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Opinion is not worth a rush;


In this altarpiece the knight,


Who grips his long spear so to push


That dragon through the fading light
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When did he make up his mind?


Not even he knew. But once the doubts subsided and could only be heard as distant siren calls, the dull weight in his body turned into a throbbing anxiety, which he realised that he had actually been missing. Life became more vivid. Even the blue buckets in the hobby workshop took on a shining new lustre and his every perception contained an entire world, a whole chain of events and thoughts, and the mere idea of trying to summarise them would be pointless, or even dishonest.


His mind teemed with a mass of thoughts and images, and even if his breathing was already painfully quick, his body quivered with an intense sensation bordering on desire, as if his decision to die had given him back his life. In front of him on a grey table, covered with stains and small holes which in some cases were burn marks but also something else, something sticky, there were a hot-plate, a couple of bottles with black liquid and then a gilt teaspoon which was to play a certain part in the story. The rain could be heard outside. It fell and fell. Never before had the heavens opened like this over a Whit Sunday weekend in England, and maybe that affected his decision.


Maybe he was just influenced by smaller things, like his hay fever and the fact that his neighbours, Mr and Mrs Webb, had just moved to Styal and left behind them a feeling that life was going away or was even happening in some other place to which he had not been invited. It was not like him to get worked up about things like that. But neither was it unlike him. It is true that everyday things did not affect him in the same way as the rest of us. He had a particular gift for ignoring the chattering around him. But then again he could fall under dark spells for no reason at all. Small things could affect him in big ways. Insignificant events could lead to drastic decisions or the strangest ideas.


Now he was going to leave this world taking his cue from a children’s film about some funny dwarfs, which is of course ironic. There was no shortage of irony and paradox in his life. He had shortened the course of a war and thought more deeply than most about the foundation stones of intelligence, but had been placed under a probation order and forced to take a repugnant medicine. Not long before, he had been scared out of his wits by a fortune teller in Blackpool, and he had been in a state about it for a whole day.


What was he to do now?


He plugged two wires from the ceiling into a transformer on the table and put a pan with some black sludge in it on the hotplate. Then he changed into some grey-blue pyjamas, and took a red apple from a blue fruit bowl by the bookshelf. He often had an apple at the end of his day. Apples were his favourite fruit, not just because of their taste. Apples were also . . . never mind. He cut the fruit in two and went back to the hobby workshop, and then he realised. His entire being understood, and with unseeing eyes he looked out towards the garden. Isn’t it odd, he thought, without really knowing what he meant. Then he remembered Ethel.


Ethel was his mother. One day Ethel will write a book about him, without having the least understanding of what he had been doing, but to be fair one can say that it was not easy. The man’s life consisted of too many numbers and secrets. He was different. Besides, he was young, at least in a mother’s eyes, and although he had never been regarded as a beauty and had lost his fine runner’s physique since a court decision in Knutsford, he was not bad looking. Ever since he was little and could not tell right from left and thought that Christmas came at pretty much any time of year, sometimes often and sometimes seldom, like other beautiful, enjoyable days, he had thought thoughts which were totally not of their time. He became a mathematician who dedicated himself to something as prosaic as the art of engineering, an unconventional thinker who got it into his head that our intelligence is mechanical, or even computable as a long, snaking series of numbers.


But above all, and this mothers find especially hard to understand, on this day in June he no longer had the strength to go on living, and he therefore continued with his preparations, which would later be seen as strangely complicated. It was just that his concentration was disturbed. He heard something, footsteps down by the front door he thought, the crunch of gravel, and an absurd thought struck him: someone is bringing good news, perhaps from far away, from India or from another time. He gave a laugh or sobbed, hard to tell which, and he started moving, and even if he heard nothing more, nothing more than the sound of dripping against the roof, his mind stuck with the thought: There’s someone out there. A friend, worth listening to, and as he passed the desk he thought want to, don’t want to, like a child pulling the petals off a flower. He perceived every detail in the corridor with a vibrant precision that would have fascinated him on a better day. With a sleepwalker’s steps he went into the bedroom and saw the Observer lying on the bedside table and the wristwatch with the black leather strap, and right next to it he laid the half apple. He thought of the moon shining behind the school building at Sherborne, and he lay down on his back on the bed. He looked composed.
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It rained the next day as well and young Detective Constable Leonard Corell came walking along Adlington Road. When he drew level with Brown’s Lane, he took off his trilby because he felt warm despite the rain, and he thought of his bed, not the miserable bed in his flat but the one waiting at his aunt’s in Knutsford, and as he did so his head sank down to his shoulder, as if he were about to fall asleep.


He did not like his job. He did not like the salary, the walking, the paperwork, or godforsaken Wilmslow where nothing ever happened. It had got to the point where even now he felt nothing but emptiness. And yet the housekeeper who called had mentioned a white froth around the dead man’s mouth and a smell of poison in the house, and in the past a report like this would definitely have sparked some life in Corell. Now he just plodded along the puddles of water and the garden hedges. Behind lay the field and the railway. It was Tuesday, 8 June, 1954, and he glanced down, looking for the signs with the house names on them.


When he found the address “Hollymeade”, he turned in to the left and was met by a large willow which looked like a big old broom, and without needing to he stopped and retied his shoelaces. A brick pathway stretched halfway across the yard and then came to an abrupt stop, and he wondered to himself what had happened here, although obviously he realised that, whatever it was, it had nothing to do with the brick footpath. Over by the left-hand entrance stood an elderly woman.


“Are you the housekeeper?” he said, and she nodded. She was a colourless little old lady with sad eyes, and when he was younger Corell would probably have given her a warm gentle smile and put a hand on her shoulder. Now he just looked down grimly and followed her in, up a steep staircase, and there was nothing pleasant about the walk, no excitement, no policeman’s curiosity, hardly even a feeling of unease, only a “Why do I have to keep on with this?”


Already in the hallway he sensed a presence, a closeness in the air, and as he went into the room he closed his eyes and, to be honest, perhaps strange given the circumstances, one or two inappropriate thoughts of a sexual nature went through his mind which there’s no need to elaborate on now, other than to say that they seemed absurd even to him. When he opened his eyes, the associations lingered over the room like a surreal membrane, but they dissolved into something else when he discovered the bed, the narrow bed, and on top of it a man, dead, lying on his back.


The man was dark-haired and perhaps a little over thirty. From the corner of his mouth, white froth had run down his cheek and dried into a white powder. The eyes were half open and were set deep down under a protruding, domed forehead. Although the face did not exactly radiate tranquillity, one could sense a certain resignation in the features, and Corell should have reacted with composure. He was no stranger to death and this was no gruesome end, but he felt sick and had still not realised that it was the smell, the stench of bitter almonds hovering over the room, and he looked out through the window towards the garden and tried to return to the inappropriate thoughts, but was not successful and instead noticed half an apple on the bedside table. Corell thought, which surprised him, that he hated fruit.


He had never had anything against apples. Who does not like apples? From his breast pocket, he took out his notebook.


The man is lying in a nearly normal position, he wrote, and wondered if that formulation was good, it probably wasn’t really, but on the other hand it wasn’t excessively bad either. Apart from the face, the man could just as well have been asleep, and after having scribbled down a few more lines – which he was not happy with either – he examined the body. The dead man was skinny, quite fit, but with an unusually soft, almost female chest, and even though Corell was not being too meticulous he found no signs of violence, no scratches or bruises, only a slight black colouration on the fingertips and then the white froth in the corner of his mouth. He sniffed at it and understood why he felt so sick. The stench of bitter almonds penetrated his consciousness and he turned back to the hall again.


