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 First Questions

Who are you?

My name is Evie Steppman.

 

Where were you born?

Children’s Hospital, Lagos.

 

When?

2 August 1946.

 

In any special circumstance?

I was late.

 

How late?

Two months.

 

Go on.

I was not ready to emerge after the allotted time. Happy in the womb, free from worldly concerns and the rules of men, I felt no impulse to move on. I possessed the foetal licence – indeed, the prerogative – to gambol. Trembles met with, ‘Do you feel him kick, dear?’ or, ‘Certainly a strong one.’ Hands, ears and lips were pressed to my mother’s stomach. ‘It’s like a factory in there,’ joked my father, ‘I can hear clattering machinery, a baby-construction works.’ I delighted in my formlessness. Half-fish, half-girl – a mermaid – I rolled as if free from gravity. I luxuriated in the confusion. Such licensed disorder.

 

[Pause.]

 

How did your belated arrival affect your life?

It killed my mother.

 

Yes?

It caused my father to lose his faith in Progress.

 

Yes?

It gave me the power of listening.

 

How so?

In the evening, when each day’s duty as District Officer was complete, my father crouched beside my mother and chattered to her swollen belly. Kneeling awkwardly on the hardwood veranda floor, his hands gripping the reclining chair upon which Mother lay, he read me Dickens and Darwin, the fairy tales of Oscar Wilde, Typhoon and Treasure Island. He recited Housman and the Lord’s Prayer. I learned how the elephant got his trunk, the principles of Indirect Rule. We entered with El-Edrisi into distant lands where fantastic races lived. We accompanied Mungo Park north towards Timbuktu and, with Sir Frederick Lugard, sojourned at Lokaja. He discoursed on zoos and craniology. He talked of masks, of goblins, turning from myth to biology to Christmas. One evening, bent over Mother’s stomach, as he attended to the names of the seven seas, in between the Indian and the Aegean, I punched him on the nose. Undeterred, he opened the Bible and recited the seven deadly sins. Then he told me of the colour-filled nights of Bruno Schulz. While I turned somersaults and figures-of-eight, Father worked through the volumes that informed his inconstant mind.

And perhaps it was the monotony of this persistent address (accompanied by the tick-tock of Father’s pocket watch, which invariably slipped from its niche to rest – an inverse stethoscope – on Mother’s belly) that bred in me the will to listen. He spoke in the most formal and stilted manner – as if I were a schoolboy – his voice loud and always earnest. Each history, novel, treatise sounded similar, and I found it hard to distinguish H. Rider Haggard from Aunt Phoene’s letters, the Great Chain of Being from the Nocturama at Edinburgh Zoo.

Week after week he persisted with this schooling. I felt the discomfort of one who is compelled to sit through a long and awkward joke. Setting out to tell a story, which may have been a fine one, Father invariably failed. The world he brought me via my mother’s stomach was vibrant, but devoid of nuance, a world in which every legend and report, every plot and character sounded alike.

How strange it was, then, to find, in the outside world contrast, division, difference. I knew that outside my mother a large territory existed. Six months into my gestation, my ears started to pick out sounds from the amorphous hum of Lagos. I recognized, for instance, the murmur of the sea. This was easy, since I grew in moon cycles. I perceived the sharp salute of gunfire and the chimes of Lagos clock, sounds I feared. Yet these scattered tones were engulfed in the coursing hum of blood, soothing to my ear, and by my father’s nightly readings. It was much later that I perfected my art of listening.

 

[Pause.]

 

You dallied in the womb because you were afraid of the outside?

I was comfy.

You were hungry for your father’s knowledge?

I never wholly understood what he was talking about. Father was pedantic but erratic. A whim might catch him and take us on an alternate inquiry. He would abandon his station beside Mother and go cycling, returning days later only to begin elsewhere. Quite simply: my father rarely finished a single lesson. Just as he was reaching the high point of his recitation, his mind failed, and he wandered from the current theme, anxious to pursue the next.

 

Did you enjoy your father’s readings?

They wearied me. He gave me lessons, and I wanted stories. But I listened. With frustration I listened. And as I did my ears began to develop. The more I heard, the greater my knowledge, and the keener my powers of listening became. My other senses had no time to refine themselves, for what can you see inside that dark chamber? The amniotic fluid – salty, viscous and vile – is the only flavour. And what to smell?

