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Cambridge, Wednesday, March 11th, 1896


We were sitting in the front room, Arthur and I. I had not told him about the telegram. I rather thought that nothing might come of it, and in that case there wouldn’t have been any point. But when I perceived, through the window, a little group of gentlemen coming up the path, I felt it might have been better to have mentioned it before.


Arthur was reading the newspaper, and I was peacefully engaged in mending a tiny torn sleeve, while Cedric tried to climb upon my knees and Cecily dug through my work basket and flung out all the spools. We had come in but shortly before from our outing; the late afternoon sun was still gleaming through the crisp cold air, and the children’s cheeks were still flushed from their exertions of toddling, usually in opposite directions, and what with tumbling down rather frequently and trying to climb up on anything pointy or lumpy, we came home with a fair crop of scrapes, tears and dirty spots.


The cheerfully crackling fire was most welcome, and I had just put on the kettle and taken up my mending, when a shadow darkened the window and the three gentlemen came up and stood hesitating outside. Arthur glanced up at my gesture of surprise, and saw them also. I hastily rescued the telegram from my work basket, where Cecily had only just discovered it, and handed it to him wordlessly.




DEAR VANESSA SOME FRIENDS OF MINE WILL POSSIBLY VISIT YOU SHORTLY ASKING FOR HELP PLEASE DO HELP THEM IF AT ALL POSSIBLE VERY URGENT PLEASE THANK YOU THANK YOU STOP EMILY





‘I see,’ said Arthur with a very faint smile, looking from the telegram to the window to me.


I rose from my place, put down my sewing (or rather, put it up, in a place high enough for little hands not to pull it down and prick themselves on the needle), and arrived at the front door just as the bell rang, Cecily and Cedric frothing about my skirts in an effervescent mixture of shyness and curiosity. Three grave, somewhat embarrassed scholarly faces looked into mine and there was a short silence.


‘How do you do?’ I said politely.


‘Very well,’ said one of the gentlemen, a little shortly, I thought. ‘We would like to speak with Mrs Weatherburn, if you please.’


‘Oh! She is me, I mean I am she,’ I said, realising he must have taken me for a housekeeper. ‘Please do come in, of course.’ And I stood away from the door, shooing the twins a little distance off so that they should not be trodden upon. Cecily took one look at the gentleman who entered first and burst into tears, while her brother, apparently deciding that the visit had already lasted sufficiently long, directed the word ‘Bye-bye’ to the newcomer in a firm, ringing tone, while waving his little hand in an unmistakable gesture of dismissal. The gentleman glanced at my upset work box, the scattered mess upon the floor and the weeping tot with frank dismay. I was just about to take some drastic measures, when the door from the kitchen opened, and Sarah entered, back early from her half-day out.


All three gentlemen brightened up considerably. How something so diminutive, so fresh, and so pretty can also be so efficient and so energetic, always delightful, always cheerful in spite of the endless round of cooking, cleaning and taking care of the children, is quite beyond me. And what is more, she does it all on vegetables alone! Sarah neither eats nor prepares meat, but at least she allows the mistress of the house to fiddle about in the kitchen (so many cooks do not) so that I can easily put on a roast or some chops to accompany her lovely spinach soufflés or rice-stuffed tomatoes. That such a thing should have found its way into my household is a blessing; surely it must have been a stroke of Divine Aid.


In less than no time, Cecily was gathered up and consoled, her tears dried, and the spools and cottons swept out of sight, while Cedric was momentarily controlled with a small cake. I pulled forward chairs for the visitors and tried to pretend that noise, chaos and disorder were phenomena perfectly unknown to me.


‘I’ll take them up to the nursery,’ said Sarah, sweeping Cecily under one arm and trundling her away in great contentment, followed by Cedric snugly wedged in his father’s left arm. I sighed with relief and turned my full attention to my visitors. Three pairs of eyes were fixed upon me with doubtful expressions. I breathed again.


‘There,’ I said firmly, in the hopes of dispelling possible poor impressions. ‘Now I do hope you will tell me how I can be of help to you.’


There was some shuffling and looking at each other, and the most senior of the three gentlemen began to speak.


‘Let us introduce ourselves,’ he said gravely. ‘I am Professor Hudson and this is Professor Taylor, of King’s College in London. This young man is Mr Sachs, a student of mathematics. We have had a – a difficulty, a problem, at our university; you may have heard something of it. It is the kind of problem which …’ and his face took on a more doubtful expression than ever, ‘which apparently you have had some success in solving before, or so we have heard.’


‘From Emily Burke-Jones,’ timidly interjected the youthful Mr Sachs. ‘She’s a good friend of mine.’


It began to dawn on me that the problem about to be set before me might be more important than I had bargained for. Certainly, Emily is aware of the half-dozen or so little investigations I have undertaken since my marriage left me without any professional occupation, in most of which I succeeded in unearthing the truth by what always appeared to me to be a fortunate mixture of good luck and coincidence. Considering the lengthy miens in front of me, I felt sure that she must have exaggerated my accomplishments to the point at which they had expected to encounter someone quite different from myself. But I felt curious. No, it was more than curiosity. Clearly something very serious had happened, and I felt an urgent desire to know more about it.


‘Please tell me about the problem,’ I said quietly.


There was some hemming and hawing and looking at each other. Then Professor Hudson cleared his throat.


‘The problem concerns the death of a colleague of ours, a professor at King’s,’ he said. ‘Ahem, it appears to be undoubtedly a case of murder.’


‘Murder!’ said Arthur, returning to the room exactly in time to catch this particular word. In spite of his best efforts to hide it, I cannot help being aware that Arthur suffers from a feeling of visceral horror and repulsion in respect of my work as a detective. Yet he has long since given up trying to dissuade me from it, and indeed I can count on his doing his utmost to help me if he can.


I did not speak, but the word murder awakened an echo of violence and terror inside me, which certainly mirrored his. This immediate reaction was, however, instantly overcome by an impulse to interfere quite as powerful as any I might have felt had I observed someone being murdered in front of my very eyes.


‘Ah, Weatherburn,’ said Professor Hudson with an air of relief at this sight of a familiar face, shaking Arthur’s hand cordially. ‘How do you do? Good work that last article of yours. Yes, yes indeed. You’ve heard about our problem down at King’s, I suppose? No? Well, it isn’t in the mathematics department. It’s a strange thing.’ The pleasant light went out of his eyes and a wrinkle appeared on his forehead as he recalled himself to his task of information.


‘The circumstances of the murder are most mysterious; one might even call them paradoxical. And the police appear to be making no headway. The whole situation has created innumerable difficulties at the college; the atmosphere is heavy, students are withdrawing, trustees are making remarks. The case is in imminent danger of being drawn to the notice of the Queen, in which case I fear that the college may come in for serious sanctions.’ He coughed again, uncomfortably, and threw a glance into a corner where, my eyes following his, I perceived Cecily’s favourite rag doll lying with her legs tossed unconcernedly over her head.


‘Professor Taylor, here,’ he continued, ‘is the head of the history department and as such was one of the closest colleagues of Professor Gerard Ralston, the murdered man. The history department is of course the one most affected. My student Mr Sachs, however, was one of the three who discovered the body. Because he has been questioned by police and is directly concerned in the case, we decided to approach Professor Taylor about the possibility of consulting a private detective, someone who would be entirely discreet and devote his energy uniquely to the case in hand in the hopes of arriving at a satisfactory and rapid solution.’ He coughed once again. ‘As it happens, we were not acquainted with any such person, but Mr Sachs, as he said, had heard about your achievements in this line, Mrs Weatherburn, from a friend of his.’


‘People often have recourse to the famous detective of Baker Street in cases as important as this one, do they not?’ I murmured, perceiving his discomfort with, as I supposed, my dissimilarity to his preconceived idea of a successful detective.


‘Holmes?’ Professor Taylor spoke up, an expression of disgust on his face. ‘The publicity, the publicity! I have no doubts of his capacities, and surely he is discretion itself during a case, but when all is over – why, his associate publishes detailed descriptions of all the most interesting cases in the Strand Magazine! Which, by the by, explains his immense renown at least as much as his successes do. No, no, we cannot consider such a thing. Much better to remain closer to home. My being acquainted with your husband keeps it all in the family, as it were.’


‘I see,’ I said thoughtfully. Certainly, I am neither experienced nor famous nor brilliant, and yet, there was a period, after I married and stopped teaching, where if some interesting problems had not come my way, I should have fallen into gloom out of sheer boredom – indeed, there is quite simply a part of my brain which is not fulfilled by the plain enjoyment of domestic pleasures and yearns to touch the rougher spots of life’s texture. And I have, after all, been able to untangle several rather complex situations. Still, most of those were not murders, but rather, less drastic if equally mysterious disappearances and robberies. I cannot feel certain of success when undertaking a case; yet there is no room for error in a situation like this, where lives may hang in the balance.


‘Before deciding anything at all,’ I said, firmly putting these considerations away for later, ‘I would be grateful to have as many details of the case as you can give me.’


‘Certainly,’ answered Professor Hudson. ‘I will give you the circumstances as precisely as I know them, and you will see at once that it all appears to be quite inexplicable. To begin with, you must know that Professor Ralston, a professor of history, worked so extensively with texts that he had collected a considerable library of his own, consisting of thousands of historical volumes. Upon an agreement with the college dating back several years, he donated the whole of his library to the college on certain conditions; the new library was to be situated on the ground floor of a building belonging to the college, which had been used hitherto for the lodging of lecturers. This building lies a few hundred yards down the Victoria Embankment from the main building of King’s College, in a strip of grounds giving onto Adelphi Street, with a back gate to these grounds on John Street. Professor Ralston was lodged on the upper floor of the house, with a study on the ground floor giving directly onto the library. In this way, he was able to continue to treat the library as his own, while the whole of the body of students and professors was also able to take advantage of it during the day; Professor Ralston continued to add to the library as fast as he acquired new tomes, and the college added to it from its own funds as well.


‘The interior of the house was altered according to these arrangements. The front door now leads directly into the library, which occupies the whole ground floor of the building as a single vast space, except for the one room, which was preserved as Professor Ralston’s study. Shelves of books line the walls of the room from floor to ceiling all the way around, and there are a few desks and lamps in the centre for readers. The stairs to the upper part of the house where Professor Ralston resided lead up from inside his study. The house itself is situated in the middle of a grassy quadrangle, which is some thirty yards wide, with buildings on either side of it. The length of the quadrangle stretching between the two parallel streets is longer, probably about eighty yards. It is entirely surrounded by a tall wrought-iron grille and one can enter only by the two gates. A path leads from the front gate directly up to the house, a distance of about thirty yards. This path then skirts the house to either side, and continues straight on to the back gate. The back gate is locked at five o’clock each evening, by a caretaker of the college on his rounds, whereas the front gate remains open in general unless Professor Ralston is away.’


Taking up a paper, the professor made a quick sketch of the grounds, the buildings and the adjacent streets, which I reproduce here.
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‘Now,’ he continued, ‘although the official library hours were from nine to five o’clock, Professor Ralston was not strict about this rule, and had no particular objection to people remaining in the library for a little while after five o’clock; generally, he did not bother to lock the front door of the house until he went upstairs to get ready for the evening meal at seven. Knowing this, two students from his department, Matthew Mason and Edward Chapman, needing to consult some texts, headed to the library after their last class of the day: we are talking about the 6th of March, the Friday of the murder. It was already nearing five o’clock; indeed, the students arrived at the back gate at five o’clock precisely, exactly at the same time as the caretaker, who walked with them for the last part of the distance and allowed them to enter before locking the gate behind them.