At the far end of the corridor he found something odd. In an opening where a dormer window looked out over the garden, two wires hung from the ceiling and a pan was bubbling on a table, which he approached quite slowly. Could it be dangerous? Surely not! The room was some sort of experimental workshop. There was a transformer in there and clamps for the wires, and then bottles, jam jars and pots. Probably nothing to worry about. But the stench crept in under his skin and it was with reluctance that he leaned over the pan. A revolting soup was bubbling away at the bottom and suddenly, from out of the blue, he remembered a train racing through the night long ago in his childhood and he braced himself against the table, panting. Then he rushed out and opened a window in the next room. The rain was falling. It was insane the way it fell. But for once Corell did not curse at it. He was glad that the stench and the dark memories disappeared with the wind and the water and, reasonably calm again, he looked around the house.


There was a bohemian feel to the home. The furniture was good, but had been arranged without thought or care, and there was obviously no family in residence, certainly no children. Corell picked up a notebook from the windowsill. It contained mathematical equations, and once upon a time he might have understood some of them. Now he understood nothing, no doubt also because the handwriting was hard to read and covered with ink blots, and he became irritated, or possibly envious, and grumpily he searched through a glass-fronted cupboard to the right of the window and found wine glasses, silver cutlery, a small porcelain bird and then a bottle containing something black. It was similar to the jars in the experimental workshop, but unlike them it had a label on it with the words Potassium Cyanide.


“I should have realised,” he muttered and hurried into the bedroom and sniffed at the apple. It smelled the same as the bottle and the pan.


“Excuse me,” he shouted. “Excuse me!”


He got no answer. He called out again and then steps were heard and a pair of fat calves stepped in over the threshold. He directed a challenging stare at the grey face with the thin, almost vanishing, lips.


“What did you say your employer’s name was?”


“Doctor Alan Turing.”


Corell wrote down in his notebook both the fact that the apple had smelled of bitter almonds and also the name which seemed familiar or at least, like so much else in the house, awakened dim recollections in him.


“Did he leave anything behind?”


“What do you mean?”


“A letter or something which could explain.”


“Do you mean that he might . . .?”


“I don’t mean anything. I was just asking a question,” he said, far too severely, and when the poor woman shook her head in fright he tried to sound a little more friendly.


“Did you know the deceased well?”


“Yes, or rather no. He was always very kind to me.”


“Had he been ill?”


“This spring he did suffer from hay fever.”


“Did you know that he handled poisons?”


“No, no, goodness me. But he was a scientist. Don’t they . . .?”


“It all depends,” he interrupted.


“My employer was interested in many things.”


“Alan Turing,” he continued, as if he were thinking out loud. “Was he known for anything in particular?”


“He worked at the university.”


“What did he do there?”


“He studied mathematics.”


“What sort of mathematics?”


“I wouldn’t know.”


“I see,” he muttered, and turned out into the corridor.


Alan Turing. There was something about the name, he could not quite think what, except that the bells which it rang were not good ones. Presumably the man had done something stupid. The odds on that were quite high, if Corell had come across his name at work, and he walked around the house feeling increasingly nervous. Both absent-minded and angry he collected pieces of evidence, if you could call them that, although they were at least material: the bottle of poison from the glass cupboard and then glass jars from the experimental workshop, a couple of notebooks with calculations, and also three books with the handwritten title Dreams.


On the ground floor he plucked on the strings of an untuned violin, and read the opening lines of Anna Karenina, one of the few books in the house that he recognised, apart from some by Forster, Orville, Butler and Trollope, and as so often on other occasions his thoughts fled to landscapes were they had no business to be.


The doorbell rang. It was Alec Block, his colleague. He knew Alec remarkably little considering how closely they worked together and, had he been asked to describe him, he would not have been able to come up with much more than that he was shy and timid and that he was treated badly by most people at the station, but above all that he had freckles and red hair, incredibly red hair.


“The man appears to have cooked up poison in the pan over there and dipped an apple in the mess at the bottom of the pan and taken a couple of bites,” Corell explained.


“Suicide?”


“Looks like it. This bloody stench is making me feel sick. Can you see if you can find a suicide note?”


When his colleague disappeared, Corell again thought about the train racing through the night and it did not make him feel any easier. When he ran into the housekeeper on the ground floor he said:


“I’ll need to talk to you in more detail soon. But in the meantime I’d like you to wait outside. We’re going to seal off the house,” and in a rush of kindness he grabbed an umbrella in the hall and when she protested and said that it was Dr Turing’s he snorted discreetly, that was surely showing a little too much respect. Why shouldn’t she be able to borrow an umbrella? Once she accepted and disappeared out into the garden, he wandered around the house again. Up by the dead man he found a copy of the Observer of June 7, which showed that he had been alive yesterday, and he noted down that and some other things. As he glanced through a new booklet of mathematical calculations, he was gripped by a strange desire to add some numbers which would supplement or complete the man’s equations, and as so often before he became a not particularly focused policeman. The same could not of course be said of Block.


He reappeared looking as if he had found something extremely interesting. He had not, or at any rate he had not found a suicide note, but he had found something which seemed to point in a different direction: a couple of theatre tickets for the coming week and an invitation to the Royal Society’s meeting on June 24 for which the man had written an acceptance which he had never posted, and even though Block probably realised that it was not much of a discovery, he clearly hoped that he had opened up a new lead. They were not exactly spoiled with murders in Wilmslow, but Corell immediately put the thought out of his mind.


“That doesn’t mean anything.”


“Why not?”


“Because we’re all complicated buggers,” Corell said.


“What do you mean?”


“Even someone who wants to die can plan for a future. We’re all torn this way and that. In any case, this idea could have occurred to him at the last moment.”


“He appears to have been a very learned man.”


“Quite possibly.”


“I’ve never seen so many books.”


“I have. But there’s something else about him too,” Corell said.


“What?”


“I can’t quite put my finger on it. I just know that something isn’t quite right. Did you turn off the hotplate up there?”


Block nodded. It looked as if he wanted to add a few words but was not sure if he dared to.


“Isn’t there rather a lot of poison in the house?” he said.


“Yes, there is,” Corell said.


There was enough to kill an entire army company, and they discussed that for a while, without getting anywhere.


“Feels a bit like he was trying to play the alchemist. Or at least the goldsmith,” Block said.


“Why do you say that?”


Block told him that he had found a gilt spoon in the experimental workshop.


“It’s quite a good piece of work. Although you can still tell that he did the gilding himself. You can see it upstairs.”


“Really,” Corell said, trying to sound enthusiastic, but he had almost stopped listening.


He was once again lost in thought.
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Ever since the war years, Corell had had an idea that you could sense insanity at a distance, like a tightening in the air or even like a smell, perhaps not exactly the stench of bitter almonds, but when he stepped out into the rain again he was convinced that what he had felt in there was encapsulated madness. He could not rid himself of the feeling that he had been tainted by something unwholesome, even when the medical orderlies carried out the body at twenty to seven. A warmer wind then blew in from the east and the rain eased, without of course stopping, and he looked towards the housekeeper who sat under the light from the lamppost with her borrowed umbrella and seemed so remarkably small, like a very old child, and he now gently began to interview her.