 

[Pause.]

 

Tell me about your powers of listening.

I am losing them. The sounds I once so clearly perceived are starting to merge; no longer can I distinguish, order and remember each noise. It is true, my hearing is still uncommonly acute. With effort I can pick out echoes of my childhood in Lagos: seated uncomfortably in my wicker swinging-basket, suspended above our immaculate lawn, which sloped towards the Lagoon, I hear the calls of Jankara market women, broadcasting the succulence of their goods with words I do not understand, so that amidst the commonality of staple foods – palm oil, tilapia, yams, groundnuts and spices – I fancy I hear entreaties to enter  card games, river cruises, witch-hunts. The elephant grass at the edge of our garden obscures my view of Ade, our servant-boy, but I can hear him; he is making telephones from empty cans and lengths of string. In the distance the thud of leather striking wood tells me that Riley has scored another four. I hear teacups rattling, the sound of Father playing solitaire, clocks, footsteps, the bulb-horn of a goods lorry; listening harder, I hear the sound of the driver’s forehead pressed against the windscreen, vibrating in time to the engine idling. In the harbour, below the mastheads, there is the clamour of men and derricks unloading soap, pots and pans, mail, saddles, a jukebox, an umbrella, tea, sugar, gin, boxes of cigars, rifles, tuxedos, steel, fireworks, brine, chocolate, camp-chairs and an elegant high-sprung dogcart made in Manchester. I hear the cries of merchant seamen and they commingle in my mind with older, less familiar voices; those of the first English explorers, the unfortunate men who not two hundred years ago sang the most sinister of sea shanties as they neared the Niger coast:Beware and take care of the Bight of Benin 
There’s one comes out for forty goes in,



and those of the slaving ships, their silent crewmen, and the barely audible dirge of their living cargo.

Yet there are disturbing lapses in my audition. I find for instance I cannot play my favourite childhood game. During the hot hours after lunch, with Iffe at the market, I would slip from the onion stand to the streets of Lagos. I recall the brightness. The smell of sweating bodies, drying fish and open sewers. I would close my eyes. The street-sounds, I found, were intelligible – by my eighth year I could distinguish between the  pitch of the Governor’s Austin 12 Tourer and Oba Adeniji Adele’s Mercedes – yet I detected other noises, new to my ears; noises that disturbed and delighted; noises that appeared to a maturing girl at once violent and inspired. Back home I would play out the drama of these stolen moments with my dolls. I had Red Riding Hood kiss Rupert Bear, my Victorian china doll grope with the Nigger Minstrel from America.

Still worse: I find I can no longer listen to others; as if now, in my middle years, I am turning into the vacant, fidgety child I never was. Where once I possessed the power to listen, I now squirm, empathize and feel compelled to interject. How different it was before I grew, developed like any child. I began to see, to touch, to smell and taste. But before it all I learned to listen. This, together with my gift for rapt attention, was a combination irresistible to the men and women of British Africa. The servants of Empire were a muddled bunch: second sons, bored wives, athletes, soldiers, clergy. They each had something to prove, to boast about . . . to confess. ‘Why did you come to Africa?’ – none knew precisely, but everyone had a story – ‘How I got here? Well . . .’ ‘Those pesky clerks!’ ‘I love to shoot monkeys.’

And I, Evie Steppman, heard all their stories. I am the (until now silent) repository of the dreamers of Empire.

 

Why did you put up with it?

I found in these confessions the stories that were absent from my father’s lessons.

 

[Pause. A scurrying among the rafters.]

 

It is these same stories that I am now forgetting.

 

What are you going to do?

I must write. Set down on paper. Faithfully record my past before it becomes tinnitus and is lost. But how dreary. How dim and unnatural words are! How distanced from the live thing, the unknown generous gentlemanly thing, the cutting and distorting yet strangely exact pitch of my child’s hearing, are words. There are no words that can transcribe the vibrancy of my audition.

Reluctantly I write.

 

[Pause. Silence. From which open quiet sea-sounds, dully, distantly, echoes of sea wrecks, surfpurl, tin-can music. Silence. Through which rasps a shrill whistle, a dog’s bark. Silence. And now wakings of battles, seagulls, sirens.]

