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  I should like to know exactly what is the minimum of dress I may take her in . . . I hope that, at any rate, we may go as far as a pair of bathing-drawers, though for

  my part I should much prefer doing without them.




  

    

      

        –  C. L. Dodgson, ‘Lewis Carroll’, to Mrs A. L. Mayhew, on her daughter Janet, 27 May 1879


      


    


  




  The foulest soul that lived stinks here no more.




  The stench Hell is fouler than before!




  

    

      

        –  Algernon Charles Swinburne, on the death of Charles Augustus Howell, 24 April 1890
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  PART ONE




  November




  
Chapter One





  IT WAS SEVERAL WEEKS since the chatter of college scandal had diminished to a whisper. The Angel of Death had crossed the

  serene Oxford sky in a moment of high summer, the shadow of his wing falling briefly as a cloud on meadow and river, clock turret, and garden quadrangle. Now that the moment was safely past,

  Inspector Alfred Swain sat as a friend in the Christ Church rooms of the Reverend Charles Lutwidge Dodgson.




  There was no doubt that Mr. Dodgson himself had been changed by the events of that summer. To admiring correspondents he was now apt to reply that he was not Lewis Carroll, the

  “Story-Book Man,” nor did he know him. A few letters were returned from Oxford with the words “Not known” scrawled across their envelopes. Like Prospero, he had drowned the

  secret instrument of his magic, though in Mr. Dodgson’s case it was a camera rather than a book. There were to be no more photographs of little girls “in their favourite dress of

  nothing to wear.” Even the sketchbook recorded only those in whom Mr. Dodgson had perfect trust.




  On that November evening, Alfred Swain was not a policeman and scarcely a chaperone. Yet the events of the summer made his presence an advisable precaution. He gazed across the room at the young

  Widow Wilberforce, who sat with a shaft of lamplight sleek on her chestnut hair. For the past hour, the pair of them had watched in silent witness as Dodgson worked at a pencil drawing. His subject

  was Jane, the only child of Sarah Ashmole.




  Presently, as if sensing her companion’s eyes upon her, Roxana Wilberforce caught Swain’s glance. Her soft glance relaxed in a smile of gentle adoration for her lover. He could see

  Dodgson but not the girl of thirteen who sat naked to be sketched. Dodgson had insisted that she must be hidden from unnecessary eyes by the woven Eden of a silk Gothic screen, its panels a

  paradise of hummingbirds and parakeets, a flame pattern of tropical leaves.




  Dodgson sat in his dark suit, long jacket, and white bow-tie, the costume of the clergyman and scholar. Swain looked at the dark Italianate curls of the bowed head and deduced from this pose a

  frown of concentration on the long pale face. A pencil in the neat slim fingers hovered uncertainly over the sketching paper and then settled to its task once more. Like a caress, it followed the

  slight adolescent curve of waist and hip.




  The girl sighed, her first indication of weariness.




  “Ask me another riddle about the watch,” she said quietly.




  Dodgson replied without raising his head.




  “Which is better?” It was his habit to emphasize any word over which he might stumble. “A watch that is right once a year, or a watch that is right twice a

  day?”




  “That’s only sense!” As she spoke, Swain could hear the light, soft movement of the girl’s hair on her bare shoulder. “Twice a day is much better.”




  “Very good!” The pencil hovered and then settled to the paper in long exploratory sweeps. Dodgson spoke as if he had played the game so often that it no longer commanded his

  complete attention. “Then tell me, Jane. Would you prefer a watch which loses half a minute a day, or a watch that doesn’t go at all?”




  “The losing one,” she said, her voice raised a little at the absurdity of such a question. “Where’s the use of a watch that won’t go?”




  He looked up with a quick childlike smile, kind and triumphant at the same time.




  “You contradict yourself, my love. First, you chose a watch that would be right twice a day rather than once a year. But it’s the watch which doesn’t go at all

  that will be right twice a day. The one that loses half a minute a day can only be right once a year. You see?”




  “That’s not fair!” It was a child’s wail at the discovery of a cheat. “It’s silly!”




  Dodgson sketched quickly.




  “The great privilege of mathematics, my dear, is that it can be as silly as it likes, for its conclusions are quite ineluctable.”




  Swain was about to say something as to the privileged unfairness of mathematics. He kept the remark to himself, however, seeing how engrossed the man and the girl were with one another. It would

  have been like intruding on a pair of lovers, he thought.




  By nine o’clock on the November evening a river mist filled the water meadows and began to settle in droplets and patches on the grey Tudor stone of Christ Church. Cold vapour fogged the

  yellow outline of the lamp-panes in the wide courtyard, muffling the tiny echoes of fountain- and leaf-fall. Dampness clung to the very notes of Great Tom, tolling its hundred and one strokes as on

  every night since the bell had been hung in Christopher Wren’s new tower two centuries before. In the stillness that followed the last of these iron reverberations, the leads of the roof

  sounded faintly with a steady finger-tapping of raindrops. The room was lit by a white glare of gas. Above the harsh breath of the jet, Swain could just hear the scuffle of dry leaves running

  before a breeze in the quadrangle below.




  A silence had fallen between Dodgson and the girl. His pencil shaded the texture of lank brown hair, the setting for her brave and fair-skinned young features. How long before a woman’s

  hardness and crudity made a caricature for him of her present beauty? How soon would the resilience of her body be marred by the weight of womanhood?




  To call such anticipations a grief at the doom of nature, as though her maturity were a death, seemed absurd even to Dodgson himself. Yet as the pencil moved in surer lines, working faster

  towards the completion of the sketch, he was possessed by those mournful premonitions. Even now, he had become a witness to the physical tragedy of a girl who was no longer a child.