‘The two young men walked down the back path and had just turned left along the house to go around to the front, so that they were passing under the window of Professor Ralston’s study, when they heard a tremendous noise of shouting and crashing of furniture coming from within. They stopped for what they describe as a few moments, listening and hesitating, and then they heard the sound of a shot followed by total silence. Immediately and together, the two students dashed around to the front of the house and rushed into the front door, which was closed but unlocked.


‘As they came around the corner of the front of the house, they caught sight of this young man here, Mr Sachs, who was walking up the front path towards the door and had heard nothing of the commotion within. Mr Sachs, perhaps it would be better if you would recount to Mrs Weatherburn what happened next.’


Professor Hudson folded his wrinkled hands and sat back with a small sigh of relief. Mr Sachs looked shy, but quickly began to speak.


‘I was coming up the path to the house to use the library,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t be able to tell the time exactly, but they tell me it was just on five o’clock and that seems about right. I was too far to hear any sounds of a struggle, and as for the shot, I don’t think I heard it, but there was plenty of noise behind me, what with people and carriages passing in the street. At any rate, I walked up the path towards the house, and when I was about halfway there, about fifteen yards off I should say, I saw Mason and Chapman come tearing around the side of the house. They saw me as well, and shouted something like “There’s a fight going on in there!” and then they ran inside together. I rushed up after them and followed them in. One of them was already inside the professor’s study, and the other was in the doorway of it. The one inside, I think it was Mason, was bent over the professor’s body, feeling his pulse. He said, “I think he’s dead.” The other fellow reacted very quickly. He glanced around the library, then ran back to the main door and looked outside. No one was in sight. He ran around the house to the left and, understanding that he was looking for the murderer, I ran out with him and went round it to the right, but we saw each other coming around the back; there was nobody in the quadrangle at all. I swear it was absolutely empty; it’s only grass, there isn’t a corner where anyone could hide. Then they asked me if I had seen anybody going out as I came in. Now, this is the funny thing.’ He hesitated, glanced up at me quickly, and continued. ‘I had seen someone going out as I came in, and it was a very odd sort of person to see in a place like that. I don’t know if you know the kind of person I mean, but it was an elderly gentleman of the Orthodox Jewish persuasion, dressed in traditional garb, with a long black overcoat that hung open, a black jacket beneath it from under which hung the fringes of his prayer shawl, and a large wheel-shaped fur hat on his head.’


‘Ah,’ I said.


‘Well, at first the police were all for tracking this person down,’ continued Mr Sachs. ‘In fact, they soon found that he was seen by other people as he approached the library grounds along Adelphi Street at about four-thirty, and then as he left it just on five o’clock. He was seen taking an omnibus in the direction of the East End. The police have been searching for him, but it’s like looking for a needle in a haystack; if you’re not from there, no one will talk to you, and most of them hardly speak English anyway. At any rate, after trying to reconstruct the crime, it turned out that it didn’t seem possible for him to have been the murderer.’


‘Why not?’ I said, surprised.


‘Because I crossed him just as I was entering the gate from the street. The timing is wrong. As soon as they heard the shot, Mason and Chapman ran around to the front of the house. The house is a square about twenty yards long on each side, and they had only to run halfway around, so they can’t have taken more than nine or ten seconds to reach the front door. When I saw them coming around, I must have been about halfway to the house, which means a distance of fifteen yards or so from the street. I had walked those fifteen yards at a normal pace, say in eight or ten seconds, and I’d seen the man leaving as I came in. What that means is that I saw him going out the gate to the street at virtually the same moment that the others heard the shot. He’d have had to get there in no time at all, after the shot – not even a champion sprinter could do it! Besides, when I saw him, he was just walking normally out of the gate, not running. I didn’t notice him being out of breath or anything like that, either. The police have gone over it again and again with me, but it just never seems to add up.’


‘Couldn’t the other two gentlemen have run around the house more slowly than they thought?’ I asked.


‘The police had them do it again as they thought they had done it, and timed them. Nine or ten seconds.’


‘Well, then there must have been someone else in the library,’ I said.


‘We did think that someone might still have been in the library when we all dashed in, but he could not have done otherwise than be plainly visible. There is no place to hide in that large room. Still, even supposing that he managed it, and then slipped out during the moment we were all looking into Professor Ralston’s study, it would take him ten seconds or more to run out of the room and down the path to the main gate. But I’m sure much less than ten seconds went by before Chapman ran out the front door to look around. You see, Mason and Chapman were a few seconds ahead of me going into the front door, so they got into the study before I did, and Mason was saying that Professor Ralston was dead just as I put my head in at the door. And I certainly saw no one. But Chapman ran outside as soon as he heard Mason’s words, and I followed him immediately. There was no one there, absolutely not a soul. On top of this, the police have managed to locate a handful of people who were outside in Adelphi Street around that time, and although more than one observed the old Jew and saw me entering as well, nobody observed anyone else coming out of the gate.’ He stopped, bewildered, and looked at me expectantly.


‘Perhaps the murderer rushed up the stairs leading to Professor Ralston’s private quarters,’ I suggested.


‘The police thought of that,’ intervened Professor Taylor, opening his mouth only for the second time. He was a tall, rather dry man of reserved appearance, who seemed reluctant to take part in the conversation even as he spoke. However, as he knew the deceased professor much better than the other two, he was clearly aware of many relevant facts. ‘The door to the stairs was locked and the key was in the professor’s pocket.’


‘Why would he lock the door to his rooms while he was sitting in his study?’ I said. ‘Doesn’t that seem a little strange? Surely he went in and out?’


‘He did, but he had the habit of locking that door always. For he also left his study frequently to go to look up books in the library, or even to have an informal chat outside with a colleague, and he disliked the idea that someone could slip in and go upstairs during those times. So he had it fitted with a lock that locked itself automatically whenever he came out and shut the door, and if he wanted to go back upstairs, he would just unlock it.’


‘Is it possible that there was another key to the door? People usually have a spare.’


‘He had exactly one spare; his housekeeper knew that. She told us he kept it in his bedside-table drawer, and it was there.’


‘Was the housekeeper in the rooms upstairs?’


‘No, she leaves every day at three. There was no one at all in the flat.’


I remained silent for a moment, reflecting on the peculiar arrangement of the facts.


‘Was any weapon found?’ I asked.


‘Yes, indeed, the gun was on the floor. Professor Ralston was lying on the floor behind his desk, which had been pushed over. The chair opposite had also fallen, and the desk was partly propped up on the chair. Books and papers had slipped off the falling desk, and one or two things, a chair for instance, had been thrown violently across the room.’


‘And where was the gun?’


‘It was lying on the floor near the door of the study. We presume the murderer dropped it as he fled.’


‘The police believe that he was shot from the doorway?’


‘Ah no, he was shot at point-blank range. The police believe the murderer fled instantly, dropping or tossing the gun.’


‘And have they tried to trace the gun?’


‘The gun belonged to Professor Ralston, and was habitually kept in his desk drawer.’


‘Oh! It was his gun? Why did he have a gun in his study?’


There was an embarrassed silence, during which everybody looked at somebody else. Both mathematicians ended up looking at Professor Taylor with silent firmness, so he resigned himself to speaking once again.


‘Professor Ralston was a very special kind of person,’ he said, choosing his words carefully. ‘He had … let us say that through his researches, he had made a certain number of enemies, and was aware of it. I always found him a very suspicious and perhaps even rather paranoiac individual, although given what happened his fears appear to have been justified. In any case, he cared very much about his library being freely accessible to researchers, but at the same time, this put him in a rather risky position with respect to anyone who might wish to harm him. That is why he purchased a pistol and in fact learnt to use it and kept it by him at all times.’


‘So he may have had the pistol out, and it must have been snatched from him during the struggle,’ I visualised.


‘That is what we assume must have happened. But it seems impossible to understand what occurred next.’


‘Were there fingerprints on the gun?’


‘There were smudged traces of Ralston’s own fingerprints, which is normal enough, but according to police, they were much smeared over as though the gun had been somehow loosely wiped.’


‘Did anything interesting come up at the inquest?’


‘Nothing we have not already told you, I believe. Naturally, they brought in a verdict of murder by person or persons unknown.’


We sat silently for some moments, each engaged in trying to form some picture of the violent events he was describing. It was strange indeed, that the obvious and straightforward explanation seemed excluded merely by a bother over a few seconds. No other solution appeared possible, so there simply must be some way to arrange the timing in order to understand how the old man could have shot the professor and so quickly arrived at the gate. Unless it were not he, but a different person, who had managed to hide himself somewhere in the room (under the overturned desk, perhaps?) and darted out later. Perhaps the most urgent aspect was to try to discover the motive for the crime, and form some idea of who could have borne a personal grudge against the man.


‘The case sounds most interesting,’ I began. ‘I really think one must concentrate on the question of motive. Is it possible for you to give me a thumbnail sketch of Professor Ralston’s circle of family and friends?’


‘It is only too easy,’ said Professor Taylor with dry displeasure. ‘He was a single and very lonely man, with an acrid and vinegary nature. He lived entirely alone, with a housekeeper who came in by the day, but who had already left the building and is known to have been at home at the time of the murder. His father is a well-known historian, but in an area quite remote from that of his son; he studies the royal history of France and Poland at the time of Catherine de Medici. Their joint history, you know; her son Henri was chosen King of Poland before becoming Henri III of France. The professor travels to the Continent quite often; indeed, he was away on a journey at the time of his son’s murder, and it is taking the police some little time to locate him. The telegram has been following him about Europe, but it is expected to reach him and bring him back to England within a few days. Ralston’s mother died, from what I have heard, when he was a small boy. She was a foreigner; his father had met and married her on his travels. He had no other family. His social life was essentially restricted to his professional contacts at the college; he rarely ate at home, preferring the company and opportunity for open discussion at high table twice a day. I have lunched and dined with him frequently, by which I mean that I have actually sat next to him and spent the hour listening to what he had to say; he was not one to listen much to other points of view. He also had students whose research he guided. But I cannot say that I knew him to have any particular friends. It is true that he travelled on occasion, visiting other universities, and he also had a lot of contact with journalists, not all of it friendly, for apart from scholarly articles, he was a great contributor to political newspapers and magazines. He had an enormous correspondence and published reams of Letters to the Editor in both British and French newspapers.’


‘From what you say, it sounds like there are people who may have had a professional motive of resentment against Professor Ralston. Perhaps it would help to know more details about his writings. Of course, I suppose the police are already working on all these angles.’


Professor Taylor sighed rather loudly.


‘These are not easy questions,’ he observed. ‘You see, some of Professor Ralston’s research … was of a very special nature. Not everything he did, naturally,’ he added hastily. ‘He was a specialist of Christian history, particularly medieval history: medieval saints, you know, and the Spanish Inquisition. His collection of books was to a large extent concentrated around that period of time. But he …’


His voice trailed off, and he once again looked embarrassed.


‘He had bitter relations with the Semitic community,’ put in Professor Hudson firmly. ‘You see, he published a continuous stream of articles on the role of Jews in medieval and modern society. His views on the subject were quite radical. They were more than views, as it happens; he had built up an entire theory attributing, shall we say, many of the ills of modern British society to the agency of its Jews and their occult but fundamental, as he believed, role in its development. In defending such views he was certainly not alone, although it isolated him within the university.’