 

Where are you?

Gullane, East Scotland.

 

From where, exactly, are you writing?

From the house that we – Father and I – moved to in 1961, after Nigeria became independent from British rule.

 

Tell me about this house.

It is a two-storey house on the sea-front. I have confined myself to the ground floor, although lately I have made frequent trips to the attic, which I am attempting to clear out.

 

What is there to throw away?

A machete, a Lord’s lamp, railway timetables, a matchbox containing not a single match. There is a tin marked ‘unica’, a radio, piles of audio cassettes, pocket change, keys, mirrors, a rifle, a silver pocket watch with an absent minute hand. There is a cricket bat, a phonograph with its great horn, a family  photograph album, an elephant tusk, files, tacks, pencils, cigarette ash, paperclips, rubber bands, a bronze pendant from Benin, several pairs of shoes, unanswered letters, an old purple dressing-gown. Hanging by a single hook is a map of the world, with gaps bitten from it. Books line the west-facing wall: histories, novels, treatises, a set of Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1911. Dominating the room are piles of papers, most my father’s, some my own. At one point, during his final months, my father bundled them up, ready for burning. It was also at this time he became infected with a debilitating lethargy, a sickness which seeded from his having left Lagos, but which only now came to fruition.

 

Go on.

Back in Britain Father sank deeper and impenetrably into his past. Spending more and more hours in the attic, listless with false memories of a glorious career, he receded into the incongruous corridors of history. During his top-floor retreat (he descended only to pass water, and, latterly, not at all, making use of a metal pail, which I would have to empty), he complained of scratching noises – mice. Even now, writing these words from my own place in the attic, I can follow the sound of tiny feet up beyond the ceiling, and across, left, right, to the oak-wood walls; yes, the scratching is all about me, the mice are in the attic, making homes among the discarded items.

But I tell too much.

 

Go on.

Let me tell you a story. When Sagoe was aged eight he saw a sheep hanging in a butcher’s window. Sagoe told his father about it, because he was hungry and had not eaten meat in months.

‘Go, buy me the head of the sheep!’ his father commanded.

Sagoe went to the butcher and bought the head. On the way home he ate the meat and returned with a skull.

‘What have you brought me?’ his father cried.

‘It’s a sheep’s head,’ Sagoe said.

‘Where are the eyes?’

‘The sheep was blind.’

‘And where is the tongue?’

‘The sheep was dumb.’

‘And where are the ears?’

‘The sheep was deaf.’

‘Sagoe,’ cried his father. But Sagoe had already run to the forest, leaving scorch marks on the dirt road.

 

Go on.

 

[Pause.]

 

Tell me more.

 

[Silence.]

 

You can’t stop there.

 

[Pause. Silence. A winged insect thunders against the skylight.]

 

Listen: A woman, not young, sits at her makeshift desk; ponderously, with shaking hands – it is cold – she surveys the room; her eyes first rest on the keyboard of her computer, then rise to the skylight, taking in the darkening sky. She hears the noise of the traffic; slowly, eschewing the city-sounds below, she turns from the skylight, rubbing her palms together for warmth, and begins – where to begin? – to recount her history – which is  really the history of herself and Ade and Iffe and Nikolas and Mr Rafferty and Babatundi the idiot boy and Riley’s pointer and Mr and Mrs Honeyman and Damaris and Taiwo and her own father, as well as the impossibility of a mother who died in childbirth – and what to tell? – what is true, what was once true, what has been, might have been, what is? – and how to go about it? She asks herself a question – Who are you? – and another – Where were you born? – because this is what she knows best – at the outset, in the middle, she always asked questions; and here come the words, bit by bit; bit by bit the words form upon the page.
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 Pocket Watch or My Father Meets a Stranger on a Train

A winged insect, possibly a crane fly, or a moth, thunders against the skylight. Now and then the beating stops and the creature spirals to the floor. In the renewed silence I return to my computer, ready to get started with these stories. But without warning the drumming starts up again, and I am aware of what was present all along. The attic is filled with noise: the buzz of streetlamps, the scratching of mice, fat drops of water running from the treetops and striking the roof. I hear the tick-tock of Father’s pocket watch, car tyres on the street below indistinguishable from the surging of the sea.