  Other men would see beauty in her, of course, long after he had ceased to find it. Dodgson could almost imagine what Rossetti would make of her, a few years hence, a demon goddess naked against

  the tropic fire of the silk screen and the wild lush foliage. When that happened, Dodgson would be generous in his praise of artist and model. Yet his heart would be cold as winter.




  In a light sweep he began to trace the outline of the Gothic screen itself, his imagination going back to the first model whom he had posed before it several years earlier. Nerissa Chantrey had

  stood before it, with all the naked self-assurance of a twelve-year-old. In her favourite dress of nothing to wear, he thought. It was at that time, in negotiating for Nerissa, that he had coined

  the euphemism to describe the nudity his camera study required. Since then he had used the words habitually in his approaches to the mothers—and in some cases the fathers—of those girls

  like Nerissa whom he knew to be willing models.




  From time to time, he had drawn women from the nude, the models readily available in the studios of Gertrude Thomson and other London friends. On those occasions there had been no more

  sensuality in the pencil’s caress than if he had been drawing a triangle to illustrate a proposition in Euclid. In the grey studio light, his mind was far away. It dwelt at that time on an

  image of Nerissa, a knowing barefoot imp who posed naked before his camera in the glasshouse on the college roof. The woman sitting in the studio was less real to him than that remembrance of

  summer afternoons in an Oxford lost for ever.




  Gathering his thoughts, Dodgson glanced up briefly at the girl and then turned to Alfred Swain.




  “I fear we have kept you far beyond your time, Mr. Swain. I had quite intended to have finished the sketch before nine o’clock. You must have grown tired of sitting in attendance so

  long.”




  Swain gave him a pleasant smile of reassurance.




  “If the young lady can keep so still and be so patient, Mr. Dodgson, where’s the hardship to me? It’s a pleasure to see you work, sir. If I had half your gift for it, I’d

  take my discharge and try the academy.”




  Dodgson answered him with a smile and a dissuasive shake of the head, returning to his work.




  “Where should we be, Mr. Swain, if you had a brace of portraits on the walls of the academy while innocent men fretted their lives away in prison cells?”




  They made a joke of it now. Yet the minds of all four went back to the visions of that summer. Mr. Dodgson and the little girls. Innocence and extortion. The body of the murdered man in his

  plum-coloured suiting, sodden with river water. Corruption in high places and low. There had been no end to it until the August evening when Inspector Swain had started to read to himself:




  

    

      

        Alice was beginning to get very tired of sitting by her sister on the bank and of having nothing to do: once or twice she had peeped into the book her sister was

        reading, but it had no pictures or conversations in it, “and what is the use of a book,” thought Alice, “without pictures or conversations?”


      


    


  




  In the words which followed, Swain had found the answer to murder and conspiracy. Perhaps the murder threatened only the innocence of the Reverend Mr. Dodgson. Yet the

  conspiracy was like an explosive mine beneath the fabric of English society, designed to bring down in its ruin both royalty and government, religion and moral example. Swain had already begun to

  think of those months of crisis as the “Mad Hatter Summer.”




  It had been out of the question to reveal the full truth of this to Mr. Dodgson. For that reason alone, each of the two men looked back upon the time from different standpoints.




  Dodgson added the last touches to his sketch of Jane Ashmole. Beyond the velvet curtains lay the dark evening and the mist, a season of ghosts and memories of the dead. It was the time of

  November bonfires and the Feast of All Souls. He smiled at his two companions and went to kiss Jane for her patience.




  Yet as he did so, there glimmered in the secret recesses of thought the mementoes of that time. Abandoned camera equipment in the cupboard close by. A girl who was to be his love in eternity.

  Belladonna, both the perfection of the girl’s beauty and a gaudy poison in the innocent garden of her childhood. A crime inspired by modern lust and ancient pride. The drowned bulk of the

  murdered man, floating on the green river surface in an Oxford twilight.




  Because he believed that his greatest happiness was past, and yet would one day return for ever, Dodgson thought as he kissed the girl of that serene and sunlit afternoon by the river in early

  June, when the curtain had risen on his life’s great melodrama.




  







  PART TWO




  Story-Book Man




  Chapter Two




  THE LAST IMAGES of his dream faded, like the coloured fancy on the nursery wall as the lamp of the magic lantern sputtered

  into smoke behind the glass slide. Tiny sounds and distant voices of the upper world filled Dodgson’s ears, exultation lifting him in his escape. Warmth touched his face. Even before he could

  open his eyes he saw behind their lids a bright apricot colour of sunlight. With a slight movement he touched the hard straw boating hat.




  White flannels accompanied the dark jacket and bow-tie as he lay in the shadow of the haycocks, far across Port Meadow on the Godstow bank of the stream. So broad was the summer pasture

  separating the two rivers that, turning his head towards the Oxford spires, he could see the slight curvature of the earth between the Cherwell and the Isis. A ruined arch of the old nunnery seemed

  to spin in the air above him, against the deep summer blue.




  Incommensurable magnitudes. The phrase recurred to him from that morning’s lecture on the fifth book of Euclid, a discourse entirely wasted on the loutish indifference of the young men in

  his charge. At close quarters he watched the minute insect worlds moving about him. A ladybird, brightly lacquered as a clockwork toy, climbed the flat crown of the straw boater that lay beside him

  and then tumbled harmlessly into the soft buttercup grass.