‘He published virulent articles refuting Herzl, and several on the Dreyfus affair as well,’ put in Professor Taylor. I felt a little dismayed, hoping the professor did not assume that I recognised these names as a matter of course. If this constituted a motive, then I feared I would have difficulty penetrating its depths. However, the professor was still speaking.


‘You know of Theodore Herzl, of course,’ he said, in a tone which clearly implied that he was well aware that I did not. ‘An Austrian journalist, but based in Paris. Ralston knew him personally and was fundamentally opposed to his vision. This Herzl came out very recently with a most inflammatory pamphlet on the subject of the Jewish State, whose thesis asserts, essentially, that the sufferings and persecutions of the Jewish people, together with the perceived ills they cause to the fabric of society in the many European countries which harbour them, could all be resolved in a single blow if the people were to be given an independent state of their own, located in their historic land of Palestine. The subject is not my speciality, of course – my research concerns guilds and apprenticeships – but the thing was in the newspapers. Anyway, I had only too many opportunities of becoming familiar with Ralston’s attitude to these things.’ He made a face rather as if he had tasted a lemon, but continued valiantly. ‘You see, Ralston was convinced, as a great many people seem to be, that the Jewish community in England, as in each European country, wields power and influence far out of proportion to its relative size. It is no secret that the proportion of Jews among intellectuals and financiers is greater than that of the general population; I have frequently heard this fact attributed to the ancient tradition of study of that people, and possibly also to the fact that in certain countries, they have been forbidden access to the land and to many of the manual employments. I have no claim to being a specialist, and personally do not have any realistic idea as to whether the disproportionate presence of members of that race in the professions relating to money is a consequence of some natural propensity or simply of the many social restrictions imposed upon them. In any case, it is not to be denied that they have made a success of it, in what concerns their profit at least, if not in what concerns their popularity as a group. At any rate, Ralston was filled with resentment against what he perceived as their undue influence, and very fired up with concrete plans to diminish it. It is a natural thought that might occur to anyone, that if the Jewish people were given a state of their own, a large number of them would certainly depart thither, and that in fact by various pressures and persecutions, that number might be augmented, so that many of those – and there are many – who share Ralston’s point of view welcome the ideas in Herzl’s paper with alacrity. But Ralston did not; he was very acrid about what he considered such foolishness. Since the recent appearance of Herzl’s pamphlet, Ralston discoursed upon the subject at practically every opportunity. His view was that the role of the Jewish community within a given country, England for instance, would be comparable on a world scale with the role of a Jewish state among the states of the world, and that therefore, if a state of its own were to be attributed to the Jewish people, it would soon come to wield among the nations of the world the same undue and disproportionate influence and power as he perceived is wielded by the local community. This appeared to him as a far graver ill, for it would threaten global peace and not merely the well-being and cohesion of each population separately. His view was positively doomsday and even apocalyptic; he was convinced that, not content with seeking peace, well-being and profit for themselves, the Jews have a natural desire to foment discord and failure in others. Ceaselessly he cited example after example from history, from ancient to modern times. And such examples are easy enough to come by, especially if one is willing to be tendentious in one’s interpretations. Consider merely the books of the Old Testament. Time and again, after their escape from bondage in Egypt, the arrival of the Jewish people sowed trouble and discord in other lands.’


‘Really,’ put in Arthur, whose mind had wandered away during this discourse, but who was brought back to earth suddenly by the words ‘Old Testament’, a topic which fascinates him. ‘I should have said that the Bible portrays the Hebrews as a much persecuted people. I mean, enslaved by the Egyptians, exiled to Babylon, invaded by the Greeks, conquered by the Romans; it never seemed to stop.’


‘But think of the older stories; Dinah and the Hivites, for example, or the Amalekites, or the Canaanites,’ sighed the professor, ‘and all the other nations the Hebrews were commanded to destroy … in Deuteronomy 7, is it not? Certainly, these conquests are depicted as a necessary struggle for the survival of the chosen people, but it is all easily open to many interpretations. Ralston interpreted – but he was never crude. He would never, for instance, have made scholarly use of the popular notion amongst ignorant Christians that “the Jews killed Jesus”. Instead, he taught a course on early Christianity in which he gave an analysis of the role of Saint Paul as a dissident Jew within his own community; something which would quietly sustain his thesis by focusing on what he considered the quintessentially Jewish procedure for gaining influence, while fully respecting the nuances of history and the beauties and glories of Christianity. His teachings were always outwardly irreproachable, and in fact the students unanimously claim that they learnt an enormous amount from him. However, he allowed himself to be much more inflammatory and demagogic in his newspaper and magazine articles, something which would not have been acceptable within the college walls.’


‘And were not the newspaper articles harmful for his scholarly reputation?’ I asked.


‘For his reputation as an individual, perhaps, but not as a scholar,’ he replied. ‘His articles were invariably serious and carefully thought-out works. His political views may have been dangerous, radical and to some extent even rabble-rousing, but he expressed them very solidly. His strong suit, he always claimed, was logic. He was particularly apt to phrase his theses in terms of deductions and syllogisms, so as to make them appear infallible. As a matter of fact, he was sincerely fascinated by logic as a science, and followed lectures on the subject.’


‘That is how I became acquainted with him,’ explained Professor Hudson. ‘He followed the introductory courses on logic several years ago, and continued to come back occasionally for the more advanced levels. He was quite good actually; he took the trouble to work out the problems to the last detail and he penetrated the language and style of reasoning as well as the best of the students. I’ve talked over one of his pet topics many a time over dinner: the role of morality in the sciences, and in logic in particular. He very much enjoyed constructing complicated paradoxes, which somehow proved his moral or historical point. I could not accept his views, but I was invariably forced to respect his insight and the solidity with which he constructed his arguments. He was a highly intelligent man, and his articles were incomparably better than the average journalistic fare. It is really a great pity that …’


He stopped, frowning. Mr Sachs rolled his eyes. Professor Taylor sighed.


‘Do you think we could actually dig a specific motive out of all this?’ I asked.


‘We all agree that Professor Ralston’s activities in this domain were aggressive and reprehensible, and they certainly earned him many enemies,’ observed Professor Taylor. ‘But it is hard to imagine that someone can have been provoked by them to the point of murder. And why now?’


‘There was something,’ said Professor Hudson. ‘I don’t know what its bearing on the case may be, but it is certain that Professor Ralston was very concerned about it in the last days preceding his unfortunate demise. I cannot tell you exactly what it is, because he did not really tell me, and I am not even certain of how much he himself knew. But on the very day before his death, he was fulminating at the table about some new development in the Dreyfus affair. Professor Taylor has also published articles on the affair, following the news of his scandalous secret trial, something over a year ago, was it not? But his views on the subject are diametrically opposite to those Ralston entertained.’


‘That is very interesting,’ I said, looking at Professor Taylor. But he did not appear to have much to contribute.


‘He said nothing to me of this “latest development”,’ he grumbled, looking at me as though to gauge the extent of my ignorance of the topic to which he referred, which, alas, was complete. Newspapers find their way only sporadically into my hands, though Arthur reads them rather regularly, and my knowledge of current world news is no better than that of most young mothers with babies in the nursery.


‘Alfred Dreyfus,’ explained Professor Hudson, having obviously understood the state of affairs, ‘was a captain in the French Army, who was accused in November 1894 of spying for the Germans, after the discovery of a letter containing classified information found in a waste-paper basket in the German embassy. The letter in question was not signed, and the judgement was based on an absurd and controversial comparison of handwritings. He was court-martialled, and condemned to be publicly dishonoured and deported to perpetual solitary confinement in the Devil’s Island prison off the coast of French Guyana, where he remains to this day. He has never ceased for a moment to declare his innocence, and his family – together with a handful of lawyers, journalists and other associates – is working as energetically as possible to discover the true culprit and obtain a reopening of the case. They have made but little progress, unfortunately, until now. However, from what Ralston said to me the day before his death, something new appears to have turned up. Ralston had involved himself deeply in the public commentaries on the case from the start, and as far as it was in his power as a kind of intellectual journalist, he did what he could to sway public opinion against Captain Dreyfus. As a matter of fact, it would appear that Dreyfus was selected to be the culprit, on totally unsatisfactory evidence, simply because he was Jewish. His enemies and detractors in the French press have been generic anti-Semites for the most part, led by that rabid creature Drumont and his inflamed Parisian newspaper, La Libre Parole. Well, Ralston thought that attempting to sweep anti-Dreyfusism under the general blanket of anti-Semitism was a bad thing, sufficient to convince idiots but not anyone with an independent, thinking mind. The trouble was that the very nature of the Drumont articles clearly indicated that anti-Semitism alone was the fundamental basis of conviction. So Ralston devoted himself to publishing a series of articles specifically demonstrating Dreyfus’s guilt according to a “logical” examination of the evidence. He spent time in Paris and met and disputed publicly or in print with a number of the people connected with the events. He came to know most of these people personally, and I assume it was for this reason that he always seemed to be in possession of the very latest rumours on the case. What he learnt shortly before his death must have been something of this sort. From what he told me, I gathered that some secret document or other has turned up which some interpret as showing that the spying business is still going on even though Dreyfus has been mouldering on Devil’s Island for the last year. I dined sitting next to him on the 3rd, and he was simply steaming, rolling up his sleeves to begin the battle. Well, all I can say is that even if all this actually turns out to have some bearing on the case, in terms of motive, it still fails to shed any light whatsoever on the means.’


‘Could you make any guess as to the person who gave Professor Ralston the information?’ I asked.


‘I don’t know who gave it to him,’ he answered. ‘I wish I did, but he did not mention the name. However, I did get the impression quite strongly that he had not received it from a friend, but rather from someone who had communicated with him for the express purpose of proving him wrong, someone who was probably a strong believer in Dreyfus’s innocence. It could be that journalist, what was his name? A French Jew who stood up for Dreyfus throughout, and who exchanged a number of letters and polemical articles with Ralston after the condemnation. Ralston seemed to be permanently angry with him. I can’t remember his name. But he is very passionate about the case, and works continuously with the family on suing for a retrial. If anything new has turned up in Dreyfus’s favour, it seems likely that he would know about it, and not inconceivable that he might tell Ralston, just to thumb his nose.’


‘Ralston’s influence against the Jewish community was growing,’ said Professor Hudson. ‘That explains why it seems as though he might have had any number of enemies. It must, I suppose, be considered possible that some fanatic may have wished to put an end to him and his work, without being personally acquainted with him. The police obviously considered at first that the Orthodox Jew seen by Mr Sachs was a prime suspect of this nature. It would really be an almost unthinkable coincidence that someone else could be murdering Ralston exactly at the same moment as the curious but not entirely unbelievable visit by this unexpected personage. But to put it bluntly, the police are flummoxed by the time element. No one can understand how the man could have done it and got himself to the gate in so little time, or how someone else could have managed it without being seen.’


There was a brief silence, during which I felt, perhaps exaggeratedly, that all three gentlemen were waiting for me to explain how the thing might have happened. But nothing came to my mind, except that further investigation would be needed. I hesitated. Arthur was on the point of leaving on a trip to France – I was supposed to be spending two weeks alone with the babies …


‘This needs further investigation!’ I said.


‘We are at our wits’ end, Mrs Weatherburn,’ said Professor Hudson, leaning forward anxiously. ‘The college is suffering.’


