towards the silvery light of a large mirror. In the room’s shadowy corners lurked all sorts of treasures – a skeleton hanging in a glass cage, a stuffed dodo perched on a card table, and the original Pandora’s box, if Gwent’s boasting was to be believed. His bookcases were filled with every volume of Dickens and H. G. Wells, along with Gwent’s own novels and dusty tomes describing magic rituals from ages past. Even the fire had a mysterious crackle, as though inviting one to cry, ‘Open Sesame!’ and see the flames leap apart.

		His large méridienne, covered with skins and furs, reminded me of the pictures of shaggy wildebeest in our schoolbooks, and there we reclined while the maid entered to serve us tea. Mr. Gwent insisted on making us pause to savour its aromas before we sipped it. We sat with our fingers curled around our teacups, as though we were trapped in a still life, inviting the scents from our cups to parlay with our nostrils. My father, who had learnt to recognise herbs, began citing traces of rosemary and bergamot. I, meanwhile, could only translate the smells into colours and impulses.

		‘Nostalgic,’ I murmured. ‘Silver … A long way from home.’ My father rolled his eyes, but Mr. Gwent beamed at my fancy.

		‘Come, where is it from?’ my father finally asked, impatiently.

		‘It is Tie Guan Yin, a Chinese oolong tea,’ Mr. Gwent informed us. He went on to explain that the tea was less dramatic than black tea, but more provocative than green. My mind began to drift and I quietly set down my cup, drawn to the large mirror above the fireplace, which possessed a gilt frame and was scritched with age. I fancied that it stored countless memories of my face, from a chubby, angelic cherub to a thirteen-year-old boy on the verge of adulthood, and beyond that too: a prediction of my elderly self, with whitened hair and craggy lines storing secrets of a life well lived.

		‘Dinner time, Thomas,’ said Mr. Gwent, smiling down at me. Under his arm was tucked the dodo, which eyed me with a curious gaze.

		We entered the dining room, a dark, stuffy room, sickly with candlelight. Heavy oils adorned the walls, of men who seemed as old and creaky as furniture, looked upon by various animal heads perched on cabinets. I had once heard my father declare that they were the worst examples of taxidermy he had ever seen. There was a stoat which seemed to have welcomed death as a relief from some sort of terrible constipation, a cross-eyed deer, and an antelope whose neck was so long that he clearly aspired to be a giraffe. The table was set for four, and on one velvet-cushioned chair, Mr. Gwent set down the dodo; this was a habit that my father had tried to dissuade him from for some time, but to no avail. We were served mulligatawny soup, the dodo included, though he obviously found its scent unsavoury, for he did not lift his claw to his spoon. Mr. Gwent proceeded to speak, with increasing vehemence, of overcrowding on trains and the profit the train companies were making from our discomfort. He spat out little pellets of soup as he spoke: mulligatawny exclamation marks. This was very typical of Mr. Gwent, who regularly alternated between railing against the mundane injustices of the world and consoling himself with the magical and the extraordinary. He was also malignly scathing about Dickens, his literary rival, whom Father had to pretend to dislike when in truth he devoured every instalment of his novels.

		‘Tell me, then,’ my father said, attempting to redirect the train of conversation, ‘how is your latest novel progressing?’

		‘Oh!’ Mr. Gwent sipped his soup as though becoming aware of its flavour for the first time that evening. ‘Very well indeed. I am close to finishing.’

		I had seen the covers of Mr. Gwent’s novels, sporting monsters and machines; I had been told that I would be allowed to read them only when I became a man, a fact that Nanny had asserted and my father had confirmed.

		‘In what year is your latest novel set?’ Father asked, as the servants brought in the beef steak.

		‘2014,’ Gwent declared. ‘There will be all sorts of glorious inventions present in my tale. Men will have machines which will enable them to fly, for instance.’

		‘We can already fly,’ said my father, with a twinkle in his eye. ‘Why, we have the hot air balloon.’

		‘In 2014, they will invent hot air balloons that will
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