  If, as the Fathers believed, men and women would be raised in heaven at the age of their physical perfection, why not the world also? Heaven would surely be that Oxford season that came between

  the white may and the June roses. Through the hum of drifting insects above him, he heard the voice that had called such thoughts to his mind while he slept. Jane Ashmole was still reading the poem

  begun before he had fallen into his mid-afternoon doze.




  

    

      

        “When round his head the aureole clings,




        

          

            And he is clothed in white,


          


        




        I’ll take his hand and go with him




        

          

            To the deep wells of light,


          


        




        We will step down as to a stream




        

          

            And bathe there in God’s sight.”


          


        


      


    


  




  Under the starch-scented hems of her skirts the grass stirred as she shifted her hips a little before beginning the next stanza. Dodgson peeped and saw her lying propped on an

  elbow, reading “The Blessed Damozel” from a slim, olive-green book.




  At thirteen years old, Jane Ashmole still wore her straight brown hair loose to her shoulders, not yet in the tortured shapes that the false elegance of womanhood demanded. Brown-eyed and

  pale-skinned, she had emerged from infancy with firm features and a smooth, strong beauty. For several years her general appearance had changed little. To the widowed mother, Sarah Ashmole, this

  was an irritation, as if Jane had deliberately contrived it. To Dodgson it was a delight.




  “I have the bad taste to find more beauty in the undeveloped than in the mature form,” he had once said to Sarah Ashmole in desperate frankness, “yet little girls are so thin

  from seven to ten. I think twelve or thirteen would be my ideal age.” The woman had shrugged, indifferent to his views. But Jane was “invitable” alone as well as with others. Mrs.

  Ashmole had agreed to that. Hardly daring to breathe the words, Dodgson had asked the final question. Was Jane also “kissable”? Mrs. Ashmole received the inquiry with the same

  uncomprehending shrug of indifference.




  He looked again at the girl and saw her lying with her pink skirt drawn up almost to her knees to reveal smartly polished boots and the shape of her firm calves. The awkward pose was

  characteristic of her, pale legs pressed together in a manner so self-conscious and unpractised. A child would have been less self-conscious, a woman more practised.




  Turning a page of the book, Jane began the next stanza. Later, he decided, he would tell her of the day when he had photographed the book’s author. What a story that would make, the group

  in the walled summer garden: Dante Gabriel Rossetti, dark and plump as a headwaiter, the two sisters and the mother, brother William the saturnine government clerk.




  Listening to Jane’s voice, staring up into the vault of blue, he longed to be somewhere more private with her. The sky was deep in colour and immensity as Gabriel could have painted it, an

  azure heaven of pure Pre-Raphaelite blue. Between him and its infinite expanse a light haze of gold in the warm air reflected the buttercup fields below.




  Bending his arm back, he pillowed his head upon it and listened with half his attention to Jane’s voice. Of course, the reading lesson was performed to win his praise. The fingers of his

  other hand played upon the cloth-covered buttons of his black coat, touching each of them in turn like a rosary.




  As surely as mathematics, life was governed by rules. They applied with Euclidean rigour to his improvised photographic studio on the flat roof of his rooms, above the Tudor quadrangle of Christ

  Church. High above the trees and mellow stonework, Jane and he passed the total privacy of rare summer afternoons. At twelve years old, and now at thirteen, she had been naked before his camera a

  score of times. Permission was implied by Sarah Ashmole’s indifference. Those golden hours had brought no discovery and no complaint. Nothing had obliged him to drown his camera in the Isis,

  as if it had been Prospero’s book.




  In years to come, looking at Jane and her mild little clergyman-scholar, who would believe it? Yet he, the modest and serious-minded cleric, knew her young body perhaps better than any husband

  would. Times without number the dispassionate and unblinking eye of the camera had drawn him to the line of taut adolescent thighs, the first shadowing of her breasts, the tiny delicate bone

  pattern where the spine curved in before the firm, half-developed swell of hips and buttocks. No disfigurement of hair had yet appeared on the narrow triangle of her loins.




  The rules. His thoughts returned to them. First, only a man of evil mind could see lewdness in the beauty of Jane Ashmole, woman and child to him. That truth was as evident and absolute in

  Dodgson’s mind as any Euclidean proposition. Moreover, to let her feel safety in being naked with him was a logical extension of their innocent love. It was, to him, the anticipation of

  heaven, where in the perfect age of child and woman she would bathe naked with him in those “deep wells of light,” as Rossetti called them.




  Beyond childhood, the adult body must become a living tomb of disease and despair. Such was the fruit of the tree of knowledge. Yet the thought of what men called death sometimes made his heart

  jump with anticipation of the joy of the new loves beyond it.




  He watched the light wind above Port Meadow as it tore cumulus into white uncarded cotton drifts. His imagination followed the cloud’s progress, swirling over the chestnut fans and river

  willows, the bare walls of the ruined nunnery, and borne towards Wytham Woods or the familiar Oxford towers. Now the torn shadow was falling on the eighteenth-century stonework of Peckwater

  Quadrangle, darkening the cool Virginia creeper on Merton wall. It was streaming like a tattered battle flag above the water meadows of Christ Church, the majestic elms of the Broad Walk. At the

  wider river reach, where college barges were moored like ancient pleasure galleons of Rome or Egypt, the fleeting shade passed across the water into another world, beyond lichened walls and bell

  notes from turret clocks.




  The rules again. Never to touch or look at one of the girls lewdly, even in play, when she was naked. To hug and kiss her only when she was properly clothed. To assist only when necessary during

  dressing up or undressing to be photographed. This last allowance was inevitable since fancy dress was as common in his subjects as nudity. Never to force a girl who showed the least reluctance.