I longed to accept the case immediately, dash to London, and set about learning about Professor Ralston, his private life, his nasty articles, his enemies, and their apparently rather good reasons for hating him.


‘Unfortunately, I am leaving tomorrow morning to spend two weeks in Paris,’ said Arthur, not looking particularly displeased. ‘I don’t see how you can get away, Vanessa.’


I felt a minuscule pang of rebellion. Over the past few years, Arthur has ended up becoming used to my investigations, and has even, on occasion, actively lent me a helping hand. But he rightly considers murder something different and far more dangerous than the run-of-the-mill case, for one who has killed may well kill again, by choice the person who is on his track …


How could I manage it? I listened to the sounds of happy thumping and laughing echoing dimly from upstairs. I am needed here, I know it. And even if I were to go, would I really be able to help? Might not a case of murder, based, perhaps, not on personal feelings but on causes of an international and political nature, be beyond my modest capacities?


I am so taken with the babies that I sometimes fear that my horizons, never immense, have now shrunk definitively to within the four walls of their nursery, and I find myself envying Arthur, who although of course the most devoted of fathers, still allows himself the occasional jaunt to London or even to the Continent, upon important mathematical occasions, not to mention the many hours spent at his work in Trinity College.


I write honestly the thoughts and doubts that went through my mind, but I do not pretend to deny that underneath them, I enjoyed a perfectly solid conviction that I should be setting out to London shortly, by hook or by crook. As I said before, I could no more refrain from investigating this murder than if it were being done in front of me. I looked at Arthur and he looked gravely back at me.


‘It will be difficult,’ I said politely to the visitors. ‘I must think about it. I will send you a telegram tomorrow morning.’


They took their leave, courteously abstaining from insisting. Professor Taylor actually seemed a little relieved. I then proceeded to devote myself to domestic affairs with no further mention of the case. Arthur glanced at me suspiciously but did not say anything. Together with Sarah, we bathed and fed the twins and entertained them until it was time for them to settle like little droplets into their cribs to sleep. Then we sat down to our own evening meal. It was only then that I caught a significant glance from Arthur.


‘Vanessa, dear, I really don’t see how …’ he began.


‘Oh, don’t worry about it,’ I said, hastily changing the subject.


I wonder if Dora and John would not enjoy spending a few days playing at being loving and doting aunt and uncle for a little while. After all, it might give them some practice for the future – might it not? I could send the twins down to them on the train tomorrow morning, with Sarah. With Sarah there, it should be manageable, and then, Sarah could teach Dora how to vary her husband’s diet with some of her unusual ways of preparing food, such as putting cheese and mushroom sauce over cauliflower, instead of a juicy roast of mutton. And perhaps, seeing that Dora’s face is so exactly like mine, the twins would not suffer too much from an absence of several days at least; certainly longer than any they have ever known. Could I do it?


I shall do it! Tomorrow morning I shall send Dora a telegram, and another to Emily, to see if I may stay with her in London. And as soon as I have received answers, I shall send another to Professor Taylor. He is not expecting me to come, I think, but he shall be surprised!


I will write down everything in this diary exactly as it occurs, and it shall be for you, Arthur, to read upon your return and discover the full record of my failures or successes. For even when you are away, there is nothing I do not wish to share with you, and nothing that we can share can ever be deeper than that which we share already. If I do not want you to know that my decision is already firmly taken at this very moment, it is because you look so tranquil and happy sitting across from me, scribbling formulae in the golden glow of the lamp. I do not want you to leave England fearing for me; I do not want your stay in France to be undermined by worry. Go peacefully, and we shall see what we shall see.


London, Thursday, March 12th, 1896


I was awakened this morning by Arthur’s gentle kiss on my forehead; he had risen in the early darkness, and dressed in total silence. We did not exchange a single word; his clasp and his lips told me everything; I knew his thoughts and he knew mine. There is so much that it is really better not to put into words.


Yet even with his tacit seal of acceptance of whatever I should decide, I spent a long moment of doubt and anxiety, as I sat in the train to London, all telegrams having been expedited and answered during the morning. I have often noted that forced inactivity engenders this state within me, and have never yet truly managed to discover an effective antidote. I found I could not fix my mind on the poor professor’s murder, for I really do not have anything to go on. Instead, my mind was filled with the image of my last sight of Cecily and Cedric, as they stood framed in the doorway of the train, clinging to Sarah’s skirts with their little fists, and watching me, their eyes wide with doubt and suspicion and the corners of their little mouths beginning to descend sorrowfully.


When they awoke this morning, and I went to fetch them out of their little beds and gathered their tender bodies in my arms, still all warm and soft from a night of sleep, with flushed cheeks and heavy eyes, I could not help asking myself if I was not making a mistake; if the right place for me at that moment was not, quite simply, exactly where I was. And I had a sudden and most displeasing vision of myself, thrusting the children into the care of others and gallivanting off to London. I love them so much, yet there is something in me which longs to emerge, if only occasionally, from the tender cocoon of motherhood, and confront the brutal realities of life. I suppose it must be quite normal, yet I find myself racked with doubts.


The arrival of Sarah bearing warm milk and buns relieved me of some of the weight of these thoughts. The babies opened their mouths like little birds in a nest, and while I sat upon the carpet holding them, Sarah, who had already been out to send off my telegrams, had begun preparing for the trip, under the assumption of replies in the positive, and filling a capacious bag with tiny morsels of clothing, and sundry indispensable cloths and scraps. Having finished her breakfast, Cecily, whose eighteen-month-old little mind is already very sharp, stood up, collected a favourite sheep in one hand and her pillow in the other, and prepared to follow Sarah on the trip she was obviously about to take, lining up behind her and imitating her movements with accuracy. Cedric, equally fascinated by the packing procedure, attempted to contribute by taking things out of the bag as fast as Sarah put them in, and throwing them upon the floor, until she lifted the bag onto the table, and forestalled the noise about to emerge from his widely protesting mouth by popping a biscuit into it. And when finally the bag was filled and closed and the children washed and dressed, Dora’s eager response to my telegram had arrived, and it was already time to leave for the station. With no time to feel regrets …


How excited the babies were by this unusual excursion, by the noise and bustle of the station, the train’s long whistle as it approached, and the footboard connecting the platform to the carriage, into which they were energetically hoisted by a passing porter in a uniform with bright buttons. The effect of it all was that they were in a state of effervescent delight until the very moment when calm returned, the whistle blew once again and the porter arrived to close the door, which separated them from their mother. Only then did the beginnings of dismay appear upon their little features, but there was no time to react, for the door clunked shut upon them, and I was left alone, feeling guilty and sorrowful, and infinitely grateful for knowing that after myself, nobody in the world could care for them better than Sarah.


I could not accustom myself to the separation, the first of more than a few hours since their birth. I boarded my own train, to London, and sat in it nostalgically recalling all the months during which I carried them within me, full of hope and astonishment and dawning suspicion, reliving the hours of pain and ecstasy which brought them forth, and remembering Arthur’s face when the nurse finally opened the door to allow him entry to the bedroom, and confronted him proudly, carrying two little snugly wrapped bundles, one in each arm.


These things are the pearls hidden at the heart of the outwardly dull-seeming oyster.


And yet, there have been moments – many of them – when I have felt imprisoned by the walls of domesticity, and yearned for something more. Since I gave up teaching to be a respectable matron, it has happened to me, on occasion, to be submerged with ennui. More than once, since then, I have been saved from this state by people who, referred to me by other people in a quietly expanding chain, have brought me strange little problems to solve: a man who read his wife’s diary and found himself cold with fear at what he saw there; a lady who slipped out of her own life, leaving no trace behind; a woman who lost her emerald, and never recovered it – for when I realised who had taken it and followed her onto the boat on which she meant to depart forever, she saw me approaching, understood instantly and, slipping it out of her pocket, flung it impetuously into the flashing waves.


But murder is something that I have not encountered since the strange case of Mr Granger’s death before my marriage. My mind roved into the past, remembering the facts of that case, and then, four years earlier, those other murders through which I first met Arthur. Eight years! It is hard to believe. My mind wandered on to Emily and the telegram I had just received from her. She was just a child of thirteen back then. I remember her so well, already grave and intelligent far beyond her years, a penetrating intellect and an innate, unswerving sense of justice. I have not seen her much since my marriage, and not at all since last summer, when she shocked her mother by announcing her intention to continue her studies at the University of London.


Cambridge, of course, does not allow women to obtain doctorates, even if they do achieve Wrangler status at the Tripos. One of the best young women students of mathematics in Cambridge ever, Grace Chisholm, who had completed her undergraduate course of study at Girton three years earlier than Emily, was obliged to leave for Germany in order to obtain a doctorate. I had thought that Emily would follow in her footsteps, but she has other ideas. Having discovered that women may earn a doctorate at the University of London by enrolling at Queen’s College, she has decided to follow this path. Indeed, she has realised that although this college itself is actually destined for the training of highly educated governesses, enterprising young women may manage to follow courses or receive tutoring from professors at King’s or at Cambridge, and thus proceed to the highest levels of study. Certainly few girls have accomplished this feat as yet, but Charlotte Scott of Girton did it more than ten years ago, and is now teaching in America!


Emily’s mother was more shocked by the idea of her daughter’s renting a flat in London than of her travelling all the distance to Germany and living unsupervised in a foreign land. Like any other matron, Mrs Burke-Jones feels that London is a Gehenna, and that her daughter may be led to perdition there. However, Emily held firm, and her mother ended by consenting to give her a modest allowance, on the condition that she share her flat with an older lady by way of a chaperone. The allowance perhaps strains her means a little, but clearly she finds it preferable to tolerating the humiliation of having Emily go out to work. Emily’s results at Girton were quite brilliant, and even her mother feels that it would be a great waste to force her to stop her studies now and vegetate here in Cambridge, a place which, while being a shining light of erudition, is such a lamentable backwater as to progress and social issues, and particularly the rights and abilities of our sex. So Emily has set up house in London, and to all appearances she is very happy there. I am most eager to see her again; her welcoming reply to my telegram was sparing in words (youth is always short of money) but not in feelings. Tavistock Street – the words gave me a pleasant little shiver of anticipation. London again! Its streets, its bustle, its vigorous life, its frenetic activity, its easy freedom; a taste of it is like a taste of vibrant red wine.


These were my thoughts as the train pulled into Liverpool Street. An electric tension swept through me as I stood up; my bag was reached down by a helpful gentleman traveller who ushered me politely onto the platform ahead of himself. The moment I emerged, the very air of London struck me as different, and my excitement increased as I scanned the small group of people waiting to welcome the passengers, to see if I could spot Professor Taylor, who had confirmed that he would fetch me. Before I saw him, he was coming towards me and taking my valise out of my hand.


‘I cannot thank you enough for accepting my invitation,’ he said gravely, as though he had prepared the words. I could not help feeling a twinge of worry as to whether he truly believed in the success of my enterprise. I myself was, as always, tremendously uncertain about the outcome, meaning only to try my best.


‘Have you already arranged for a place to stay, or will you need a hotel?’ he continued solicitously.


‘I will be staying with a friend,’ I responded quietly. ‘But it is enough for me to go to her flat this evening. My case is not heavy; I can carry it with me, and I am ready to start working immediately.’