Inspired by the din in the attic, the sounds of my past begin to rise to a clamour. The remnants of all I have heard, once clear but now shrill and indecipherable, are screeching in my ears, as though I have walked into an aviary. Father’s lectures merge with the sustained babble of his dying days. My own history combines with legends of sailors and witches that were read out to me from books. City sounds – Lagos, Oxford, Edinburgh – are alike, so what I thought might be a childhood memory is really only a memory of last week.

How can I write amid this commotion? I have to find a way of controlling these voices no longer guided by the clock. When one’s history is not governed by past, present or future, when every sound mimics another, one must order it by another principle.

Something closed must contain my memory. I will, then, enclose these stories within the tent-shaped margins of the attic; and the little I do let out – tales, lives, cities, monsters – will come by way of the attic; for all that will live, will live in the attic. The attic serves no function but to hoard all kinds of objects – not forgotten but buried, hidden at the top of the house; objects that are each decaying in their own way; objects that are still, meaningless and silent.

 

The only object that emits a sound is Father’s pocket watch. It sits upon a pile of maps in the south-east corner of the attic. It has lain there since Father, in a fit of madness, snatched it from his breast pocket and threw it to the attic floor, only later placing it on the topmost map in the pile.

The watch has been well handled. The silver casing is tarnished black. A deep scratch on its underside, an even curve about one inch in length, obscures three words of an inscription, which reads:Could not our tempers move like this machine, 
Not ____ by passion nor delayed by spleen. 
And true to Nature’s ____ power, 
By virtuous acts distinguish every ____





Embossed on the inner casing, below the Roman numeral VI, is the signature Breguet et Fils. The watch winds at the centre of the dial. The bezels and bow are gold. Originally a pair of tiny diamonds decorated the hands of the watch, although now both the minute hand and its jewel are missing. If I have made a special point of describing the pocket watch, leaving no doubt, I hope, that the minute hand is absent; if indeed I have  gone so far as to call the whole chapter Pocket Watch, it is because I know how much I owe to it. After all, it was because of that decrepit piece of clockwork that my parents came together. Listen!

[image: 002]

There was once a stranger, formerly a watchmaker, who would become a grandfather. He had an address but was never home. He spent his days in second-class compartments, his nights in sleeper cars or station-side hotels. And yet if you looked in the registers of these hotels, the Turnberry, the Great Eastern, the Laharna, the Caledonian, the Liverpool Adelphi or the Yarborough New Holland, you would not find his name but a hundred different names.

There was once a student who would become a father. He was travelling to Balliol College, Oxford, to train for the overseas civil service. His name was Rex Steppman, he had a scar on his chin, and he carried a pocket watch in his left breast pocket.

There was once a stranger, formerly a watchmaker, now a murderer, who would become a grandfather. He had a house in Oxford, where his daughter lived, but he himself was never there. He spent his days in second-class compartments, evading the law, and in one of these compartments, on the London and North Eastern line, he met a student with a scar on his chin, who would become a father, and who carried a pocket watch in his left breast pocket.

Once there was a second-class compartment on the London and North Eastern line. It had twin banks of seats, upholstered in umber. Looking in from the corridor, through the glasspanelled door, one would see it had a window with a pomelle  frame, four lamps and marquetry depicting antelopes leaping between palm trees. Beneath the window was a radiator which filled the compartment with an infernal heat. On one particular day, an October morning in 1938, there was a single passenger in the compartment. It was the student. As the 10 o’clock to London Kings Cross heaved itself out of Edinburgh Waverley, he was reading an article entitled ‘An Elephant’s Sagacity’ – the animal had been proceeding along a narrow road in the Punjab, towards a water pump, when she found her way blocked by an unconscious child. Seeing cars approaching, she swept the child up in her trunk, stepped to the roadside as the cavalcade passed, then gently laid the child on the verge and resumed her journey to the pump.

Suddenly, there was a commotion in the corridor. A squat man, dressed in a black suit, brogues, sable tie, with a Bombay Bowler pressed low over his brow, hurried through the corridor, banging his suitcases against the side of the carriage.