  Prudence as well as decency dictated that.




  Jane had been the most forthright of any of his models. Once she had confided her feelings unprompted. Far from being uneasy, she found something “special” about being naked with an

  adult friend. As though, she said, she too had become adult with all the privileges that brought. The feeling came first when she was six or seven, her bathing superintended by a nursemaid. On such

  occasions of frankness and intimacy subjects were discussed that seemed too solemn or dangerous for normal conversation. It was as if the grown-up world also understood that the prohibitions of

  childhood were abandoned with its clothes.




  “I fear no one will ever again pamper you as I do,” Dodgson had said to her in one of these conversations, mocking himself by his own smile.




  That, of course, was why Jane and others had consented to so much. He was the perfect lover for the “favourite age” of twelve or thirteen. Their knowledge of men—the men who

  would be husbands or lovers in the grown-up world—came casually from gossip and confidences among servants. Little of this had to do with the pleasures of love: much of it hinted at pain and

  brutishness. Their own eyes confirmed the annual misery and danger of childbirth, often amounting to agony and sometimes death. It was only in Dodgson’s company that such girls as Jane knew

  they might be beautiful and pampered, naked and admired, loved and indulged, without being put to the sword of male pleasure. Love, in his presence, grew through safety and reassurance.




  He was thinking of this when he realised that Jane had stopped reading and was speaking directly to him, solemn and reproving as a child, assured and familiar as a woman.




  “Will it be like that after we die?” she repeated, nodding at the Rossetti volume. “After we are both dead, shall we always be together as we are now, whenever we choose? Shall

  I be able to say, ‘This afternoon I will take a boat on the river with my Dodo’?”




  Alone among his child-friends, Jane was privileged to use the endearment, which came from stumbling over his own name in pronunciation as “Do-Do-Dodgson.” He was always the least

  uneasy when she turned upon him for his professional opinion as a man of God. Despite his thoughts, however, he was in no mood for homilies on heaven and immortality just then. With eyes closed he

  attempted to elude the question by an appearance of continued sleep. Jane was not to be denied.




  “With my Dodo!”




  She was leaning over him now, her shadow on the apricot brightness behind his lids. He felt the light warmth of her face close to his own. Quick and knowing, her lips touched him, making his own

  quiver in a smile. As she pulled away, he opened his eyes and looked up into her face.




  His smile grew into one of contented admiration for the slight pertness in the tilt of her nose and chin, the brown hair trimmed prettily on her forehead in a brief slanting fringe. How all that

  might be spoilt by the “improvements” forced upon her in the name of womanly beauty! Dodgson reached for her hand and felt the cool fingers, then the warm, firm palm that responded

  quickly to his touch. The pressure of her fingers increased upon him.




  “When I shall die . . .” She reverted again to the question.




  “Oh, I daresay I shall be there long before,” he said lightly, still smiling at her, “an antique old gentleman such as I am! I shall be waiting.” He was so certain of the

  truth that there was no harm in teasing her a little.




  Jane released his hand abruptly and began to display something of that tiresome coquetry which too often accompanied the transition from child to woman. She brushed her hair back quickly.




  “Perhaps you may meet someone else before that,” she said. “Perhaps you may marry a wife.”




  There was a time when the sudden thrust of such questions about marriage would have shocked him like a convulsive nausea. Now his defence was so well practised as to sound effortless.




  “If I were married I should have to leave Oxford,” he said wistfully. “And then who else would have me?”




  “And must you never have a wife?”




  “No,” he said indifferently. “A College man may not marry. Yet he may have as many friends as he will, which is far the best thing. Young ladies will come to visit him.

  Perhaps, if he were married, his wife would forbid them. Perhaps he would not even want to see them.”




  Jane looked down at him sceptically.




  “Not want to see them? Not even the one who sits on her bare bottom in front of his camera?”




  Alone among the girl-children of his acquaintance, Jane’s occasional defensive vulgarity was also to be tolerated. Not quite tolerated, indeed, but received in silence. Before he could

  draw breath to speak again, she scrambled up and began to walk through the meadow grass towards the riverbank, where the others had moored the skiff.




  From where he lay, the copper-green shallows and luminous pools of the stream were close to him. Dodgson touched the green rushes at arm’s length, thick and sappy with the soft elasticity

  of a girl’s cool skin. Over the brown sheaths the rushes rose like classical columns, swelling out at their centre.




  For the last time, he hoped, the question of matrimony had been answered. With few exceptions, a fellow of an Oxford college was debarred by statute from marriage. He was also required to

  proceed to Holy Orders. Neither of these stipulations was the least irksome to him. In both, he had fulfilled the letter and the spirit of the law.




  The white pollen of early grasses thickened the air as he watched Jane walking away. Under the pink cotton her hips thrust with the abandon of childhood, not yet the controlled movement of a

  young woman.




  What was it that he truly mourned? Not the loss of a mere child’s appearance, for he had kissed girls of seventeen or eighteen and thought them several years younger. There were models to

  be hired in town who were married women with a child’s body. Not appearance, then. By long experience he had learnt to dread hard-voiced independence and the impertinence of the

  “awkward age” as the worst disfigurement of all. Must it happen to Jane Ashmole? Perhaps only in the June heaven above the Oxford meadows would she be restored to him, for ever perfect

  in her regained innocence.




  He could just see the stern of the skiff, beyond the cow-parsley and meadowsweet, where the river margin glimmered cool in the bright afternoon. Robinson Duckworth of Trinity, with his handsome,

  open face, was the chaperone of these summer afternoons. He sat on the bank in clerical coat and white flannels, a straw boater balanced humorously on the back of his head. Two girls knelt at

  either side of him, listening to his words. They were the daughters of Dr. Chantrey, Nerissa the elder at fourteen, Belinda at seven the youngest member of the boating party.