‘How exactly do you intend to begin?’ he said, looking slightly taken aback. ‘I am ready to help you in any way I can, but I must admit that I have not the faintest idea how a detective goes about his – er – or her work. I had thought of organising a small dinner party at my home, with several of my colleagues from the department, as soon as I can manage to send out the invitations. You may possibly learn something useful from them, although it may essentially come down to the fact that Gerard Ralston had but few friends and, as far as we know, no private life at all. What else were you thinking of doing?’


‘Well,’ I said, ‘ideally, if it were possible, the very first thing I would do would be to look through all of Professor Ralston’s papers. I meant to ask you where they are now, and if such a thing is feasible. I hope the police have not seized them?’


‘As far as I know, the police have not actually taken any papers. Ralston kept all his papers in his study, and the police have looked through everything and sealed the place off. They asked me a number of questions and I did not get the impression that they had found anything conclusive. Indeed, I am afraid you are likely to find more drafts of articles and notes on research than revealing private letters. I cannot believe he had much in the way of non-professional correspondence. On the other hand, I cannot quite persuade myself that he was murdered, either; yet it is a fact that he was, so chances are that something may turn up.’


‘Would he not have kept personal papers in his flat rather than in his study?’ I asked.


‘Apparently not. The lady who came daily to clean and cook for him claims there wasn’t so much as a scrap in the house. But that’s normal enough, after all; his study was not really separate from his flat, it was just below it. He had a couple of large cabinets in his study, in which he piled and filed everything except whatever he was working on at the moment, which he kept in his desk.’


‘I see,’ I said. ‘All this makes me feel that I would dearly like to have a look around in his study. But I suppose it is hopeless, since you said that the police have sealed off the room.’


‘Well – at any rate they have locked it and carried off the key,’ he said.


‘And the spare one as well, I suppose,’ I replied. ‘Was there really no other?’


‘The police believe so,’ he replied with an indefinable expression, which might have been very slightly smug. ‘That is what the lady who did for him told them. But as a matter of fact, there is another. Ralston actually had his key copied, and he gave the copy to me on the eve of a trip to the Continent that he took one or two years ago. Of course he packed every document he thought he would need, but he still worried that once over there, he might realise that something he had left behind was absolutely indispensable after all. He wanted me to be able to fetch it out and send it to him in case that happened.’


‘And did he end up asking you to do so?’


‘No, he did not. In fact, I rather believe that he forgot about it altogether. He was a very possessive man, and I am quite certain that if he had remembered about the key, he would have asked me for it immediately upon his return. I forgot all about it myself, as a matter of fact. I simply added it to the ring of keys I usually keep at home. But I remembered it suddenly yesterday, when I got your telegram, and have brought the ring with me.’ And he proceeded to extract it from a leather case he carried. ‘I would be hard put to tell you which one it is on sight,’ he added, looking at the tightly crowded congregation of keys of all shapes and sizes, ‘but it must be here, and we shall find it. I only hope that our action cannot be considered illegal.’


He flagged a cab and we climbed in and directed the driver to Adelphi Street. He occupied the drive in giving me sundry details and thumbnail sketches of the members of the department. I paid special attention to any mention of past conflicts, and retained a few names for further investigation. At length, the cab drew up in front of the library and we stepped out.


It was peculiar to confront the tall iron grille, the impressive gate opening onto the street, and the wide path leading up between two narrow green swards to the heavy, square stone house, with the images that I had formed in my mind while listening to the descriptions of the place given to me in my own home. It was not really dissimilar to what I had imagined, yet it possessed the inexplicable additional sharpness of reality, which also distinguishes familiar figures seen in dreams from their actual embodiments.


We walked up the path slowly. I tried to estimate how much time it took us, and to imagine suddenly seeing the two students come tearing around the corner of the house, and myself running to follow them inside. I wondered if the sequence of events could really be so impossible to adjust as the professors and police seemed to imagine, and if it would be possible, at some point, to make some experiments myself.


We entered. The vast, square room with its enormous windows looking out in all directions was peopled only by two lonely figures. One, a young man with spectacles, sat at a desk just within the main door, a pile of books before him.


‘This is Edmund Bryant,’ said the professor, pausing briefly before the desk to introduce me to him. ‘Our department has hired him to watch the library by day, so that it may continue to be used by students and faculty.’ I greeted him quietly, observing with interest his pale face equipped with a rather long, very narrow nose, a high forehead and oddly light eyes which seemed to emerge with difficulty from a state of deep concentration.


‘You are studying?’ I asked him.


‘I am working on my dissertation,’ he replied, and something like a flash of resentment appeared briefly in his eyes and disappeared immediately as he turned to his books again.


The other occupant of the library, a student with disarranged clothes and tousled hair, stood on a ladder fetching down a book from a high shelf. Upon hearing us enter, he descended. At the sight of Professor Taylor, he turned somewhat pale.


‘Ah, Randall,’ said the professor with a vinegary smile. ‘I am indeed pleased to have encountered you. How fortuitous. I believe you have something for me, do you not? It is already somewhat late.’


‘Oh, um, ahem, yes, of course,’ mumbled the student in deep embarrassment. ‘It is … that is … it is at home, have not had time yet to …’


‘Please do give it to me at the first opportunity,’ said Professor Taylor. ‘I am beginning to correct them today.’ And he continued to stand fixing the student with his sharp eyes. Completely flustered, the poor young man murmured a hasty assent, and putting the book he had selected down on the nearest table, left the library as quickly as he could.


‘One of the students in my advanced Medieval Commerce class,’ said the professor with some annoyance. ‘Brilliant, but disorganised and permanently late. He has still not given me his draft on Early Apprenticeships in the Art of Metalworking, and has been avoiding me lately because of it. I expect he has not completed it yet. Well, he is gone now; to finish it, I hope. Now for the other one.’ He turned to the studious gentleman at the front desk.


‘I will be remaining here for some time, Bryant,’ he said. ‘You may leave for the afternoon. Leave me the keys to the front door and the main gate; I will lock up, and you can get them back tomorrow morning if you come to me before classes.’


‘Yes, sir,’ said Edmund respectfully but reluctantly, beginning to gather up his things. He looked put out, as though he had been perfectly happy where he was, and did not particularly want to be sent away, and piled his books with distinct lack of energy. He seemed about to say something, but the professor forestalled him.


‘Oh, and will you be going to the main building? You couldn’t stop off and put this note into Professor Hudson’s letter box, could you? It would be most helpful.’ Taking up a notepad, he wrote something upon the first page, folded it carefully and handed it over. Edmund could not but take it, and I admired the professor’s dexterity.


‘I wrote out the dinner invitation for Sunday to Hudson,’ he confided to me when Edmund had disappeared down the path and out of the main gate. ‘Why not? This way it’s done, and Bryant is got rid of. Now let us deal with anyone else who might choose to appear.’


He wrote THE LIBRARY IS CLOSED TODAY in large letters on the notepad, tore off the page, and pinned it to the heavy wooden front door, then closed it and locked it from the inside with the key he had authoritatively removed from Edmund’s possession.


‘Here we are, then,’ he said.


It took him several minutes of patience, trying the keys on his ring in the keyhole of the locked door to Professor Ralston’s study in turn, but he eventually located the right one and the door swung open.


‘Ah, there we go,’ he said with satisfaction.


The study presented a peculiar sight. The police had apparently left the furniture exactly as it had been when the murder took place. There was not much of it, in fact; apart from two large, solid oaken cabinets on either side of the large window looking out over the grass at the back of the house, the study had been furnished only with an impressive, massive desk and two black wooden chairs, one with arms and one without. Probably the professor had one chair behind his desk and the other was for visitors, but it was not possible to tell immediately which chair had occupied which position, for they had apparently been flung about the room. The smaller of the two appeared to have crashed against the wall, smashing the glass of a picture, which still lay among the shards. The desk had been pushed over, but had not fallen entirely to the floor, having partially and crookedly come to rest upon the other chair, which lay flat on its back on the floor, rather miserably upholding the full weight of the desk on the edge of its upthrust seat. The desk was a handsome one; its burnished wooden surface was free since everything on it had slid to the ground. I spotted a little dent in its centre, as though it had received rather a sharp blow from a heavy object. I peered closely at this dent. It seemed to have been newly made; infinitesimal splinters of wood showed, clean and fresh, at its edges. The papers and pens which had been lying on the desk lay scattered on the floor, as did a nearly empty inkpot and an elegant brass lamp, its shade awry. A thick carpet covered the central section of the floor. Before the tragedy, the study must have been quite a pleasant place to be.


‘You see how the floor is raised above garden level,’ observed Professor Taylor. ‘One goes up several steps from the path to the front door; the higher level keeps out the damp. It means that the windows are quite high; they are at waist level in here, as you see, and thus above head level outside. That is why the students who heard the sounds of the struggle which produced all this’ – he indicated the mess with a wave of his hand – ‘could not simply peer within to ascertain what was going on.’


‘It is a pity,’ I said thoughtfully, ‘that they did not think of climbing on each other’s shoulders.’


‘Peering in windows goes against the grain, instinctively, doesn’t it?’ he replied. ‘It probably did not even occur to them. I think that in their place I should have done exactly the same as they did.’


I walked rather tentatively around the fallen desk and looked at the spot where Professor Ralston had presumably been wont to sit.


‘This is where his body was found,’ said the professor. ‘He was apparently shot at very close range while standing behind his desk. There was not much blood. The police took away samples, I expect, to do whatever they do with them in their chemical laboratories, but I don’t believe it yielded anything unexpected. The gun was over there,’ he added, indicating a position one or two yards in front of the fallen desk, rather near the door. He then turned to the cabinets, and tried a drawer. ‘Perhaps we should begin by having a look at these?’


It had not occurred to me that he might actually intend to offer me his collaboration. I would much have preferred to work alone. It was my habit; after all, one could never tell who might be involved in the events one was trying to uncover, or at least have a secret interest in them. But he was already opening some drawers and peering inside them, and for the life of me I could not see how to send him away.


‘This one holds drafts of his own papers and articles, and copies of newspapers and magazines containing things that interested him,’ he remarked, lifting out some of the contents.


‘I think I will begin by inspecting the desk,’ I said, and leaning down, I began to look at the papers that lay upon the floor. ‘I don’t suppose we had better disarrange things too much, had we? I mean, the police will be expecting to find this room as they left it.’


‘True, true,’ he said, quickly putting the papers he had spread out on the floor in front of the window back into a neat pile. Then he changed his mind. ‘Well, it’s not likely they’ll have memorised the exact order of every paper, is it? I don’t suppose it matters much. I’ll look at them drawer by drawer. Dear me, look at this – most interesting! Quite a collection of copies of original documents from the Spanish Inquisition! Notes from a trial, here. Not surprising, I suppose,’ he added, leafing through an article he had discovered, and looking as pleased as a cat with a saucer of cream. ‘Yes, I suppose that makes sense, with his interests, doesn’t it? Most interesting, this,’ and he continued reading busily. Within a few minutes he was utterly absorbed. It did not seem that he was going to be much of a disturbance to me after all.


Quietly, I picked up the few sheets from the floor and began to peruse them. One contained a careful outline of a lecture, and a couple of others contained a list of what looked like possible topics for dissertations. Besides this, there was a letter in French addressed to Professor Ralston, and a final sheet, which appeared to be the beginning of an answer to this letter. I picked it up quickly, my heart beating. It seemed likely that this was the very last thing he ever wrote.