‘I’m terribly sorry for the inconvenience!’ the stranger said in an exaggerated English accent. He shouldered open the door and surveyed the compartment.

‘May I . . .?’ he said. ‘You don’t mind if . . .?’ Without waiting for an answer he entered the compartment. The stranger had a round face, crow eyes and a thin-waxed moustache that seemed to point to ten-past-ten.

The train rolled slowly through the outskirts of the city. Restalrig ambled by, then the green hump of Duddingston Mains. The track curved left, and Leith Strand came into view, with the Firth of Forth beyond. The sky was vast and cloudless and the sunlight came and went.

‘Let me introduce myself,’ the stranger said, holding out his hand. ‘My name is Julien Le Roy.’

‘Rex Steppman,’ said the student, shaking hands without standing up.

‘A pleasure.’ The stranger glanced suspiciously around the carriage then brought his lips to Rex’s ear. ‘What are you reading?’

‘The newspaper.’

‘. . . which is the very reason I intend to sit beside you! One ought to read the paper on the train. At least this is preferable to taking a window seat, since there’s always the danger of looking at the scenery.’

The student said nothing.

‘Don’t you think?’

The train was gathering speed. Gardens and allotments rushed by, rubbish dumps, radio masts, and, at Joppa, a cluster of houses whose windows threw back a blistering, fragmented reflection of the sun. The line of buildings soon dispersed, and there were green fields and, beyond, the North Sea, broken here and there by tiny white crests.

The student removed his jacket and placed it across his legs. He twisted himself towards the window, hunched his shoulders and buried his head in the newspaper – now the elephant was performing pirouettes, creating a rumpus among crowds of British Indians; now she was fountaining water from her trunk; now producing ice-creams, as if from nowhere, and passing them to small children in the crowd –

The train followed the contours of the cliff top; the sea, indistinguishable from the horizon, was quivering, as if a thousand fish were turning on the surface. Blades of sunlight streamed mercilessly through the window – refracted, splintered – and crept towards the travellers. The stranger began to sing.

My heart is warm with the friends I make, 
And better friends I’ll not be knowing, 
Yet there isn’t a train I wouldn’t take 
No matter where it’s going.



‘A pretty tune, don’t you think?’ he said. ‘But where was I . . . ah . . . one should never stare out of the window because the scenery – right at this moment there is a copse – don’t look! – about a mile’s worth passing by. It can make one’s head spin.’

‘But – ’

‘Better stick to your Scotsman.’

‘That’s what I am trying to do! But you are distracting me. Please, leave me in peace.’

‘No need to raise your voice. I haven’t introduced myself properly. My name is Sylvain Mairet – ’

‘That is the second name I have heard you use! First you introduced yourself as Julien Le Roy and now you say your name is Mairet.’

‘I have more than one hundred names,’ the stranger said. ‘And what about you? I see you’re studying at Oxford. Balliol – I’d recognize that crest anywhere.’

The student was taken aback.

‘What are you studying?’

‘I’m training for the civil service – overseas,’ he said after a short time.

‘And that is why you keep a pocket watch in your left breast pocket.’

The student placed his hand over the bulge in his jacket, then took the pocket watch out.

‘Where did you get it?’ asked the stranger.

‘From my parents. On my twenty-first.’

‘It’s a pretty one.’ The stranger took the watch and turned it  in his hands. ‘You are in company with one of the most illustrious travellers. Phileas Fogg made his journey keeping time with a Breguet.’

‘Breguet?’

‘Abraham-Louis. What was it that French fellow said? Breguet makes a watch that never goes wrong for twenty years, and yet this wretched machine, the body we live with, goes wrong and brings aches and pains at least once a week.’ The stranger broke off the conversation and turned towards the window. A shadow fell over his face, as if the train had entered a tunnel. He gave the impression that he wanted to be alone. He stretched his arms out towards the ceiling in a curious way.

‘Where are we?’ he asked.

The sun had not yet reached its zenith when the 10 o’clock to Kings Cross approached Berwick. It was quiet in the compartment. But as the train curved past the town and over the Royal Border Bridge, with its high arches of black and earth-coloured brick, a soft whimpering could be heard. Berwick receded out of sight, and the train resumed its passage through the countryside. Sun-bleached fields stretched as far as the horizon.