  “Shall you be married in heaven?”




  Dodgson, who had closed his eyes again in contemplation, opened them to see Jane once more standing over him. He was about to say something theological, to define heaven as a state beyond mere

  wedlock.




  “Shall I be your bride?”




  In this, he decided, Jane could not be denied. He reached up and took her hand as she stood against the faint and sunlit meadow haze. Smiling at her as he held her hand, he let go at last and

  watched her turn away to the others. No word was needed.




  Heaven in the deep meadow sky. Perhaps not. Heaven, instead, as the cliffs and beaches of the Isle of Wight or the Sussex coast. Perpetual afternoon of summer light on groups of girl-children in

  bathing-drawers and vests. All of them polite, demure, yet responsive to his approach. For good measure, these charming pleasures would be tempered by lunch with Tennyson at Farringford, sunlit

  days with Rossetti in the gardens of Kelmscott or at Tudor House in Cheyne Walk.




  Such images crowded his mind in the knowledge that several weeks hence his annual summer adventure would begin again. Against the Oxford meadowland he saw a glitter of afternoon tide stretching

  from the chines beyond Freshwater into the mirror fire of the Western Approaches. Warm shingle beaches below the creamy chalk of Sussex cliffs. Abruptly the mood of anticipation was dispelled by

  Duckworth’s voice calling from the riverbank,




  “Five o’clock! Five o’clock!”




  The Chantrey girls joined the cry, shrill and reproving, as if to rouse Dodgson from his idleness. Drawing himself up, he dusted the pollen from his clothes. By the time that he reached the

  skiff at its mooring, the three girls were sitting amidships, Duckworth in the bow with the sculls. Light and expert, Dodgson took the stern lines, pushing off from the gravelled shallows into the

  dappled sunlight of the stream.




  At first all five of them were preoccupied in setting the little craft on its course downstream to Folly Bridge. With the lines in his hands, Dodgson watched the flat, warm countryside towards

  the Cumnor hills and Wytham Woods through the gaps of the willows and osiers on the bank. Fields of young wheat were already splashed by the crimson of trifolium. White bells of comfrey enlivened

  the green riverbank.




  As the skiff moved easily with the current, he avoided the eyes of the others, knowing that the gaze of the three girls was upon him. He thought of Jane, gentle and patient; Nerissa, wise and a

  little suspicious with the advantage of her age; Belinda, eager and avaricious in her infancy. It was Belinda who broke the spell, the gentle pat and ripple of water on the shell, her voice

  confident in its own audacity.




  “Tell us a story, Story-Book Man!”




  Of all the girls, Belinda saw most clearly that she was the giver and Dodgson the beggar in the matter of friendship. Her voice confirmed it in every syllable.




  Duckworth, in the bows, missed the water with his blade and let out a breathless guffaw.




  “No time! No time!” he said, protesting like one of Dodgson’s own creations on the author’s behalf. “If this keeps up we shall be at Folly Bridge faster than

  light!”




  Belinda pressed her short mane of fair hair to her mouth, as if kissing it, and pulled a face.




  “Faster than light?”




  “Why not?” Duckworth had his breath again now but was rowing more slowly than before.




  “Because you can’t travel faster than light!” Nerissa spoke, exercising the superiority of age, weary of childish talk.




  “Why not?” Dodgson spoke at last, echoing Duckworth’s question. The answer had fallen easily into his mind, as it generally did, while the others were talking.




  “Because,” said Nerissa, “what would happen to you if you did?”




  “Don’t you know?”




  She shook her head, and so he told her.




  

    

      

        “Travel faster than light, and the consequence is,




        

          

            No matter how slowly you drive,


          


        




        You may finish your journey, and on the next day




        

          

            You shall watch yourself as you arrive. . . .”


          


        


      


    


  




  “But what if you can’t?” Nerissa remained unimpressed.




  He had an answer for this, too.




  

    

      

        “As a matter of logic, the consequence is,




        

          

            If light travel faster than I,


          


        




        You shall see me in places I’m no longer in,




        

          

            By the gift of your sceptical eye.”


          


        


      


    


  




  “Bravo!” cried Duckworth. “Those who lose the wager shall take the rudder. He who wins it may now take the sculls.”




  They bumped the bank gently, Duckworth stepping out and steadying the bow while Jane and Nerissa sat side by side in the stern, each holding a line. Dodgson moved to the bow, taking up the

  sculls while his mind continued to run over the lines of the verses, seeking faults and improvements. On such afternoons he could rhyme effortlessly and endlessly, discarding almost every attempt

  by the time the party reached the boating station at Folly Bridge.




  Beyond the boatbuilder’s yard at Medley Weir, the arcadia of Wytham Woods and the buttercup meadows gave way to the dark brick of Oxford’s industrial suburb. Among shabby houses rose

  the occasional bell tower of a Tractarian church, Romanesque or Florentine. It was an area known to Dodgson only from the distance of the river or the seclusion of a cab driving to the railway

  station.




  Then the landscape of smoke and brick was gone. They passed under Folly Bridge to the boating station, where the freshly painted college barges lined the bank of Christ Church Meadow.




  







  Chapter Three




  FROM HIS CONCEALMENT among the trees on the far bank of the river, Richard Baptist Tiptoe—familiarly known as Dicky

  Tiptoe—watched the skiff move downstream in the tranquil current. He caught a last sound of voices, Belinda’s high-pitched peremptory demand:




  “Tell us a story, Story-Book Man!”