Her name was Eliza Clayton and she lived on Mount Pleasant, Lacey Green, not far away. She had helped Dr Turing four days a week, and there had never been a problem, she said, it had only been a little difficult to know what to do with all the papers and books. This afternoon she had got into the house with her own key. At the time, the light had been on in the bedroom. Neither the milk bottles nor the newspaper had been brought in and there were the remains of a helping of lamb chops in the kitchen. Dr Turing’s shoes stood outside the toilet, which she thought strange, and she found him lying in the bedroom, “just as you saw him,” with the blanket pulled up to his chest. She touched his hands. They were cold, and she had must have screamed. “I got such a shock, such a terrible shock,” and since Dr Turing did not have a telephone she used her neighbour’s one, at Mrs Gibson’s, “and then you came, that’s all I know.”


“I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”


“No?”


“It’s what happened before that we’re interested in,” he said, and then she nodded and told him that Alan Turing had had a visit from his friend, Doctor Gandy, the previous weekend, and that they’d “had a very good time” and “done some nice things”, and that on the Tuesday he had invited his neighbours Mr and Mrs Webb to dinner, that too was “a great success”, and that Mr and Mrs Webb had then moved house on Wednesday or Thursday.


“My employer was in a very good mood. He was happy. He joked with me.”


Corell did not contradict her, nor did he bother to ask in what way Turing had joked with her. He let her talk and made only occasional notes. It felt more like a speech for the defence than a statement of evidence, and he understood very well why. Suicide was a crime, and she was bound to feel a certain responsibility. She was the housekeeper. There seemed not to have been any other woman in the home and several times she mentioned his mother, Ethel.


“Dear God, whatever shall I tell her?”


“Nothing for the time being. We’ll get in touch with the relatives. Do you have someone you can talk to?”


“I’m a widow, but I can manage,” she said, and after a few more questions he took his leave and wandered off in the direction of the police station on Green Lane, past the leafy thickets of the gardens in the area, and shortly afterwards the rain stopped.


*


It was nice to have a dry spell. There had been more rain than he could ever remember before, day in and day out, and all the time he had been wading through puddles. Doris Day could be heard from a window: “So I told a friendly star. The way that dreamers often do.” The song had been high up in the charts throughout the spring, and he hummed along – he had seen the film “Calamity Jane”, which the tune came from – but the music died away with his steps and he looked up at the sky. Grey streaks of cloud were passing overhead. He ran through what he had seen in the house and wondered what might suggest that it was not suicide, apart from the absence of a note. He could not think of much. On the other hand, he did not manage to stay concentrated for particularly long. He kept going off at tangents, and soon all that was left of the case in his thoughts was a vague feeling of unease. Although the investigation should have been making his work a little more stimulating, it kept slipping away from him, into the depths of his melancholy, and only the mathematical calculations emerged dancing into his consciousness, like troubled flashes from another, better world.


Leonard Corell was twenty-eight years old, young enough to have just missed the war, already old enough to have a feeling that life was passing him by. He had come off the beat unusually soon and been transferred to criminal investigations in Wilmslow, rather a quick promotion in the police, but it was not really what he had expected of the world, not just because of the class into which he had been born, and now no longer belonged to, but more because he had been good at school. Also, he had been a boy with a head for numbers.


He was born in the West End of London. But his family already suffered its first fatal blow with the crash of the financial markets in 1929. His father, an intellectual with some connections to the Bloomsbury Set, managed to keep up appearances for a long time, which doubled the amount of damage done. The family’s money ran through his fingers even faster while he pretended that nothing had happened. Not only that, but with his patter and his grand façade he managed to persuade his son that their family was chosen and special and that Leonard could become whatever he wanted. But they were empty promises. The world and the opportunities it offered shrank and in the end the only thing that was left was a feeling that he had been cheated. Sometimes Corell’s early years seemed to him like a country that had been taken away from him, bit by bit. At the time it felt as if his childhood had been a journey into solitude: the servants had to go, one by one, and by the time that the family moved to Southport only he and his parents were left. But his father and mother were also to disappear, each in their own way. Everything was snatched from him. It would of course be an oversimplification to blame his whole situation on external circumstances. That would be just the sort of romanticising which he often indulged in, far too sentimental a view of a life where there had still been opportunities and in which he had all too often taken refuge in self-pity and resignation. But the world had dealt him his share of knocks and tragedies and it might well have been true, as he felt, that a part of his personality had been stifled or had shrunk with the years. When he looked at his life as if from a distance, as he sometimes did, he could not reconcile it with the image he still had of himself, and there were times when he could not quite fathom that the personwalking down the streets of Wilmslow was really him.


*


He was surprised by the haste with which the investigation was being carried out. Someone high up in the police in Chester had decided that a preliminary autopsy was to be performed that same evening and that Corell should be present. Afterwards, he had only vague memories of it. He disliked autopsies intensely and for the most part he had looked away, but that did not help much. The sound of the knife, the twilight outside, and the stench of bitter almonds rising even from the dead man’s intestines were obvious enough. Dear God, what awful work! When Doctor Charles Bird muttered, “poisoning, quite clearly poisoning,” Corell’s mind imagined colour, a beautiful blue, as if he wanted to paint over the naked fear inside, and for a long time he hardly listened to the pathologist’s questions. He answered yes or no to those that called for more elaborate replies and that was perhaps why the doctor wanted to see the house with his own eyes. Corell was to be his guide, and at first Corell thought no, under no circumstances, I’ve seen enough of that place. Then he changed his mind. He did not like Bird. He was a conceited man. The doctor’s conversation was amiable enough, but between the lines and with a little glance here and there he made it clear that it was he who stood for education and status. He looked repulsive. The pupils of his eyes were covered by a sort of cloudy film. Corell would have preferred any other company. On the other hand, he had no wish to go home either, and it might be good to see the place again, however many demons it might awaken. So it was that he once again found himself wandering along the narrow pavement towards the house on Adlington Road. The doctor talked non-stop, as if the chance to do yet another autopsy in his free time had cheered him up.


“Did I tell you that my son’s going to medical school?”


“No.”


“You’re not very chatty today.”


“Possibly not.”


“But you’re interested in astrological phenomena, are you not? You must have heard that there’s going to be a total eclipse of the sun.”


“I think so.”


“That’ll be rather exciting, won’t it?”


“I’m not quite sure. Isn’t it over rather quickly?”


“An orgasm is also over quickly, but mankind seems to enjoy it all the same,” the doctor said and gave out a dreadful laugh, which Corell ignored; he kept his counsel while the doctor elaborated on some sort of theory about the solar eclipse and the human eye, ending up at last with the fact that rationing was to come to an end in the summer:


“Time to become a glutton again.”


The mere thought of Charles Bird tucking into food disgusted Corell and he looked down wordlessly at the pavement, although he may still have muttered something because the doctor countered with an incomprehensible: “Time will tell!” The willow tree appeared in the distance. It served its purpose as a marker. The houses on Adlington Road had no numbers, only their names, and as Corell walked through the gate past the shabbily painted sign saying “Hollymeade” he looked up in the direction of the unfinished brick path, as if he anticipated that by now it would have made further progress in its journey towards the door, but the path still lay there like a track which has disappeared in a puff of smoke. Pensively he unlocked the front door with the key which the housekeeper had given him. In the hall he sniffed, alert. Something had changed. At first he could not tell what it was, but then he sensed that something was very obviously missing, and realised that the stench was no longer quite so strong, although it was of course still apparent enough.