When the stranger spoke again the shadow had lifted from his face.

‘Let me tell you about Breguet. He was the greatest of all the eighteenth-century watchmakers! He cut a striking figure – tall, round face, scar under his left eye, bald as an egg-timer. From the age of fifteen Breguet studied with the famous watchmakers Berthoud and Lépine. But perhaps you know this already? No? I’ll go on.

‘By the time the French Revolution had begun, he had made his name with a number of important horological advances. He’d also joined the Jacobins. Following the beheading of Louis XVI, he was forced to escape from France. When he  returned in 1795, he found that the Revolutionaries had started time all over again . . .’

‘That’s impossible,’ interrupted the student.

‘Not at all. The Revolutionaries threw out the Gregorian system and replaced it with the calendrier républicain. They proclaimed 1792 as year one of the new calendar. Weeks were ten days long, with three weeks per month. Days were divided into ten hours, each of a hundred minutes, and every minute contained a hundred seconds.’

‘Time,’ interrupted the student, pompously, ‘is one straight line extending without end.’

‘Don’t believe that blockhead Locke. Where was I? . . . ah . . . the Revolution. French watchmakers produced clocks with ten hours. Not Breguet. He continued to make clocks according to the Gregorian system, which was re-established in 1806. He went on to invent the first carriage clock, the montre à tacte, which made it possible to tell the time by touch, the tourbillon regulator, and the finest military pedometers. Although he continued to labour into his antique years, Breguet lost the power of hearing. But he was never morose, which is the usual result of this malady.

‘Your pocket watch is in good condition,’ the stranger said, scrutinizing its face, ‘although the minute hand is slightly rusty.’

The stranger took out a hip-flask and offered it to the student, who refused.

‘I’m deviating. I realize I haven’t answered your questions. When I entered the compartment I immediately noticed you were studying at Oxford. I knew I would have to speak to you about an important matter. You see, I have something for you . . . I have something that I wish for you to pass on. The person who should receive this article lives in Oxford. What is it? A letter!’

The train was belching clouds of black smoke. The wheels chattered unceasingly against the track. The stranger produced a packet of cigarettes, and the student accepted one.

‘Before I entrust you with this letter, I ought to tell you about the situation in which I find myself. I’ve told no one before. I’ve had no reason to until now. But I need your help. You must promise on your honour that you won’t tell a soul what I am about to say.’ The stranger gave the student a searching look.

‘That depends upon what you tell me. I can’t promise when I know nothing about you.’

‘I give my word,’ said the stranger. ‘Nothing of what I say will cause you harm or adversely affect you in any way.’ The student hesitated. He took quick puffs from his cigarette. The train charged through a wooded incline, and light and shade fell on his face. The student folded his newspaper and placed it by his feet. And then the train emerged from the copse and sunlight bleached the compartment. The stranger offered the student another cigarette.

‘I promise,’ the student said, taking it and putting it between his lips.

The stranger opened a suitcase, from which he produced a folder in a dark grey binding. He pushed it towards the student. Inside were more than a dozen passports, issued in several countries. Each was marked with a different name: Thomas Mudge, George Graham, Joseph Winnerl, Taqî ad-Dîn, Julien Le Roy, Edward Prior, Ulysse Nardin and several more. The student, his head tilted in curiosity, looked at the stranger, who went on blowing smoke from his mouth for a while.

‘As you have guessed, I’m trying to mask my true identity. I’m wanted for murder. The charge is false, of course. Nevertheless, should the law catch up with me, it is the hangman’s noose, or the madhouse, I’m told. But they never will. Once  the warrant for my arrest had been issued, you see, I decided to flee. Not only is this the surest way to evade capture – the police really are a dull bunch! – but if I were to go into hiding, cooped up in some attic or basement under the stair, I’d become wolf-mad. So, I decided that I would remain constantly on the move, under a hundred different guises, taking one train after another – the Orient Express, the Trans-Siberian railway, the Flying Scotsman, the Indian-Pacific. Oh, how I love to travel on the Iron Horse!’ The stranger, beating out a rhythm on the seat, broke into song.