  He heard her snigger at her own pertness. Then Dicky Tiptoe closed the field-glasses he had employed during the afternoon and turned away towards the low ancient arch of Godstow Bridge. In its

  shadow, the boy who had been paid sixpence for his trouble was holding the two horses of Tiptoe’s hired pilentum. Hairy of ear and nostril, bravely moustached, Dicky Tiptoe carried his forty

  years with the pace and ferocity of a bantam. Just now he was smiling to himself, thinking of the story he would tell Charlie Howell. There was not a doubt in his mind that the Reverend Mr. Dodgson

  was alone in the world, a beggar for the friendship of children. Tiptoe, who had experience in such matters, judged that he was a rather frightened man.




  Driving back through the sunlit lanes north of Oxford, he sang quietly to himself. Dicky Tiptoe. No one who knew him could say whether the ridiculous name was the one he had been born with. He

  himself would have had to stop and consider the question. But there was much about him that was generally known to be true.




  Richard Baptist Tiptoe had been, however briefly, a boy at Harrow School, under the famous Dr. Vaughan. He had been an officer in India after the mutiny, though no English soldier had ever

  served under his command. Lieutenant Tiptoe had commanded the second detachment of Native Infantry at Sedashegar, rarely seeing another Englishman. Like most subalterns in such posts, he had taken

  to the bottle and acquired a trio of Indian girls for his bungalow. By promising other favours here and there, his girls took care that his superiors should not hear tales of their benefactor

  bawling out his parade-ground commands with eyes glazed and tunic unbuttoned, berating the sepoys in the coarsest language of the barroom.




  Rescued from Sedashegar by the promise of marrying money, Richard Baptist Tiptoe stepped ashore at Gravesend after a ten-year absence. Money, when it saw him in the flesh, called off the

  wedding. Yet as he boasted, he was “an adaptable sort of cove” and found himself employment by driving the Cambridge Mail between the Blue Boar and its London terminus at the Warwick

  Arms near St. Paul’s.




  The North-Eastern Railway put an end to the Cambridge Mail. Undismayed, Dicky Tiptoe found his way to Holywell Street, a shabby little thoroughfare running just north of the Strand. Secondhand

  clothes and dog-eared books crowded the windows of the narrow shops. Behind one bow-window of blistered paint and volumes of sermons a prison-hardened old man, William Dugdale, printed neat,

  plain-covered volumes of baroque obscenity.




  Tiptoe had always possessed a certain florid facetiousness of style. At Dugdale’s suggestion, he put it to work. Vivien: A Tale of the Hindu Marriage-Bed was a tribute to his

  favourite bungalow girl. He followed its success with Nunnery Confessions, The Amorous Tour of Susie Loveit, and Venus at Fifteen. The quaint, refined prose demanded by readers of the

  genre had been effortless to him. With a lingering pride he remembered some of his cadences as other men dwelt on the poetry of Byron or Scott. “Stripped to a negligee costume which

  heightened the charms of her person . . . brown velveteen skin, eyes limpid with the birth of venereal desire.”




  Dicky Tiptoe whistled as he cracked the whip above his horses’ heads and threaded the busy Oxford streets. Brewers’ drays with their powerful shires moved like galleons among the

  lighter craft of hansoms, yellow-painted phaetons, and the groups of riders returning to dinner from Sandford and Nuneham Courtenay.




  Leaving his carriage at the stables of the King’s Head in the Cornmarket, he set off with his bandy, duck-legged walk towards the University Museum, rising in its yellowish collegiate

  Gothic above the trees of the parks. Charles Augustus Howell, tall, olive-skinned, and strong-featured, hair carefully oiled, stood among the stone pillars of the great inner court, sunlight

  falling through the roof above. His tall hat was held securely under the arm of his cream suit, and he appeared to rest lightly on his gold-topped cane. As Dicky Tiptoe arrived, Howell was studying

  the stuffed body of the black gorilla in its glass case.




  “It’s done, then?” asked Tiptoe in a whisper. “Is it done?”




  “Long ago.” Howell continued to study the bared teeth of the dead gorilla. “And what did you discern of the learned Dodgson?”




  “He’d be easily frightened,” said Tiptoe thoughtfully. “He must be! That last letter to a girl’s mother! Permission to photograph Miss Jane without her

  bathing-drawers! How many a time, d’you suppose, he’s never asked permission? He must know there can be only one end. What we’re doing is more of a kindness to the poor fellow.

  When the time comes, he’ll cut up soft as new cheese.”




  To Tiptoe’s slight annoyance, Howell continued to give his attention to the gorilla.




  “See those teeth?” A long cream-suited arm indicated the dead animal’s face. “You call that a smile? That? I’ll be damned if it is! I’ve seen the creatures

  shot and clubbed in Africa. A monkey that looks like that is in real terror. No wonder if this poor brute was when they skinned him!”




  Then he turned to his shabbier companion.




  “Remember that,” he said pleasantly, “when you next have our friend under observation.”




  They turned back to the entrance of the museum, through the great nave of pillars and ironwork. Just outside the main door, Howell stood in the sunlight, looking back at the courts and

  galleries, Romanesque arches, and steep roofs of fancy tiling.




  “There is genius in that design,” he said, as if the idea had only just come to him. “Not the skill of the architect but the soul of the man who created such forms. Do you know

  him?”




  “No,” said Tiptoe uneasily, “I don’t believe I do.”