“Cyanide, definitely cyanide,” the doctor muttered like a proud connoisseur as he climbed up the stairs with eager, lanky movements.


Corell remained standing down there and wanted nothing more than to leave. The house still made him feel uncomfortable, and he tried to escape to the same inappropriate thoughts as before, but was not successful and he could feel himself sweating under his shirt. He did go upstairs, of course, and when he got into the bedroom he managed to relax. The room seemed transformed and looked almost innocent in its bohemian mess. The sheets and blankets lay crumpled over the mattress, as if someone had got up without making the bed, nothing more than that.


“And this is the apple that you were talking about?”


The doctor stood bent over the fruit, poking with a matchstick into one of the brown bite marks.


“The apple was meant to take away the bitter taste, perhaps,” he said.


“I imagine that Mr Turing wasn’t exactly looking for a taste experience,” said Corell.


“Man always tries to limit his suffering.”


“But why an apple, in that case?”


Corell was not quite sure what he was trying to say, he just felt an irresistible urge to answer back.


“What do you mean?”


“That the apple may have some significance.”


“In other words a symbolic meaning?”


“Maybe even that.”


“Like something biblical? Some sort of Fall, even.”


Corell muttered, without really knowing what he meant:


“Paradise Lost.”


“Ah, you’re referring to Milton,” the doctor exclaimed in his unmistakably supercilious way, and Corell thought “go to hell”, but he said nothing.


Knowing the title of Milton’s masterpiece was not much to feel proud about and the mere suspicion that he had tried to compensate for his sense of inferiority with an attempt at intellectual snobbery made him feel ashamed. He went out into the corridor and turned left into the room where he had found the bottle of potassium cyanide. A mahogany desk with green velvet over its surface stood by the window. It was a handsome piece of furniture. Ornate desks always aroused a sense of longing in him and he ran his hand over the gold-coloured keyholes. When he picked up the notebook which he had looked in earlier, and let his index finger follow an equation from left to right, the numbers seemed to whisper “come and work us out” and he remembered what a teacher at Marlborough College had once said to him:


“You’re quick to understand, Leonard. Do you even count?”


“No sir, I see.”


Before, he used to be able to see. Now he could only follow the first part of the equation and that annoyed him and with a puzzled expression he looked out over the room. In actual fact there was probably nothing strange or different about it, but just then the house itself seemed to him like a riddle waiting to be solved and even though he realised that most of it was a series of dead ends, of interest to a biographer or a psychologist but unimportant for the police investigation, there was something intriguing about the story as a whole.


Things appeared to have been going on everywhere, experiments, jottings, calculations, it was as if life had been cut off in mid-step. Whoever lived here may perhaps have been tired of life, but he had been deeply involved in it, and that was maybe not so strange either: we all have to live until we die. But if it was suicide, was the way in which he went about it not rather complicated? If the man had wanted to take his own life, why had he not just drunk from the bottle of poison and dropped down dead? Instead, he had set in motion an entire process with a bubbling pan, wires from the ceiling and half an apple. He may well have been trying to say something with it. Bloody Bird could take a running jump and, his curiosity awakened, Corell looked through the desk drawers.


It was of course part of his job, but he did not feel comfortable doing it, especially when he heard the doctor’s footsteps out there, and when he found something in the bottom left-hand drawer which the owner seemed to have wanted to keep hidden. It was a medal, a silver cross with a red enamel ring in the middle, resting on a bed of velvet. The motto read, “For God and the Empire”. What had Turing done to earn it? It was not an athletics prize, nothing of that sort. It was more distinguished, perhaps a decoration from the war, and for a moment Corell weighed the medal in his hand, and fantasised that he was the one who had been awarded it for some extraordinary achievement, but although he had often invented heroic deeds of his own in no time at all, he could not think of anything specific and, embarrassed, he put the medal back in its place. He kept on looking. Documents and objects were lying everywhere in the drawers, a pair of sand-coloured stones, a protractor, slide rules and a brown pocketknife. In the top right-hand drawer, under an envelope from the Walton Athletic Club, he found two handwritten sheets of paper, a letter to someone called Robin, and – without understanding why – he slipped them into his inside pocket and went out into the hall. He met Doctor Bird there, who was looking both unwell and solemn. The doctor was holding a small bottle of poison.


“Poisoning by deliberate ingestion of cyanide. That’s my preliminary conclusion, but I expect you already worked that out,” he said.


“I haven’t worked anything out. I try not to reach such hasty conclusions,” Corell said.


“That does, of course, do you credit. But being slow is not always a virtue. Let’s leave now, I’m dying for a glass of sherry,” the doctor said, and then they trooped down the stairs and out into the weak light from the street lamp.


By the gate, next to the ferns and the blackberry bushes, they parted, and Corell wandered off, hoping to run into Block, whom he had sent to knock on doors in the neighbourhood. But it was much too late. No-one was out. Only the rain could be heard, and a whimpering dog, and so he walked faster and faster, and up by Wilmslow Park he started to run, as if he could not get home fast enough.
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Corell did not sleep much. He was used to lying awake, but even dire nights have their degrees of hellishness and this night was among the worst, not because he lay awake but because his thoughts turned evil, and because he sat up in bed at five in the morning gasping for breath in panic, exactly as if the cyanide had penetrated his flat. But the window was open and there was nothing there but a faint smell of rain and lilac.


When he got up and saw that the sun was shining, his spirits lightened somewhat, but without becoming bright. His home was untidy, and impersonal, without a single picture on the walls, except for a murky reproduction of Gauguin’s “Te Rerioa”. The only things which gave the flat any character at all were a brown leather sofa in the middle of the room and a white repaired Queen Anne chair. On the bedside table stood a new radio, a Philips Sirius. He usually listened to the B.B.C. news at seven or eight, while making tea and frying bread, tomatoes and black pudding. Today, though, he did not bother with breakfast and headed out immediately. There were puddles of water on the pavements and in the streets. The trees and bushes seemed heavy with the rain, and for a long time he walked the wrong way up towards the River Bollin, as far as Hollies Farm where Gregory, the retarded labourer, waved to him, and he arrived late at the police station, still gloomy, but nevertheless with a feeling that things would probably be alright.


The police station was in a red-brick house on Green Lane with a dreary yard, and even though it was well situated right next to the main street, Manchester airport was only a few miles away, and they all suffered from its noise. Corell stepped in and walked past the reception with its jumble of forms and the telephone operator sitting by the old Dover switchboard. He exchanged a quick greeting with the station police sergeant and climbed the stairs to the small criminal section, where Sandford was the boss and Corell and three other detective constables worked. There were a number of posters of wanted and missing persons on the walls and then a lot of unnecessary information about illnesses and parasites, among other things some new rubbish about a beetle which spread disease in potatoes. Kenny Anderson was sitting by his desk, partly hidden by the coat-stand, and he imagined Gladwin smoking his pipe over by the archive room.


“At last the bloody rain has stopped.”


“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Corell said, with a look that was intended to mark the end of the conversation.