Faster than fairies, faster than witches, 
Bridges and houses, hedges and ditches; 
And charging along like troops in a battle, 
All through the meadows the houses and cattle.



‘By train I can run much faster than a fox or a hare and beat a carrier pigeon for a hundred miles. I feel as if the mountains and forests of all countries are advancing on me in the compartment. Even now, I can smell the German linden trees; the South Sea’s breakers are rolling against my door!’

The stranger inched forward and gripped the edge of his seat.

‘Travelling by train enables me to fend off the two great fears of my life – loneliness and crowds. I want either companionship or solitude. The train solves this problem because it permits one privacy, if one desires, or the company of strangers. The intimacy of travelling in a compartment allows me to strike up a conversation. Alternatively, when a mood of melancholy draws me in, I can retreat into the echoes of the train, which are very distinct, and whilst traversing the corridors one seems distant from all communication with the world.

‘Consequently, I have disguises to suit these opposing moods. Today, for example, I have chosen to be an English gentleman. This is because I’m in a talkative mood. Other times I might put on a pinstripe and a Homburg and become an American industrialist burying his head in his papers. In the first suitcase, the round one, I pack my clothes, together with various travelling papers. The second holds a range of timing devices. The third holds my accessories – jewellery, moustaches, toupees, wigs, kohls, spectacles of all kinds, false eyelashes, padding, tweezers and so forth. Oh, the battles I have with railway porters to keep the luggage by my side. English and Indian officials cause the biggest fuss, you know.

‘Enough! Let us go to the dining car. I’d be honoured if you would be my guest for lunch. I will tell you what I know about the events leading up to my being charged with murder. Nothing but the truth. And in what can one believe if not the truth?’

 

There was once a stranger, formerly a watchmaker, now a murderer, who would become a grandfather. He met a student with a scar on his chin, who would become a father. The stranger carried a letter, which he asked the student to deliver. First they went to the dining car. As they ate the stranger told his story.

‘Ever since Julia fell sick I have been in a state of grief and agitation. But, you understand, I had my work to distract me. At the time of Julia’s death I had almost solved the most pressing problem of my life. Julia had a weak heart. No, I should say, the most extraordinarily fragile heart and I knew she was not long for this world. Of course, I hoped she would survive . . . And as I hoped, I realized that the fact that she and I had met;  no, the happy fate of our meeting and marrying, was a sign that I could help to prolong her life. You see, I am, or, I ought to admit, was a watchmaker. Not only this, I also made automata – you know, those miniature dolls that look so lifelike and even move like humans, their hearts made of boxed clockwork. I was quite famous. Tsars and princes were commissioning my work. Perhaps you have read about the little Mozart whom I made for Sophia von Hohenberg, the Austrian princess. I sat him at a miniature Hammerklavier and he played the finale from the 1777 sonata in C major, and he played as well as the Austrian himself. But it was not just little people I made. My most lucrative venture was musical clocks. I managed to compress air through pipes in such a way as to produce devices that perfectly imitated the song of certain birds – the golden plover, the shearwater, the bluethroat, the nightingale, the curlew and countless others. It was this which gave me the idea to try to preserve Julia’s failing heart. She had the heart of a bird; I can hear it now, quivering, flute-like, below her breast. I thought, if I can reproduce the song of the curlew, I might be able to reproduce a human heart in clockwork. I had tried everything else. I had read everything concerning the nature of time. I conducted research into the arcane science of anamnesis. If, as I believed, it were possible to stall time, that is divide it into such small portions that it were impossible to measure the present second – for this is the logical upshot of the watchmaker’s art – then time just might stand still, and Julia would not be ravaged by its decaying effects. I can’t tell you the trials I put poor Julia through, all in her best interest you understand, although she didn’t see it that way at the time. There were instances – I a dmit – when I had to use force, against my conjugal duty, in order to realize these experiments. Oh how she would beg me to let her depart in peace. But I couldn’t see my  beloved leave me without feeling I had done everything in my power to try to prevent it. So when these experiments into the practical application of theories of time had run their course, failed that is, I turned to the aforementioned idea. I now attempted to build Julia a clockwork heart.’