  “Professor Ruskin.” Howell folded his hands on his cane in a gesture of veneration. “I shall always regard those years I spent as his secretary as the most rewarding experience

  of my life.”




  Tiptoe looked quickly to see if there was the hint of a smile pulling at his companion’s lips. There was none. They walked through the sunlight to the Botanic Garden and to Christ Church

  Meadow. Tiptoe raised his hat to the porter at Tom Tower. Then the cream-suited aesthete and the duck-legged old subaltern beside him made their way to the Taylorian Institute where cabs could be

  hired for the railway station.




  Leaving Duckworth to escort the three girls, Dodgson walked quickly up St. Aldate’s to prepare for the evening meeting of Common Room. There was no pleasure in his

  anticipation. Such occasions rarely produced more than a sterile debate on the policies of the wine purchaser or measures to prevent older members from removing Common Room magazines and papers to

  their own quarters before the stipulated date. Yet he would have been the first to acknowledge the ferocity and animus which inspired such discussions among the college’s senior members.




  “What mighty contests rise from trivial things!” The line rose unbidden in his thoughts, and he smiled with a slight pedantic satisfaction at his own cleverness.




  Several envelopes from the afternoon post were still at the porter’s lodge, not yet delivered to individual rooms. Dodgson took those addressed to him and began to tear open the deep-blue

  envelopes as he crossed the quadrangle flagstones towards his corner staircase. In the hour before dinner there was an air of renewed activity around him after the stillness of the college

  afternoon.




  Two of the envelopes were unfamiliar enough to take his quick attention as he closed the oak behind him and sat in the recess of the casement window. The first had an official appearance. From

  its torn fold he drew a printed slip of paper.




  

    

      

        It were better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and he cast into the sea, than that he should offend one of these little ones.


      


    


  




  There was a second, identical envelope with nothing but his name scrawled across it, delivered by hand. Inside he found a scrap of torn paper written in the same careless

  script.




   




  Tell us your story, Story-Book Man!




   




  Dodgson held the two pieces of paper in his hand and looked out across the shaven grass of the quadrangle lawn, the fountain, and the geometrical design of gravel paths. His

  eyes rested on the grey Tudor shape of the square tower at the cathedral’s eastern end. It was sham, of course, still raw in its new-cut stone. What an imposture it looked now! How right his

  opposition had been!




  Presently he looked down again at the two pieces of paper, from which he had held his mind fastidiously in the aftermath of reading them. They came as no shock to him. He was prepared, as a man

  is prepared who has been warned long ago of an illness that will one day afflict him. It was probably by his own carelessness that the fortress of privacy had been breached. What he felt now was

  neither fear nor shame. Least of all had he reason for shame. It was more akin to a sudden realisation, remembering a door left open in a wall far behind him, a key unturned in a lock.




  Even in the moment of danger, his gift of logic was unfailing. The text might have been cut from any one of a dozen different pamphlets issued by charities or tract societies. Yet the words

  written on the scrap of paper were those of Belinda Chantrey, spoken scarcely an hour before.




  He excused the girls from suspicion. Not one of them had the opportunity to deliver such a note, even if the malicious sneer had been morally possible to her. Jane Ashmole was secure in the

  innocence of love. The Chantrey sisters were incapable of the adult wickedness that the note represented.




  Who had watched him so closely as to be able to use the words of private conversation in slander of this kind? Dodgson could imagine an answer to the question.




  Unwelcome though they were, the two notes were not unexpected. Discretion was a quality that Dodgson, almost deliberately, had abandoned during the past twelve months in his dealings with

  girl-children and their mothers alike. His conscience was clear in the matter. To any moralist, to any court of law, he could have answered for his conduct without fear. Yet he had been indiscreet,

  as much in committing his desires to paper as in pursuing them in practice.




  To Mrs. Mayhew, wife of the Wadham chaplain, he had written a letter on the subject of how far he might undress her three daughters for the purposes of photographic art. “The permission to

  go as far as bathing-drawers is very charming,” he acknowledged. Then in a series of notes he had urged upon the chaplain’s wife the illogicality and philistinism of forbidding her

  daughters to be naked on these occasions with him.




  Hesitant and apprehensive of Oxford scandal, the poor woman had taken refuge in the excuse that her daughters would be distressed by such proceedings. Dodgson spoke to them himself and

  discovered that they had no objection at all to posing “in their favourite dress of nothing to wear.” He pleaded with Mrs. Mayhew in tones of facetious triumph. “Now, don’t

  crush all my hopes. . . .” Driven from her first line of defence, the mother had agreed to Dodgson’s requests on condition that she might be present herself as a chaperone. The

  indignity of being suspected stung him to an angry reply. He refused, ever again, to photograph the Mayhew girls—naked or clothed—“now that I know I am only permitted such a

  privilege under chaperonage.”




  The Mayhews were not his persecutors, of that he was utterly sure. What of those others whom he had implored and cajoled? Sarah Ashmole had objected, on Jane’s behalf, that her daughter

  would not care to be naked before the camera lens. Yet she had capitulated with surprising ease when shown that Jane felt not the least repugnance.




  It was unthinkable that the Mayhews, Sarah Ashmole, or such correspondents might be the authors of anonymous sneers and rebukes. What about those other men and women to whom his importunate

  letters might have been shown?




  Sarah Ashmole, with her fair-skinned dignity and dark hair: he thought of her. She was a compliant, affectionate woman of thirty-three or thirty-four, giving friendship easily. Her weaknesses

  were the complement to her virtues—carelessness, imprudence, indulging her own pleasures as naturally as she permitted those of others.