Dear Lazare,


I have received your news. Surely you realise that vague nonsense concerning rumours of a lost or found ‘petit bleu’ is unlikely to have the slightest effect on the Affair. If the thing really exists, which appears highly doubtful to me, it is almost certain to be a forgery …





I could not help imagining the professor seated at his desk, writing these lines with a pinched expression on his face, pausing for a moment to consider his next words … and hearing a knock at the door.


Picking up the letter in French, I read it carefully. It was extremely short, and from what I could judge, the tone seemed to be aggressive, almost accusatory. However, it was too telegraphic in style for me to be able to understand what it referred to.




Vous allez pouvoir arrêter vos agissements. Un nouveau document est apparu, cette fois définitif; il s’agit d’un petit bleu trouvé au même endroit que le bordereau, mais cette fois avec mention explicite d’un nom: celui du vrai coupable. La justice suivra son cours.


Bien à vous. B.L.





‘Do you know what this is all about?’ I asked Professor Taylor, carrying the letters over to where he knelt upon the parquet.


‘Eh? What’s that?’ he said, emerging with difficulty from the profound concentration inspired in him by the yellowed articles into which he was plunged.


‘Look at this,’ I said, pushing the documents under his nose. ‘Do you have any idea what it is all about?’


‘I’ve often wondered how a detective works,’ mused the professor unexpectedly, paying no attention to the papers I was holding out to him. ‘I mean, there must be such a wealth of information; far too much, one would think. Just look at all the papers in this room. Looking for a clue is like looking for a needle in a haystack, isn’t it? And the talking with people – why, what can one hope to discover by talking with my colleagues, for instance? I mean, I know them all very well, and can already imagine everything they will probably say. And I must say I can’t see what use any of it could possibly be in elucidating Professor Ralston’s death.’


His words distracted me momentarily from Lazare’s letter.


‘It is hard to explain exactly how I proceed,’ I admitted, quelling the slight feeling of worry that his words aroused in me. ‘I really don’t know just what I am trying to do. Maybe the best description would be that I form a picture in my mind of what constituted the normality of the situation I am investigating, and once I have developed a clear enough picture, I notice anything that stands out, and restrict myself to investigating that. Now, of course, it is still too early for me to have formed a picture. Examining the papers in this room will help me to start. These particular letters strike me as very interesting. Please do have a look.’ And I thrust them towards him once again. The professor pushed his glasses up on his nose.


‘Most embarrassing, this looking at other people’s letters,’ he murmured uncomfortably, taking them and squinting at the Frenchman’s rather difficult handwriting. ‘This letter must be about the Dreyfus affair,’ he added after a moment, brightening visibly. ‘It simply has to be the very one he mentioned to me.’ This thought, or the exciting nature of the documents, appeared to relieve him of some of his scruples. ‘By that journalist I told you about, whose name I couldn’t remember. Lazare – yes, that’s it, Bernard Lazare, a French journalist much in the public eye. It is certainly he, and he does seem to assert that a new document has appeared, which apparently indicates another person as the guilty party. Dear me, this is exciting – I simply must find out more about it! Do you know, I must show you my dossier on the Dreyfus case when you come to the house for dinner. It’s a shocking business, you cannot imagine. I’ve been in contact with the family; they’re grateful to anyone who will show a bit of support. They’d give their right arms to make some progress in finding the true culprit. Perhaps this will finally turn out to be a break in the case, though it’s all rather cryptic. What exactly is a “petit bleu”?’


‘It’s a handwritten telegram on a standard blue postal form,’ I told him. ‘But he doesn’t say from whom to whom. It sounds exciting to me, too, but apparently this letter didn’t have that effect on Professor Ralston. He appears to have decided to dismiss the whole thing out of hand.’


‘Well, that would be typical, I should say. Once he had got his opinion on something fixed, it was virtually impossible to make him change it. A pity. Such rigidity is not a professional advantage. Here, for instance,’ he added, taking up one of the papers he had been inspecting, ‘in this text, he absolutely insists on defending what is really now considered an outdated interpretation of some remarks by Torquemada …’


I left him to his studies, and after taking a few moments to copy down the contents of the two letters in my notebook, I replaced them more or less where I had found them and turned my attention to the drawers of the overturned desk. They yielded nothing of interest, however. There were only four of them, and two of those contained writing implements and blank sheets. The other two contained only work related to his teaching: carefully organised folders contained outlines of lectures and courses, and also lists of undergraduates and doctoral students, accompanied by personal commentaries, generally of a sour nature, such as: ‘no insight, destined to fail’ or ‘unpleasantly obsequious although hard-working’. My eye caught a familiar name: ‘Edmund Bryant: persists in stubbornly developing wrong ideas.’ I felt a brief flash of sympathy for the pale-eyed youth.


After this, I spent more than two hours looking through the drawers of the heavy oak cabinet containing so-called personal papers, although I must observe that anything less personal I have rarely witnessed. I peered through many years of pass books from the bank, vigilant for the appearance (or disappearance) of the unexpected lump sum, which could denote blackmail, or other activities of a doubtful nature. I have kept regularly to this habit ever since the day when such a discovery led me to the true reasons for the inexplicable behaviour of a certain man whose wife had come to me in distress, having incomprehensibly been offered a diamond bracelet in spite of living on straitened means. But there was nothing of the kind in Professor Ralston’s financial life. His monthly stipend appeared with clockwork regularity, and his expenses were relatively few. A larger sum spent in December 1894 was attributed by Professor Taylor to the aforementioned trip to France. Nor could I find anything in the least bit untoward in the neatly organised piles of bills.


I read rapidly and indiscreetly through a fairly copious correspondence, but there were no personal letters in it at all; they were all more or less official. I discovered that the firm of lawyers representing Professor Ralston was one Gumbadge, Gumbadge & Upp, a fact that I stored away in my mind for future reference. I also found two previous letters from Bernard Lazare, dating from last year; one of them contained an impassioned argument for the innocence of Dreyfus, and the other a carefully developed essay criticising the social ills produced by anti-Semitism. Although Professor Ralston’s replies were not to hand, I was beginning to be able to form an idea of what they were probably like.


In a separate drawer, I did come upon a small packet of handwritten letters, which I snatched up eagerly, but they were merely from Professor Ralston’s father, and contained little of interest. They were few and far between, sent from various places during his periods of travel; mostly from Poland, but occasionally from Romania, Bulgaria or Paris. Their tone was formally affectionate but not warm, and they contented themselves with some remarks concerning the author’s travels, some concerning his health, and kind queries as to his son’s welfare. Every now and then I came upon a slight variation, such as an answer to something the professor had asked, or an amusing anecdote or complaint. But there was absolutely nothing which seemed to have a bearing on the murder. I scanned the most recent letter, written one month ago in Warsaw, with particular attention, but it remained opaque, so I put all the letters together and, slipping them back into their drawer, I turned to the other cabinet.


Professor Taylor had gone through much of it already, but although he was very eager to help me, it turned out to be perfectly impossible to make him understand the kind of thing I was seeking; the more so as I found it difficult to explain even to myself. Not only did he fail to understand, but he had an irresistible tendency to latch onto various things, which he found peculiar, such as the complete lack of critical analysis which apparently struck Professor Ralston, like a blindness, when confronting certain specific questions such as the effect on commerce of the exclusion of the Jews from the silk-making guild, a trade in which they had developed great expertise. He went into the peculiarity of these views at great length, criticising Ralston and distracting me from advancing in my task. However, he took no offence at the fact that I continued to rustle papers while he talked, and I kept one ear on what he was saying, and one eye on the contents of each drawer.


‘Look at this,’ I said suddenly, interrupting his stream of remarks, and lifting out a leather document holder from the bottom of one of the lowest drawers, I showed it to him. It was inscribed ‘B.L.’, and although by the worn shape of it, it had once contained a thick pile of documents, it appeared to contain nothing now.


‘He emptied this one out,’ observed the professor.


I opened it. It was indeed empty, except for a single small sheet, which had got stuck under the metal clasp of the folder.


‘That’s odd,’ I remarked. ‘I found letters from Bernard Lazare in the other cabinet. What can this have been?’ I shook the folder to dislodge the little sheet, but it did not fall out. I did not want to detach it by force, for I was afraid that the police might have already noticed its existence, but the blank, back side of the paper was all that was visible. However, by peeling it back delicately and turning the folder around, I was able to read over the contents. Although unfamiliar to me and not very precise, they generated a spontaneous feeling of disgust and faint horror within me.


‘What an awful man Professor Ralston must have been,’ I said.


The paper contained a handwritten list, which ran as follows.







1144: William of Norwich (England). Jewish leaders executed


1171: Blois, France. Thirty-one Jews killed


1180–1200: Bury St Edmunds, Bristol, Winchester


1199: 1235: Erfurt, Bischofsheim, Lauda, Fulda (Germany)


1244: London: Jewish citizens heavily fined (?)


1255: Little St Hugh (Chaucer). 100 hanged


1462: Anderl von Rinn


1475: Saint Simon of Trent


1490: Torquemada, LaGuardia trial: 8 Jews burnt


1840: Murder of Padre Tommaso of Damascus


1853: The incident in Saratova, Russia


1880–1890: large influx of Eastern European Jews to London


1886: James Wilson


For recently published Catholic analyses, see:


Bishop Martin of Paderborn, 1872


Roman Catholic journal Civiltà Cattolica, 1881





The last dated entry in the list, mentioning James Wilson,

had been pencilled in underneath the rest, and underlined heavily. The professor took the folder from me, and read the list with his glasses pushed to the tip of his nose.


‘This is Ralston’s handwriting,’ he said. ‘I am not sure exactly what information he has been collecting here. It looks rather sensationalistic and certainly anti-Jewish. I cannot say that I am entirely surprised. At any rate, this may well be quite old since he seems to have lost interest and emptied out the rest of the contents, presumably into the bin. This list obviously just got stuck here by mistake.’ And he shook the folder out, as I had done, without dislodging it.


‘I don’t know if there’s much to be made of it,’ he said.


‘Perhaps Bernard Lazare will know,’ I answered, copying it into my notebook. ‘After all, this seems to have been his folder. I really must manage to make his acquaintance somehow.’


‘Ah, that is an idea,’ he answered with alacrity. ‘You are right. It might be most enlightening. Do you know, I don’t see why I shouldn’t invite him to give us a lecture here at King’s. He’s becoming rather a well-known fellow; there’s a lot he could tell us that would be interesting. I shan’t ask him to talk directly about the Dreyfus affair, of course. We’ll pump him on all of that over dinner, if he’ll come.’


I was pleased.


‘Can you write to him as soon as possible, or even telegraph?’ I said hopefully. ‘I am in a great hurry, you know. I don’t have much time.’


‘What is the rush?’ he said, surprised.


A vision of babies toddling in the sunshine swam in front of me.


‘Oh, ah, well, the trail is growing cold, you know,’ I said hastily. ‘It is always best to act quickly.’


‘Yes, of course,’ he agreed, turning back to his explorations. And we completed the work of examining the contents of the drawers in silence.


The shadows were lengthening rapidly, and dusk was upon us by the time we had finished. I had found absolutely nothing else that I could consider remarkable or significant, and dared not take the little that I had found away with me. The professor muffled himself up in his coat and hat, wound his scarf many times about his neck, locked up the door to the study and then the main door of the library. We walked together to the main gate leading onto the street.