As he spoke the stranger looked intently at the student. He had become increasingly agitated, taking quick sips of his wine, and glancing around the dining car. The student appeared at once horrified and intrigued. Both had neglected the food, and the dining attendants, in their umber-coloured livery, curved past the tables, unfazed by the motion of the train, clearing the plates, cutlery and glasses and producing the next course. Speaking hurriedly, the stranger continued his tale.

‘If one reads the Encyclopaedia Britannica, it will tell you that the word watch derives from the old English wœcce, which suggests a keeping guard or watching. The word, by derivation, means “that which keeps wakeful observation over everything”. This notion became my starting point – for the heart must remain ever watchful over the body. I focused my attention upon creating a mechanism that would connect in subtle ways to Julia’s arteries. By means of research and through a series of terrible experiments I mapped the exact passage of the blood as it flows through the body. The human heart possesses two chambers – ventricles – which propel blood to the organs. I, in turn, made twin pumps, each with a disk-shaped mechanism. The action of my clockwork heart was similar to that of the human heart. There was, however, one difference – the heart is living muscle, while clockwork is nothing more than a series of mechanical components. Julia’s new heart needed some internal source of life. Naturally, I couldn’t see her wound up every so often like a regular clock. I had to find a way to keep her independently ticking, so to speak. It was then I came  upon a magnificent invention. In 1780, Breguet invented the first self-winding watch. He called it the perpétuelle. Using two barrels, a carefully balanced weight reacting to the slightest movement and an additional train wheel to provide a goingperiod of sixty hours, he produced a watch that could be used by someone leading a relatively inactive life. The perpétuelle was capable of running for eight years without being overhauled or going slow. With this technology I felt able to build Julia’s clockwork heart.

‘I won’t go into details about the operation to fit the device. Rest assured, it was a messy business. When I’d completed the fitting, having set the clockwork in motion, I rebuilt Julia’s ribcage and stitched her skin. I waited for her to wake from her opium-induced stupor. But she never woke. Inside her otherwise lifeless chest I could hear the clockwork, ticking just as I had hoped. The heart appeared to be functioning perfectly – it even produced tiny tremors on her breast – and yet her chest failed to rise and fall, and I did not feel her breath when I wet my palm and pressed it to her lips.

‘And now, through no more than husbandly devotion, I find myself wanted for murder! If uxoriousness is a crime, let me be damned!’

The stranger slumped in his seat. His limbs and shoulders dropped, and his whole body trembled. The student bent his head. He unwound his tie and placed it across his legs. He picked at the inside seam.

With a series of drawn-out whistles the train sped through York station, the platform filled with people standing to attention. The engine roared; black smoke gushed from the funnel and plumed past the window. Inside, diners, having finished their luncheon, began to smoke. The student indicated that he himself wanted a cigarette, but the stranger was oblivious. The  student wiped the palms of his hands against his trouser leg and helped himself to the packet.

‘I must get off this train,’ the stranger said. ‘But first,’ he said, rising from his seat, ‘I will give you the letter.’ He produced a crumpled but otherwise perfectly ordinary-looking envelope.

‘Promise me you’ll see it to its destination.’

‘I promise,’ said the student.

‘I must get off the train! Should anyone ask, we never met.’

The student was alone in the dining car, clutching the letter. It was surprisingly heavy. He smoothed the wrinkles then scanned the address: Evelyn Rafferty, 16 Ingolstadt Place, Oxford. There was the first surprise – a woman! In his mind the addressee had assumed a theatre of forms – madman, accomplice, alibi, or target for the stranger’s murderous imagination – but not a woman. He read the name again: Evelyn. Evie. Eve. (My name, of course, and my mother’s too. But I was not named after her; I acquired my name by accident.) The student turned the letter – how gently the stranger had held it! – and lifted it to the window. He saw lines like tightly scrabbling ants beneath the envelope. He held it up to the sun. And those words, which he could not make out, stirred a desire in him.

Why did the student decide to deliver the letter? Why, when the stranger was unreliable, and his story improbable, was he prepared to embroil himself in an unknown fate? Perhaps because he had made a promise; perhaps for the sense of adventure it foretold; or maybe it was the stranger’s own guarantee – ‘Nothing of what I say will cause you harm or adversely affect you in any way.’ In my opinion, there is a more immediate explanation. The student was simply curious.




End of sample
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