Kenny Anderson was about fifteen years older than Corell and looked pretty ill-used by life and, although most of the time he behaved well enough, he had a tendency to act unreasonably which irked Corell, so that from time to time he needed space for himself, especially in the mornings. For some time now Corell had been suffering from a certain sluggishness, a difficulty in getting to grips with things, and he always sat for a while with the Manchester Guardian and the Wilmslow Express before he got down to some real work.


There was not a single word about the death, which was perhaps to be expected. The journalists would hardly yet have had time to get the news in. But there was a lot about the rain, including floods in Hammersmith and Stapenhill, and then about a cricket match in Leeds which 42,000 people had paid to watch and the organisers had been forced to cancel. On the next page he read about the end of rationing, which the pathologist had talked about. From July 4, the English were to be allowed to buy even meat and butter without limit, not that it would make much of a difference to him. With his £670 a year he could not afford to splash out money anyway, and almost angrily he flicked through to the sports pages. An Australian called Landy had tried to beat Bannister’s fantastic new record for the mile in Stockholm the day before, and Corell drifted off into daydreams. He became vaguely aware that Kenny Anderson was saying something, and made a real effort not to listen.


“Anderson calling Corell.”


“What do you want?”


He turned around reluctantly and was hit by a wave of alcohol, tobacco and peppermint-laden breath.


“I heard that bum bandit died.”


“Who?”


“Didn’t you go to his house yesterday?”


“What are you talking about?”


“The man on Adlington Road.”


“Yes, that’s right,” Corell said. “I was there.” A whole stream of loose associations and thoughts ran through his mind.


“Suicide?”


“Looks like it.”


“How did he do it?”


“He’d cooked up a whole pan full of potassium cyanide. It smelled awful.”


“He probably couldn’t stand the shame. After all, it was a pretty awkward story, wasn’t it?”


“Yes,” Corell said, as if he knew what he was talking about. “Pretty awkward alright!”


“Can you believe that he just admitted everything?”


“I haven’t read up on it much yet. What do you know?” he said, and still had only a rather vague idea of what Kenny was talking about, but he did now understand why the dead man’s name had seemed familiar.


He was a convicted homosexual, one of quite a few recent cases. When Corell first started working in the B division in Manchester immediately after the war, no-one had bothered much about them, and only after the spy scandal in 1951 when Burgess, that hopeless queer, and the other one – Corell could not remember his name – had escaped to the Soviet Union did they start to pursue homosexuals more systematically. It had suddenly become important, maybe for patriotic reasons.


“There’s not an awful lot to read,” Kenny said.


“What do you mean?”


“Just a pederast who messed things up. A pretty typical story. Doesn’t seem to have been particularly bright.”


“He was a mathematician.”


“Well that doesn’t mean a damn thing.”


“He seems to have got some kind of medal for what he did in the war.”


“Nearly everyone got a bloody medal.”


“Did you?”


“Get lost!”


“Do you know the story?”


“Not in any detail,” Kenny said in his bleating Midlands accent, a bit put out. But he still pulled up his chair right next to Corell, his face eager. His chapped lips parted as they always did when he thought that he had something entertaining to say and Corell discreetly turned his head away to avoid the breath.


“It started when someone broke into the house on Adlington Road,” Anderson said. “A pretty bloody unsuccessful effort. All they took was a load of rubbish, some fishing knife and a half-empty bottle, that sort of stuff. Not much to talk about. But the bum bandit thought that laws were laws and so he came to us.”


“Who fielded the report?”


“Brown, I think, according to the roster. The queer seemed to think that he knew who the burglar was. He suspected that his lover was involved, some penniless young chap he’d picked up on the Oxford Road.”


“A criminal type?”


“A chancer selling himself under the bridge. But the bum bandit, whatever his name was—”


“Alan Turing,” Corell interjected.


“Turing was dim enough to tell us what he suspected. Well, of course he didn’t say everything. He didn’t say that the young man was his little queer friend. Instead he concocted some story which was so transparent that our colleagues in Manchester saw straight through it.”


“What happened?”


“Our colleagues ignored the burglary of course. They concentrated on getting Turing and like the bloody fool that he was he confessed at once. Must have been a bit disappointing,” Kenny said with a lopsided smile.


“What do you mean?”


“To come to us thinking he was going to get help in catching some burglars and then ending up in jail himself.”


“Did he go to jail?”


“Well they certainly nailed him good and proper, and since then he hasn’t been heard of much, not until now that is. He probably went into hiding up at Dean Row, in shame.”


“Yesterday I got the feeling that he’d been crazy in some way.”


“Doesn’t surprise me. Certainly bloody sick.”


“I wonder,” Corell said slowly.


“You just said that he was crazy.”


“Well . . .”


He realised that he was contradicting himself. Ever since his years at Marlborough College he had avoided any thought of homosexuals, and might well have described the dead man as sick himself, but he had such a low opinion of Anderson that he simply did not like agreeing with him, and perhaps he was also offended. He did not think that his colleague had any right to express an opinion on Turing’s state of mind. Kenny had not been up there in the house and seen the mathematician lying on his back in his pyjamas and felt the sharp stench of bitter almonds in his nose. Besides, he was hopelessly simplistic when it came to defining someone’s character. He made everything sound coarse and basic, and whatever you might say about the dead man, his equations went far beyond Kenny’s level of comprehension.


“Are you saying that a good criminal investigator shouldn’t jump to conclusions?”


“Something like that.”


“I thought we were just chatting.”


“Indeed we were,” Corell admitted. “So this Turing had dealings with criminals?”


“Isn’t that sort of a prerequisite for being a practising homosexual?”


“Obviously. I was just thinking . . .”


“What?”


“That it could be something to look into.”


“Absolutely. No-one will be happier than me if this turns out to be an exciting murder, with a contract put out by the underworld, but there’s no doubt that the man had reason to end his life. There probably wasn’t a single person around him who didn’t know what he’d done. People must have been gossiping away behind his back all day long.”


“I’ll bet.”


“Did I say that Ross needs to talk to you?”


“What does he want?”


“What does he usually want? To mess you about in one way or another!”


“He’s such an idiot,” Corell said quietly.


“A bit the worse for wear, are we?”


Corell did not answer, and not just because he was sick and tired of all the banter and of the conversation itself. He had no idea. He was so tired that he did not even know what was wrong with him, and it took him a while to realise that he had not drunk a drop yesterday, and with a show of resolve he put the morning papers to one side and got to his feet to go and fetch what they had on Turing. He did not get very far. Alec Block came through the door, although it was not exactly an energetic entrance. Anderson sighed deeply, not necessarily at Block. It might have been aimed at life in general, but it deflated Alec and made him look hurt, and Corell felt the need to say a few kind words. But he simply could not manage it and without even wishing Alec good morning he said:


“What did you get hold of yesterday?”


“There’s a report on your desk. You weren’t here this morning.”


“Very good. I haven’t seen it, what does it say?”


Block started to tell him and it was clear from his movements and his eyes that he had something which he thought was exciting. Although Block did have a tendency to get worked up about very little, this time he had made Corell curious to hear more and it therefore irritated him that he began with a lot of irrelevant information, such as the fact that Mr Turing had not had contact with any of his neighbours other than Mr and Mrs Webb from the semi-detached house next door, and that the Webbs had just moved and that it had not been possible to contact them, and that Mr Turing seemingly could not have cared less about his appearance. The neighbours described him as slovenly and unkempt, and as a man who disliked small talk. Somebody said that he was liable to walk off in the middle of a sentence if he found the conversation boring, another mentioned that he had recently exchanged his motorised bicycle for a lady’s one, which prompted Alec – who must also have heard about the dead man’s inclinations – to venture a quip about old pansies, but Corell ignored the joke, and Block seemed almost grateful for that.