  For some months Dodgson had been aware of the distance that had grown between him and several Oxford families who had once been flattered by the friendship of “Lewis Carroll.” There

  were stories of his oddity in circulation; he had known that for a long time.




  As he sat in the window-seat of his room, looking down on the close-mown grass and the sand-coloured gravel paths, the name and face of one man came repeatedly to the surface of his thoughts.

  Thomas Godwin, like himself a senior member of Christ Church, and unlike Dodgson in almost every other respect.




  Godwin with his tall brow, dark locks, and sardonic manner was a child of the Romantic rebellion in the guise of a modern scholar. Born in Germany of English parents, Godwin maintained the dark

  glories of Goethe, the idealism of Hegel, the religious scepticism of Göttingen. At twenty he had published a widely admired translation of Wilhelm Meister. With that, literary output

  ceased.




  One of Godwin’s Senior Common Room amusements was his mockery of Dodgson’s piety and his contempt for the middle-aged bachelor’s child-friendships. “A man among children

  and a child among men,” Godwin had once called him to his face. “An inexhaustible stream of moral cant,” was his other pleasantry, “shallow at the source and wide at the

  mouth.”




  Dodgson was not much moved by such bitter humour. It was usual enough in Oxford colleges. Yet Godwin had been Sarah Ashmole’s lodger, occupying rooms in the house beyond Folly Bridge for

  several months in the previous year. Was it possible that he had heard something of Dodgson’s pleading with Mrs. Ashmole on Jane’s behalf?




  With a final glance at the offensiveness of the new cathedral tower in the late sunlight, Dodgson dismissed the suspicion against Godwin. In the eyes of Dean Liddell and the governing body,

  Godwin’s moral and doctrinal position was already equivocal. To compound this by such poisonous banter was both foolish and unnecessary. It was foolish because it would compromise his own

  position, unnecessary because Dodgson was so easy a target for public abuse at every meeting of Senior Common Room. Public mockery was a more gratifying game to Godwin’s kind. In any case, if

  he had known of Dodgson’s interest in Jane a year ago and had not cared, why should he care so greatly now?




  There was but one way with such poisoned thoughts. Dodgson went across to the fireplace and drew aside the embroidered screen. He struck a match, watched the burning paper curl, and went to

  dress for dinner.




  A mile away in the courtyard of the museum, Alfred Swain—of the long, intelligent features—was pondering on what he had just seen. He had come to the museum in a few hours of leisure

  to improve his stock of useful knowledge. Poetry was for pleasure, natural science was for improvement of the mind. That, at least, was Swain’s experience. Yet he emerged into the tree-lined

  road outside with an uncharacteristic frown. It was not the stuffed carcases of the natural-history display that caused this grimace of puzzlement. Swain was thinking about Charles Augustus Howell

  and wondering what had brought him to Oxford. While there was no criminal conviction against him, Howell was “known to the police” in the most discreet way. That concerned Alfred Swain,

  who was a newly appointed inspector in the Criminal Investigation Department of Scotland Yard. A series of robberies among the wealthier homes of north Oxfordshire had brought him to the city. The

  sighting of Charlie Howell was pure coincidence. All the same, Swain stored the event in his long and tidy memory, to be thought about further when time permitted.




  







  Chapter Four




  DODGSON ADJUSTED THE SCREW that stood out from the brass lens of the collodion camera. The two boxes of red polished wood

  that made up the body of the instrument moved one inside the other. Through the thick glass, the wickerwork sofa and its cushions came into focus, upside down.




  It was rare for him to exchange his black jacket for white linen. Yet the little glasshouse on the leads above his room was oppressively hot in the June sunlight. Jane Ashmole stood on the flat

  roof outside it, the light breeze from meadow and river fluttering the yellow ribands of her dress. Leaning her hands on the battlemented stone, she looked down across the great quadrangle, over

  the cathedral roof beyond, to the elms of the Broad Walk and the distant gleam of the river itself.




  Dodgson resumed his interrogation of her.




  “Babies are illogical,” he said severely. “Nobody is despised who can manage a crocodile. Illogical persons are despised.” He gave her a moment to consider the three

  statements. “Answer, please!”




  Jane turned the strong, pale features of her face to him—the profile of Sarah Ashmole reinforced by energy and authority at thirteen years old. She brushed back her short slanting fringe

  of dark brown hair.




  “That’s easy,” she said. “Babies cannot manage crocodiles.”




  She gave him the taunting smile of one who knew that he had deliberately made the first problem simple.




  “That’s good.” Dodgson straightened up from the camera. “Very good. We shall make a logician of you yet.”




  “Perhaps I shan’t care very much for being a logician.”




  Her smile widened, revealing the perfection of firm white teeth, her face so captivating in its innocent teasing that his heart seemed almost to stop with the beauty of it. How easy to

  understand the myth of Cupid’s arrow, he thought, the sudden impact that woke devotion and desire.




  As if fearing that she might read too much in his eyes, he turned away to the bench on which lay two large portable wooden cases. One contained the enamel baths and rows of stoppered bottles.

  The other, when open, unfolded the black tent of an improvised dark-room.




  “No ducks waltz,” he said, beginning again with her. “No officers ever decline to waltz. All my poultry are ducks.”




  Jane leant her elbows on the stone of the parapet and looked directly down at the path below, as if measuring the height.




  “That’s harder,” she said, and seemed to dismiss the problem on those grounds. Yet before he could interrupt, she added hopefully, “No officers are ducks.”




  Dodgson took the Hill-Norris collodion plates from their shallow trough and slid the first one into the back of the camera.




  “No,” he said gently, “my poultry are not officers.”
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