‘It is late enough to lock this one up as well,’ he observed, glancing at his watch. ‘As head of the department, I have my own keys to the gate and library,’ he added, smiling. ‘I only borrowed Edmund’s to make sure he wouldn’t return unexpectedly. I shall return them to him tomorrow morning, but I expect you might temporarily want to have mine, and the key to Ralston’s study as well. Do take good care of them, and make sure to return them to me as soon as you do not need them any more.’ He handed them to me with a cheerful and carefree gesture that contrasted greatly with the doubtful mien he had worn when welcoming me at the station. I wondered what had transpired to ease his mind. I was just basking in the flattering assumption that observation of my methods might have increased his confidence in my success and removed his doubts when it suddenly flashed across my mind that he might – just possibly – have managed to locate and subtract some incriminating document from Ralston’s study without my noticing it. My eyes went automatically to his briefcase, and my mind leapt ahead, moving faster than the reasoning brain, asking and answering its own questions in the flash of an eye. Why would the professor have waited for me to be there in the study with him if he wanted to search for some paper? Well, Edmund might have found it suspicious if he went in all alone, whereas with me, who could always be explained as an officially retained detective, he had a valid reason. But why could he not have gone quietly alone at night? Too dangerous; he would need to count on several hours of searching and the policeman on the beat would surely notice the light. This sudden, friendly offer of the keys – did it mean that there was nothing more to search for in the tumbled study?


Unaware of my thoughts, the professor was still smiling and holding the keys out towards me. I accepted them as gratefully as I could, reassuring myself that it was most unlikely that the tall and distinguished figure in front of me could be the murderer, and that after all, he was probably merely being helpful. ‘I am sure they will be useful,’ I told him. ‘I will come to see you if I need anything else. Please let me know if you succeed in getting Lazare to come down. In the meantime, you may be certain that I will be devoting myself entirely to the case.’ And I left him and continued in the direction of Tavistock Street, concentrating on keeping a firmly open mind.


It was fully evening by the time I arrived at Emily’s little flat. I rang, the door was flung open, and she welcomed me eagerly with a shining face.


‘Vanessa!’ she squealed joyfully. ‘We’ve been waiting ever so long. Do, do come in at once.’


After my marriage, Emily found herself quite unable to call me Mrs Weatherburn; she was too much used to the ‘Miss Duncan’ of her school days. But by the time of my wedding she was already a young lady, and a dear friend of mine to boot; her days as my pupil were long past, so I persuaded her to call me by my Christian name.


I entered within, and admired her quarters, which though small were bright and comfortable, with a warm fire dancing in the grate and enough comfortable armchairs and pillows to make a number of people welcome. Indeed, Emily was not alone, for young Mr Sachs rose from a chair to greet me, accompanied by a slender, dark young lady.


‘This is Jonathan Sachs whom you’ve already met, and this is his sister Amy, who shares the flat with me,’ she explained. ‘You remember how pleased Mother was when I told her that I had found a lady to room with me.’


I observed Amy Sachs intently. While certainly older than Emily, I found it hard to believe that she was thirty, as Emily had told Mrs Burke-Jones in order to reassure her as to the serious and elderly nature of her chaperone. She looked like a girl who, while not quite young any more, has preserved her youth by continuing to live it, and avoiding the barrier which, once passed, leads inevitably to matronhood.


Emily, who knows me very well, divined my thoughts immediately. ‘Amy exaggerated her age a little bit when we talked to Mother,’ she said quickly. ‘But not all that much, really! Just a couple of years. I’m so glad I met Amy, for at first I didn’t know a soul here with whom Mother would have considered letting me share rooms. Luckily Jonathan, whom I knew from classes, told me that his sister was also seeking to move away from home and try the experiment of living independently in London. Amy is a writer,’ she added proudly, drawing her friend forward by the hand.


‘A hopeful writer,’ corrected the young lady modestly.


‘Oh, she has already published things! Haven’t you, Amy? She’s published some stories in magazines, and some poems. No novels yet, but they’re sure to come, aren’t they? Well, do come into the bedroom and put down your things.’


‘I hope you will do me the honours of your flat,’ I said, following her and most interested to see all the details of the unusual and independent living arrangements.


‘Oh, certainly. But there isn’t much to see. This is my bedroom and the other one is Amy’s. This little room over here will be yours. It’s too small to be useful for anything much; it’s not much more than a big closet, really. At least, that’s what we use it for. But we’ve moved in the sofa, as you see, and made it up as a bed for you. I do hope you will be all right.’


‘This is perfect,’ I said, contemplating with delight the narrow quarters where I was to spend my London nights, and putting my case down on the bed proprietarily.


‘Then let’s go back and have tea,’ she said, and we returned to the sitting room where she immediately put on the kettle.


‘I do hope you won’t find us too forward, Mrs Weatherburn,’ said Amy Sachs, suddenly and unexpectedly adopting a leadership role in the conversation. ‘You see, we are very excited about meeting a real detective. Emily has told us so much about you.’


I writhed a little at these words. I have never, but never thought of myself as a ‘real detective’. An amateur, a pure amateur, with a little talent, perhaps, for feeling out the unusual, and for guessing people’s feelings and intentions.


Unaware of my embarrassment, Amy continued to strike ahead.


‘While we were waiting here for you, the three of us came to a decision together; we want to help you solve the murder, if we can. We would like to be your council of war. I don’t know exactly what we could do, but we have had one or two ideas. Do you think we might be able to help you? Can you tell us anything about what you are trying to discover?’


Although there was perhaps something shocking about it, I did not dislike her forthrightness; she spoke only what was uppermost in my own mind. I had been wondering if we should have to avoid the subject of the murder and make small talk throughout the evening, and finally, I found this preferable to that. After only the briefest of hesitations, I decided to ignore my embarrassment and a certain natural reluctance to share the progress (as yet near zero) of my investigation, and accept the proffered help for what it might be worth.


‘All right, let it be so,’ I said. ‘If you are willing to help me, then let me begin by asking you some questions. I need some information, and one never knows who may turn out helpful. However, if this is a war council, we must start off on an equal footing. I hope you will call me Vanessa.’


‘And Amy and Jonathan, then,’ she replied, continuing very naturally in her position as leader of her little committee. Emily poured out tea, and we all settled together in front of the fire. I felt a sense of warmth, comfort and friendship quite incongruous with the task I had come to London to perform. It was all I could do not to feel guilty.


‘I have two questions to start with,’ I began. ‘The first one is this: do any of you know anything about a certain French gentleman called Bernard Lazare, who, as far as I know, is a journalist?’


Emily looked blank, but Amy and Jonathan appeared to be familiar with the name.


‘Why yes, I know who he is,’ said Jonathan. ‘He was the big name in the Dreyfus affair a year or so ago; a Jewish journalist who stuck up for Dreyfus after he was condemned for high treason. Our parents follow his writings and mention him now and again, don’t they, Amy?’


‘Yes, they do,’ she confirmed. ‘I’ve read him too. He’s a journalist and a writer as well. Before Dreyfus, he actually wrote some rather irritating things about Jews and assimilation into contemporary society. But what on earth is his connection with Professor Ralston’s murder?’


‘Perhaps none,’ I admitted. ‘But Professor Ralston corresponded with him, and may have been actually in the process of writing to him when he was killed. At any rate, an unfinished letter to him remained on his desk. That does not prove a connection, obviously, any more than if he had been correcting papers when he met his death. Still, there is something special: Lazare had sent him a piece of news about the Dreyfus case, which seemed to have annoyed him seriously just a day or two before his death.’


‘Really? What kind of news?’


‘The letter from Mr Lazare is not very detailed, but apparently a telegram appeared somewhere which would seem to indicate that somebody else was the traitor.’


‘Ah, if only Dreyfus were to be proved innocent – it would save us!’ exclaimed Amy dramatically. Her words surprised me.


‘Save you? What do you mean?’ I asked.


‘His condemnation has been a disaster, an immeasurable international disaster for us, for our community,’ she replied impatiently. ‘Surely you realise that we are Jews, Jonathan and I?’


‘Well, no, in fact. How could I have?’ I answered, taken aback by the edge in her tone.


‘How could she have, indeed? Don’t be so sharp, Amy,’ said Jonathan soothingly. ‘Do you know, Vanessa – we encounter so much anti-Semitism in our lives, in school, at university, and in a polite, underhanded way, even in society, that we are sometimes unconsciously led to believe that an Englishman cannot see a Jew without thinking: “Ah, a Jew”. Our name, Sachs, is such a typical one that we never manage to pass unperceived. To meet someone like you is actually very refreshing. We were going to talk about it anyway, as it has something to do with the help we want to offer you. But ask us your other questions first, as I don’t think there is much more we can tell you about Bernard Lazare.’


‘I hope to learn more by meeting him,’ I told him. ‘Professor Taylor has kindly suggested inviting him down for a lecture.’


Amy’s eyes shone with pleasure at this news, but she said nothing. I saw that the peculiar interest she took in the death of a man she had very probably never met, which I had at first put down to curiosity for the sensational, was in fact nothing of the kind. Observing her more closely, it seemed clear that it stemmed rather from a desire to defend the community she felt she belonged to from the accusation of murder. My sympathy for her increased greatly forthwith.


‘My other question concerns someone called James Wilson, and an event that took place in the year 1886,’ I said. ‘Have any of you heard anything about this? Of course you were all rather young at the time.’


I felt something like an electric shock pass through the air, or a sudden peak of tension. But three blank faces stared back at me, and three heads slowly and rather sadly shook from side to side.


‘Oh, well, then,’ I said. ‘I shall try to get information from the old newspapers at the British Library. It is a technique I have found remarkably successful in the past. I have to admit that these are my only leads for the present. Since I cannot follow them up this very instant, let me hear your ideas now.’


‘One thing we thought we could do is a reconstruction of the crime,’ said Jonathan with alacrity.


‘A reconstruction?’


‘Yes – you know,’ intervened Emily, ‘try to figure out how the old man could have come out so fast.’


‘Or how somebody else could have been there as well,’ corrected Jonathan. ‘Look, there are enough of us to play all the roles: Ralston is not needed; the murderer and the three witnesses make four. Shall we try it, Vanessa? Could we actually use the library to do it?’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘We can and should do it, but with discretion and in silence. Preferably in the evening.’


‘But the library is locked in the evening,’ said Amy.


‘I have the keys,’ I said. ‘Shall we do it tomorrow night?’


‘Yes – tomorrow night,’ said Amy. ‘Let us all meet here and go together.’ She looked around to check that everyone was in agreement, then took a deep breath. ‘Now, about the other thing. Jonathan – you tell her.’


He shifted about on his seat, unwound his long legs and knotted them differently, looking uncomfortable. After a moment’s silence, he looked at his sister. She looked back at him.


‘It is awkward,’ he said. ‘I hate doing it. I suppose I had better explain to you straight out, Vanessa, how bad I feel at the idea of pursuing the old man that I saw coming out of the library that day. I … I have to say that I don’t believe he is the murderer, yet I don’t understand how it could be anybody else. But not him – it just doesn’t seem possible. That kind of person does not, cannot …’ He stopped and again looked at his sister for help.


‘We feel that trying to hunt him down as the murderer would be wrong,’ said she. ‘We think we must hunt for him, but without prejudice. As a witness, as someone who certainly will be able to explain something about the mystery. About what he may have seen while he was there, I mean.’


‘I understand what you are saying,’ I said. ‘For reasons I am ignorant of, above and beyond the peculiar timing element, you are deeply convinced of his innocence. Perhaps you should begin by telling me why.’