“Mr Turing was working on a new machine at Manchester University. But I’m sure you already knew that.”


“Yes, I did,” Corell lied. “Anything else?”


“I asked if he had any enemies.”


“And what did people say?”


“That he did not, so far as they knew, even though one woman, a Mrs Rendell, suggested that his talk about machines had perhaps annoyed someone.”


“What had he said about machines?”


Block was not entirely sure about that. Something about their eventually being able to think, something which the woman said was at odds with the Christian view of things, just like his sexual inclinations.


“Christians after all think that only man has a soul,” Block said, by way of clarification.


“So Turing thought that machines would be able to think?”


“That’s what the woman said. But perhaps Mr Turing only meant it figuratively speaking.”


“Or else he really was crazy,” Corell said.


“He could have been that. But he was apparently a university professor and had a doctorate from the U.S.A.”


“That doesn’t stop you from going mad though.”


“I suppose so,” Block said, fidgeting.


“You seem to have something more.”


He did. But he did not want to make too much of it. Or maybe he did. There was a Mrs Hanna Goldman, who lived across the street from Turing, he said. For what it was worth, Hanna Goldman looked rather like a heavily made-up scarecrow. She smelled of perfume and alcohol and what she said was somewhat muddled, Alec told him honestly, even though it obviously weakened what he was trying to say. The neighbours thought that she was dotty, but Block was not quite so sure. Mrs Goldman had told him quite categorically about a visit a few years earlier from a “real gentleman” with a Scottish accent who worked for the government.


“For the government?”


“Well, something like that, and this man wanted to have the use of her house to keep watch over Turing.”


“Why?”


“If I understood correctly, to stop Mr Turing from having any more homosexual relationships.”


“Why should the government care about that?”


“I think that Mr Turing was someone important.”


“Did she let the visitor use her house?”


“No. She didn’t co-operate with the authorities, she said.”


“For someone who doesn’t co-operate, she seems rather chatty.”


“I suppose so.”


“There’s quite a lot of I suppose so about this story, Alec.”


“I thought that I should tell you, even so.”


“Of course! One never knows. Have you got hold of the family?”


Block had talked to a brother, a lawyer from Guildford who was on his way here. They had not got hold of the mother, Sara Ethel. She was travelling in Italy. The brother was going to try to reach her, and Corell thought that sounded like good news. He did not like talking to mothers who had lost their sons, and after that he asked Block, even though it was of course cheeky to do so – he and Block had the same rank – to fetch everything they had on Turing, insofar as the material was not now in Manchester.


“I have to make a few calls,” he explained.


There was in fact no-one for him to call, or if there was then he could not be bothered to do so, and instead he sat down again and looked at his heaps of paper. He remembered his father’s desk from long ago during his childhood and all the wonderful things which used to lie on it, leather-bound books, postcards from faraway places, leather diaries and then the tarnished iron keys to the mahogany drawers with their engraved laurel wreaths. Often Leonard had hammered away rhythmically and randomly at the typewriter on the desk, as if it were a musical instrument rather than some working tool, and he had run his hands over the table and the books and smelled a scent of the future and of all the knowledge that he was going to acquire.


Here at the police station there was nothing of that. Here everything was cheap, sad and badly written, and you were not tempted to read anything. It was just rubbish, glimpses of unhappy lives. There was a littering case to which Inspector Richard Ross was giving particular priority and Corell could not understand why the C.I.D. should have to deal with it. Someone had thrown a number of empty bottles into the yard outside, a matter of singular unimportance, but because it had happened right next to the police station Ross saw it as a “challenge to the forces of law and order” and had drawn some Sherlock Holmes-like conclusions about the perpetrator not being a down-and-out since the rubbish included Haig whisky bottles, the ones with the advertising slogan “Don’t be vague ask for Haig”, and no normal drunk would be able to afford that, according to Ross. Corell could not give a tuppenny damn about the littering, regardless of the vandal’s standing, and he did not intend to lift a finger to help in the case, other than to turn over some papers for appearances’ sake. He was good at pretending to work while his mind was exploring secret realms, which branched out into a myriad of parallel dream worlds. Alec emerged again.


“Turns out we have a whole lot on Turing.”


“Excellent! Thank you!”


Corell took the material, irritated at first to have been disturbed, then curious in spite of himself; there was something titillating about these contacts with criminals in Manchester. Even so, he did not start work at once. He needed to take a run-up at it and he looked up at Block, who seemed very tired and whose freckles appeared to have paled, but probably it was an optical illusion, an effect of the sharp and unhealthy light over the desk, and to be on the safe side, and also to make sure that Alec would leave him in peace, he thanked Block once more.


Then he looked through the window towards the yard and the fire station and only after that did he start to read. For a long time his eyes strayed up and down and he let Kenny’s occasional comments and stupid remarks distract him, but gradually he was caught up by the story. Not so much for the sake of the story itself, but because it seemed to point towards Corell’s own life, and therefore typically enough he was fascinated most of all by something which had nothing to do with his investigation; a few lines about a paradox which was said to have caused a crisis in the world of mathematics, and he sank into profound concentration.
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He started with fright in his chair.


Inspector Richard Ross’ grey and disapproving look darted back and forth over him and whatever he saw was not to Corell’s advantage. Ross was almost bald and though he was neither tall nor large he gave off a bearlike impression. It seemed odd to think that he was an avid butterfly collector, and that he had been seen to hug his fourteen-year-old daughter with no little tenderness on a couple of occasions. Moreover, something in Ross’ appearance gave the observer the unavoidable impression that he had suffered a great injustice, and it was said that he had once kicked to death a dog which bit him in the leg, and while that was perhaps not altogether true, it was telling that the story had spread. In addition, Ross had a fondness for hats which were too small for him and he was known for being malicious.


“Where’ve you been?” he snapped.


“I’ve been working.”


“Is that so? Homework in that case, I suppose. Some people do take liberties. You’re about to have a distinguished visitor.”


“Who’s that?”


“Chief Superintendent Hamersley. Since Sandford is on holiday, you’ll have to see him. So I hope you’ll be on your best behaviour. He’s come all this way to talk to you.”


“How come?”


“You may well ask. But it’s about this dead chap. The case is apparently sensitive. I hope to God that you’ve already read up on it. And see to it that you tidy up your desk. How on earth can you put up with it like that? And for God’s sake make it quick. The Chief Superintendent will be here any moment.”


“Yes, of course, I’ll do it right away,” Corell answered in a servile tone which offended him as much as Ross’ rebuke.


The news that Hamersley was on his way had knocked him off balance, and he realised how much he would have liked to have continued reading. He had found peace and refuge in the old investigation, and even if he had not understood much more than that the dead man was a convicted homosexual, and an unusually inept criminal, he longed to be able to turn over in his mind those sentences about the paradox and the crisis in mathematics, which admittedly sounded irrational but which had fired his imagination and left him with a feeling of something unexplored and obscure. What he least of all wanted was to meet Hamersley.


Charles Hamersley was not just a superior. He was a big beast. He was one of the most senior bosses of the Cheshire district and was stationed at the headquarters on Foregate Street in Chester. Corell had met him two or three times before and always come to feel ill at ease. Charles Hamersley was not malicious like Ross. He had a gentle, fatherly smile and no-one would have been surprised if he had lavished affection on his daughters, but he upset Corell simply through his benevolence, which was neither pitiful nor contemptuous, but which left Corell feeling belittled and cast him back in time. In Hamersley’s presence he became again a schoolboy, and never managed to utter any of the clever remarks that came to him and that he so wanted to voice.


“So young sir is to have the honour of speaking to the Chief Superintendent,” Anderson said, and Corell sighed as if he found it tiresome, but in the next moment he stood to attention.


A familiar voice was heard out there, and now Charles Hamersley stepped in and said his greetings right and left. There was something different about him and it took Corell a while to work out what it was. The beard had gone and the spectacles were new and extravagant and represented a complete change of style from the old Hamersley. The Chief Superintendent was over sixty, lean and tall with thin lips and a distinguished appearance, and seemed to have sprung from another century than his new glasses, which were probably imported from the U.S.A. The Chief Superintendent admired the Americans. He was an old-fashioned man who wanted to be modern, but the new simply looked ridiculous on him. Modern times suited him as badly as his spectacles.


“How are things here, then?”


“Very well, sir,” Corell lied. “And you, sir?”


“I’m extremely well, thank you! But these are busy times. We’ve got a delicate matter on our hands.”


“So I understand, sir.”


Corell thought of Mrs Goldman and the haste with which the autopsy had been ordered last night.


“Dr Turing worked for the Foreign Office,” Hamersley continued.


“On what?”


“I don’t honestly know. Those buggers are so secretive. But we’ve got orders to speed up the investigation. People from the Foreign Office will search the house. They’re bound to get in touch with you.”


“People from the Secret Service?”


“Again, I don’t know,” said Hamersley, looking pleased with himself, as if he knew perfectly well whether they were from the Secret Service or not, and this annoyed Corell.


He tried to think of something clever to say. He could not come up with anything.


“I assume that you know about his background?”


“He was a homosexual,” Corell said without really knowing what he was expecting, perhaps a nod, a short confirmation, or a brusque dismissal that this was not at all what Hamersley had been driving at, but the Chief Superintendent broke into an engaging smile. He even pulled up a chair and sat down with a soft movement which, given his age, seemed surprisingly graceful, almost feminine.


“Exactly, exactly,” he said, and then started to speak, or rather preach, and oddly enough – as an altogether too dramatic introduction to a rather banal story – he took as his starting point the Soviet atom bombs, the first one had been tested five years earlier, in 1949, and as recently as August the previous year the Russians had detonated something even worse, a hydrogen bomb, and “many had of course wondered how the Russians had managed to produce the bomb so quickly. Now we know,” Charles Hamersley said.


“We do?”


“Through espionage! The Soviets have spies everywhere, both among their own people and among ours.”


“They had that man Fuchs.”


“He wasn’t the only one. Don’t forget the Rosenbergs. People think there may be hundreds. Hundreds, Corell.”


“Is that so, sir?”


“And in that kind of situation it’s of course of the utmost importance to find out which sort of person is capable of betraying his country. Who do you think that is most likely to be?”


“The communists?” Corell ventured.


“You’re right, of course. The communists are the big threat, not just those who are already convinced, but also those who are flirting with these doctrines or who mix in those circles, like Oppenheimer himself, who learnt his lesson only the other week. In the U.S.A. there’s an enterprising senator, I’m sure you’ve heard of him, you do like to keep up with what’s going on, don’t you? I’m talking about Joseph McCarthy, of course . . . yes, I know that he too now has his critics, but believe me, he’s a force who’s needed, and what not many know, maybe not you either, Corell, is that McCarthy and his allies are keeping an eye not only on the communists but also on the homosexuals, especially those who work in the civil service or who have had access to government secrets. Do you know why?”


Corell would have preferred not to answer, and not only because he was afraid of making a fool of himself. Secretly, and much against his will, he had been flattered by Hamersley’s compliments and wanted to stay in his good books. He said:


“Because of the risk of blackmail.”


“Absolutely, of course, you’re right again, you have a quick mind. Homosexuals are ideal blackmail victims. They’ll do almost anything to stop their leanings from being exposed. Our friends at the F.B.I. have also noticed that the Russians specifically try to recruit queers. But that’s not the whole truth, or even the main explanation. Not at all, no, the important point is that those who get themselves involved in perverted activities lack character. They don’t have enough moral fibre to be able to occupy a responsible position. I’m not saying this just like that or guessing at it, there’s an abundance of evidence. You know, the Americans have a new, very professional organisation . . . you’ve perhaps heard of it. It was created to avoid a new Pearl Harbor. It’s called the C.I.A. and they have carefully analysed perverts, and come to the conclusion that they can’t be trusted. In government service they represent a security risk and actually, between us, Corell, the logic is very simple. When our characters are undermined, then we’re vulnerable, isn’t that the case? Then the temptations pile up. If one has sunk so low as to sleep with another man, then one can do other awful things as well. A man who can make love with another man can also make love with the enemy, as someone has apparently rather cleverly put it.”


“I understand,” Corell said.


“Of course you do. You’re one of our talents, even if I’ve heard that you’ve been a bit down recently. But I’m sure we’ll get that out of you. There’s far too much important stuff to be done to be going round with a hangdog face, not least cleaning up that dreadful swamp of buggery. You understand, only in recent years have people realised how serious the situation is. The Americans were ahead of us, even there, yes, it’s sad about old England. Egypt, Iran, India, we’re losing everything and maybe it’s because – well, what do I know – because we’ve lost control, not just of the world but also of our own morals. But in the U.S.A. people are prepared to look the truth in the eye. They have a zoologist, a man by the name of Kinsey or Kensey, I can’t really remember which. He’s done research into mankind’s perversions and come to the conclusion that homosexuality is incredibly common, this is simple science, his data can’t be ignored and still . . . many here have tried to reject it all. Dismissed homosexuality as an American vulgarity. But you and I, Corell, we’ve both of us been to boarding school, haven’t we?”


Corell nodded reluctantly, it was a long time since he had taken pride in his background, or even referred to it in conversation. His past remained mostly an embarrassment, a distant landscape which shone in his memory as a broken promise.


“So you and I have known about this filth,” Hamersley continued. “But our leaders needed a real alarm call. You know what I’m referring to, the scandal with Burgess and Maclean. It actually defies belief that they were able to escape! They had been under suspicion for a long time, after all. The cheeky buggers are probably eating caviar and drinking vodka in Moscow right now and even if the Russians are insisting that they only defected for ideological reasons there’s no doubt that they’re traitors of the worst sort and of course we know who’s the most guilty of the two!”


“Do we?”


“Burgess, of course, an appalling libertine, boozer, incurable bum boy, it’s obvious that he seduced and ruined Maclean and this is something that we have to think about, Corell. Homosexuals affect everything around them. They bring about the downfall of others. But the whole story did have the advantage of opening our eyes and in the government there is at least one strong figure, the Home Secretary Sir David Maxwell Fyfe . . . Well, I’ll not hear an ill word said about Churchill, but between you and me, he’s starting to get old, Sir David on the other hand . . . I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting him, but he gets things done. He’s been influenced by the Americans and got us going in the police force, and to be honest I’ve played a modest part in that myself. If you look at the statistics, Corell, not least here in Cheshire, you’ll see . . . I’ve actually got the figures here . . . let’s see now . . . in 1951, the year when Burgess and Maclean disappeared, we convicted thirteen men for homosexual offences. Before then it was even fewer. Last year, the number was fifty-nine. Not bad, don’t you think?”