‘He was a Hassid, Vanessa. Hassidim do not commit murder.’


‘Perhaps you had better explain to me more precisely exactly what a Hassid is,’ I said.


Jonathan and Amy looked at each other.


‘Hassidim are a group of Jews who practise their religion according to particular rites and rituals not shared by all Jews,’ began Jonathan sagely. ‘It isn’t easy to explain superficially. If I tell you that they are of Ashkenazi origin, meaning from the eastern and not the southern countries; that they respect articles of a dress code not of Biblical or Talmudic origin, but established down to the slightest details by last-century rabbis; that they form little groups, each around what they call a “rebbe” – this is not exactly the same as what you would probably know as a rabbi, but a tsaddik, a truly wise and righteous man, whom they treat as their link to God, and from whose lips pure wisdom falls; that while praying they lose themselves in rocking back and forth and wild singing and dancing, all this does not really begin to describe the soul of the movement. The word Hesed means “grace”; these Jews feel that they have been touched by the grace of God. They are not approved by certain other groups of Jews, who consider their practices backwards, obscurantist, medieval. I am not speaking only of Enlightenment Jews who have assimilated into European societies for generations, but even of other Jews living in the very same remote Polish and Russian villages as these Hassidim, but who, however, are wary of the shade of fanaticism that accompanies their devotion.’


‘How could you be sure that you recognise a Hassid when you see one simply walking down the street?’ I asked.


‘They have that very particular code of dress,’ said Amy. ‘The black coat, the sidelocks, and either the black hat or the big shtreimel, the fur-bordered hat that this man was wearing.’


‘But perhaps the man you saw was wearing those clothes as a disguise,’ I proposed.


‘No!’ said Jonathan. ‘I wish I could believe that. Then we could assume that he was the murderer, and we would have only to hunt for him and solve the time puzzle. But it is impossible. The man was a real Hassid. There is no doubt about it.’


‘But how can you tell?’


‘I’ve grown up among them. It would be easy enough to put on the clothing, but I don’t think even the most extraordinary actor could learn to walk with that special gait, carry his books and papers just that way, sweep aside his prayer curls with that gesture, mumble in Yiddish as he passed through the gate. Not in just that very way. I’ve gone over it in my mind again and again. He was a real Hassid.’


‘You are absolutely certain?’


‘I only wish I weren’t!’ he replied. ‘But it’s just impossible. Believe me, their manner of holding themselves, speaking, moving, the look in their eyes is unmistakable, and I don’t see how one could act it. Maybe it wouldn’t be so difficult to imitate one of the younger ones, who are sometimes a little forced in their efforts, but the man I saw was a true rebbe. He was old, and he had the authority. There is no question about it.’


‘He was himself a rabbi?’ I said, feeling a little awkward about using the unfamiliar term, although I had heeded his explanations.


‘In the Hassidic sense – I should say definitely,’ he replied.


‘Then that should make it easier to trace him,’ I observed. ‘How many of them can there be in London, I wonder?’


‘That is the point,’ he said. ‘That is exactly what we were going to talk to you about. You see, it would not be easy to count the rebbes who live in London’s East End, because it is not an official status, such as being a priest would be. One is not ordained officially as a rebbe, so there is no list. On the other hand, while there are a great many of them, probably several dozen if not hundreds, still, if one has a contact within the tightly knit community who lives in that area, it seems to us,’ he glanced at his sister, ‘that perhaps one could learn something. And that is what we believe we have.’


‘It is not that we believe it; we actually have it,’ intervened Amy. ‘We have a cousin who married a man from that area. It is a strange story. Rivka was brought up in London, exactly as we were. She knew no Yiddish and as a child, she went to synagogue only occasionally, on the holiest days. But later she and her mother became more religious. She met this young man, David Mendel, after the services for the High Holy Days in September, three years ago. It was impossible to tell anything about his origins; his English was perfect. He is very handsome, and he and Rivka fell in love. Then came the surprise. David turned out to be from a Hassidic family living in the East End. They had emigrated from a shtetl – that is what they call their villages in the Yiddish dialect – in Poland some ten years earlier, when he was only a boy. An enormous number of immigrants started coming then – they’re still coming, in fact – because of the pogroms, vicious attacks on Jewish villages by the local population.’


I remembered seeing a mention of the wave of immigration on Professor Ralston’s list.


‘Some of the shtetl families who arrived in London tried to continue living according to their customs, bringing up their children as they did at home, sending them only to heder and yeshiva, the schools for Jewish studies, and not to state schools. However, most of the people, the non-Hassidic Jews and a few among the Hassidim also, were more broad-minded, and sent their children to the Jewish Free School in Bell Lane. That was the school that David attended, and he did so well there that he was awarded a scholarship to a grammar school to finish his studies. By the time he was sixteen or seventeen, you couldn’t tell his English from that of a native. I don’t think he ever told his schoolmates anything about his origins, or let them know that he spent his evenings in, as it were, a different world. When he finished school, he began an apprenticeship in a bank in the City, and eventually rose to a position of responsibility there. Yet he still lived at home with his parents, and remained at heart a practising Hassid; why, he even wears his prayer shawl underneath his city suit, although he hides the fringes during the day.’


‘Such a double life must be wearying,’ I said.


‘It was before, for he could really say nothing about his life in the City at home, nor even use the language he spoke there, and even less the other way. The meeting with our cousin was a blessing. David was afraid that she would not agree to move to the East End and adopt the way of life of a Hassidic woman, but she said that she was ready to do it. And she did it. She has borne two children since their marriage three years ago. She almost never leaves the rickety little flat in Settles Street, and spends all of her energies in making a home for her family. On top of this, she has had to struggle to learn Yiddish, and the many religious rituals she is expected to know. She says she still feels like an outsider, but things have become progressively better for her thanks to motherhood, and to all of her efforts and good will. As for David, she is a godsend, since of course he is able to talk to her about the different aspects of his life, and she can help and advise him in what you may call the strictly British aspect as no shtetl woman ever could.’


‘But do you suppose that your cousin and her husband would be willing or able to help us look for the mysterious rabbi?’ I asked doubtfully.


‘It depends,’ intervened Jonathan. ‘We have not seen them much recently, but we were debating in what way we could ask them for help. It would have to be a question of finding the rebbe in order to warn or exonerate him, and not in order to turn him over to the police – their help would certainly only be on that condition, Vanessa! Anyway, that is what I want, myself. I cannot believe for one moment, not for one single second that the rebbe I saw murdered that awful professor.’


‘And yet …’ I said.


‘I know, I know,’ he answered quickly. ‘Yet the strange time element remains in his defence.’


‘The reconstruction of the crime will help us determine what might really have happened,’ said Emily eagerly. ‘Perhaps we shall come up with a new possibility!’


We separated upon this, and I retired to my room to write my impressions of the day. We have decided to attempt the reconstruction tomorrow night, just as soon as it is late enough for the streets to be empty and the light gone. Furthermore, Jonathan and Amy have agreed to pay a visit to their cousins tomorrow, in order to explain the situation, and to suitably prepare the ground so that they may receive me the day after tomorrow, should they be willing to help us.


My goal for tomorrow, before the evening, is to devote myself to searching out anything I can about James Wilson from the newspapers of 1886, as well as trying to find and read whatever I can locate of Professor Ralston’s own writings. The task will be time-consuming and arduous, I know it from having performed similar ones in the past, but experience has shown me that it can be astonishingly rewarding. The amount of ‘secret’ knowledge which is actually in the public domain is, seemingly, immeasurable.





London, Friday, March 13th, 1896


I arose eagerly this morning, ready to begin with my projects. Emily and her friend were already up when I entered the tiny kitchen, preparing a modest breakfast of toast and tea, improved by a pot of home-made jam from Amy’s parents. We did not dally long, nor even exchange many words; even while devoting a corner of my mind to the pleasure of finding myself in London, I was girding myself up mentally for the day that lay ahead of me. Emily was on her way to a class, and Amy to see an editor, so we all three left the house together, and separated in the street below. I made my way immediately to the British Library.


After three hours of research amongst fusty yellow pages from a decade ago, I began to feel the need for a light meal, and I considered taking a break even though I had as yet found absolutely nothing on the subject of James Wilson. I had, however, come across an article or two by Professor Ralston, which I had read with great attention. Alas, while confirming all the unpleasant impressions I had already received from various sources, they seemed far too general in content to yield any insight on what might have led to his murder.


I wandered out into the pale March sunshine and searched for a place where a lady alone could pass relatively unnoticed while restoring herself. I saw a number of restaurants of all descriptions, all of which were entirely unsuitable, and into which I could not think of penetrating. I was beginning to seriously miss Cambridge, and compare the metropolis most unfavourably with it, when I spotted a lady as isolated as I myself, entering a place called Zoedone’s. I followed her at once, and discovered an odd style of restaurant, very crowded, very full of noise and people, very adept at abruptly slapping down in front of one the food which had to be ordered over a counter at great speed, almost shouting to be heard over the din. All this was rather stressful for one of quiet habits, but had the advantage that no one in the place appeared to have any time to notice anyone else. Having gone through the ordeal of ordering, I therefore sat down to eat my meal feeling quite triumphant and most pleasingly modern, in spite of its mediocre quality. I would have dearly liked to continue strolling about the streets afterwards, but duty called me, and I bent my steps firmly back to the library.


After exploring a number of newspapers, I concentrated my main efforts on the Illustrated London News, whose unusual use of coloured engravings lends somewhat more of a popular and sensational light to the articles than when they are merely printed in narrow columns upon the page. And it was there that I finally struck gold. The article was in a copy dating from the month of June in the year 1886. As I read it, I was gripped by an increasingly powerful feeling of horror.




JAMES WILSON’S MURDERERS CONDEMNED


The trial of brothers Menachem and Baruch Gad for the murder of little James Wilson, an eleven-year-old boy found stabbed to death behind a London warehouse in early April, came to an end today. The two brothers’ defence was based on the lack of motive, as they were not previously acquainted with the child, who had no family or regular sleeping place, and who, according to testimony, apparently eked out a living, if it may be called that, by minor acts of stealing, either for his own benefit or that of unidentified employers of his talents. Opportunity, however, had been convincingly demonstrated from the very first days of the trial, as the brothers lodged in a building whose windows gave directly over the warehouse where the child was often to be seen, and where his little body was found. Defending counsel having raised the thorny question of lack of motive, their opponents responded with the time-honoured accusation of ritual murder of Christian children at the season of the Jewish Passover festival. The claim is that the blood of a Christian is an essential ingredient in the making of the traditional Passover flat bread. The judge, and seemingly the public also, initially treated this motive with some disdain, but the prosecution then produced a witness whose erudition in such matters was clearly immense, and who gave an apparently convincing exposition of the history, the reality and the relevance of the purported motive. The witness, claiming fear of revenge, asked to remain anonymous to all but the judge, who cleared the court to hear his testimony and gave the jury his own personal assurance of the witness’s high qualifications. The witness was then escorted out unobtrusively, and the public was allowed to re-enter for the concluding statements, which gave a brief but clear summary of the witness’s declarations. His statements obviously had the effect of causing the jury to accept the motive as a valid explanation of the murderous act. The jury deliberated only an hour and a half. Menachem Gad was condemned to the gallows, and his brother Baruch, presumed to have been his accomplice, to ten years’ imprisonment.
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