“Not bad at all!”


“Not since the days of Oscar Wilde have we got to grips with the problem with such force and you shouldn’t think that the privileged classes are left out of this, or protected. Quite the opposite, perversion is probably especially common among the upper classes. At Cambridge and Oxford people say it’s the height of fashion. Can you imagine what that means for the future of England?”


Corell threw up his arms.


“It means that we have to do something about it before it’s too late. You presumably read about Lord Montagu?”


“Of course,” Corell lied.


“He was even arrested twice for the crime, and that’s an important signal. Old offences can be brought up as well. No practising homosexual should feel safe. Actually even the press have woken up. Sunday Pictorial – not a paper I normally read – but they’ve investigated this. ‘Evil Men’, they called their series, perhaps a little bit exaggerated, but still . . . the subject can now be openly discussed. A Methodist minister wrote that the problem is worse in Manchester than anywhere else. The conspiracy of silence has been broken.”


“The conspiracy . . .?”


“Many people have known, of course, but stuck their heads in the sand. Pretended that the filth doesn’t exist. But that won’t do anymore. These are dangerous times, Corell. The world can be blown to pieces. We must be able to rely on our own people.”


“Is anyone suggesting that Mr Turing was also co-operating with the Russians?”


Corell bit his tongue, he did not want to come across as naive.


“I don’t judge anyone without hearing them,” Hamersley said. “But I have my antennae, and the Foreign Office is worried, I could hear that over the telephone this morning. A suicide . . . because that’s presumably what it is?”


“There’s a lot to suggest that.”


“A suicide always raises suspicions, doesn’t it? Was he trying to escape from something? Were there secrets he couldn’t live with? All that sort of stuff.”


“I understand.”


“And then there’s more, there’s pure psychology, and also knowledge about how the Russians operate. They may be communists, but they’re not stupid, not in the least bit. They know that someone who’s developed a taste for one extreme will willingly try another. They certainly have no doubts about where to aim their blows. In the end it’s all about character! Character, Corell!”


Corell did not feel that his own character was particularly strong or robust, but he could not help feeling inspired by the Chief Superintendent’s words. They felt like a breath of fresh air from the big wide world, something he had not been spoiled with all that often, and even if he once again felt that his own role in it all was insignificant and awkward, there was a new eagerness in him which broke through his boredom.


“Was Mr Turing privy to any sensitive secrets?” he said.


“Well now, let’s not rush ahead of ourselves,” Hamersley answered. “The man has just departed our world, and you and I, Corell, our job is humbly to take care of our small part of the story, but of course, if one is an intelligent person, as I flatter myself to be, then one can put two and two together: people from the Foreign Office have got in touch and seem to be troubled, and this Turing, he was some sort of scientist, wasn’t he?”


“He was a mathematician.”


“I see, I see. I’m not especially gifted in that direction, myself. I’ve never understood any of it, to be honest. But isn’t it precisely the mathematicians and physicists who are the key figures in the armaments industry these days? Perhaps Turing helped with producing our bomb? Not that I know. Well, it’s perhaps wrong of me to speculate away like that. But you’re probably right. He must have known something. And it isn’t a nice thought that Mr Turing’s secrets, whatever they might have been, have got mixed up with Oxford Road, with all the riff-raff there. What wouldn’t a man be capable of saying when under the influence of such shameful passions?”


“Who knows?”


“Incidentally, wasn’t Turing subject to some sort of blackmail when he was had up a couple of years ago?”


“There was some of that. And it was certainly no coincidence that they broke into his house.”


“Wasn’t it?”


“The thieves knew about his inclinations, so they probably didn’t think that he would dare to report the break-in. They were no doubt assuming that he would have no legal means to help him,” Corell said, and for some reason Hamersley did not seem to like what he had said.


The Chief Superintendent pulled a face and then asked, in a more matter-of-fact, restrained tone, what they had seen in the house on Adlington Road. But when Corell told him, Hamersley did not really seem to be listening, and so Corell did not bother to mention the letter which he had found or even the medal. He did, however, rather timidly enquire about what Mrs Goldman had told Block about someone “who worked for the government” having kept an eye on Turing.


“What . . . no,” Hamersley muttered. “I haven’t heard anything about that. But it wouldn’t surprise me, not at all. These are serious matters, Corell.”


“She didn’t seem completely reliable.”


“Did she not? Goldman, you said. Jewish, of course. Well, you never know. But wait . . . I wonder if it wasn’t our colleagues from Manchester who went to see her, you could say that they also work for the government. They were in this neighbourhood a few years ago.”


“What were they doing?”


“If I remember right, Dr Turing was expecting a visit from a homosexual from some Nordic country. My guess is that they wanted to prevent any such encounter.”


“Doesn’t that sound a bit strange?” Corell ventured.


“What do you mean?”


“Surely we don’t guard people who risk reoffending like that, do we?”


“Maybe not, Corell. Maybe not. But we ought to. Look on it as a moral lesson. We cannot be careful enough when it comes to the threat of homosexuality. Besides, you and I have reached the conclusion that our mathematician must have been sitting on secret information, haven’t we, which makes it even more important to keep an eye on him. But where had we got to?”


“I’m not sure.”


“Well, it doesn’t matter. I hope that you’ll take care of this tidily and discreetly and report directly to me. You see, some people, our friend Ross for one, think that you’re too young to look after this matter, but me, I trust you, and to be honest, I’m glad I’ve got a man with your background on the case now that the Foreign Office is involved. I’m sure they’ll get in touch with you and I need hardly emphasise how important it is that you co-operate in every way.”


“Of course.”


“Well then!”


They both got to their feet, and Corell should probably have said something edifying and saluted. Salutes were not uncommon in the force, not for big beasts like Hamersley. Even so, Corell just stood there, and though he was rather desperate to get rid of the Chief Superintendent and be left alone with his thoughts, he could not manage so much as a nod. In the end it was Hamersley who broke the silence.


“Again, it’s been a pleasure talking to you,” he said and disappeared off while Corell remained standing by his desk, looking down at his hands, his long fine hands which at that moment he felt did not belong here in the police station.


Dull thuds could be heard from down in the cells, as if someone were throwing themselves against the walls, and Corell looked up at the ceiling which had once been painted white but had long since turned grey or rather almost black from the cigarette smoke. He must have been privy to some secret information. Corell was not exactly pleased about the visit, but the case had without doubt become more interesting. Was there an opportunity here for him to put his best foot forward? He thought so, and with some enthusiasm he read on about the mathematician’s past offences. Exactly as before he concluded that the report was written in rather conventional terms, but still with many digressions and dead ends which made it seem as if it were something more than just the usual bureaucracy, and although it did not exactly make Corell start to feel more positive about Alan Turing, it did trigger something in him. He was reminded of his own dreams from his school years, not just those about reading mathematics at university, which seemed reasonable at the time, but also the more extravagant ones that he would invent something revolutionary and big which would change the world, and for the first time in years he picked up his notebook and compiled a short sequence of numbers. It felt like a return to something long forgotten.
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