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Chapter 1

Shortly before the turn of the century, fresh out of college, I travelled to England on a scholarship to study mathematical logic at Oxford. During my first year there I had the good fortune of getting to know the great Arthur Seldom, author of The Aesthetics of Reason and of the philosophical extension of Gödel’s theorems. Far more unexpectedly, in the blurred middle ground between chance and fate, I became his fellow witness in a series of baffling deaths, all stealthy, phantom-like, almost immaterial, which the papers called The Oxford Murders. Perhaps one day I’ll decide to reveal the secret clue to these events; in the meantime, I can only repeat a pronouncement I heard from Seldom himself: ‘The perfect crime is not the one that remains unsolved but the one that is solved with the wrong culprit.’

In June 1994, at the beginning of my second year in Oxford, the last echoes of these events had quietened down, everything had returned to normal and, during the long summer days, I had no other plans than to catch up with my studies in order to keep the imperative deadline for my scholarship report. My academic supervisor, Emily Bronson, who had generously excused my unproductive months and the many times she’d seen me in tennis kit in the company of a cute redheaded girl, demanded, with a firm Anglo-Saxon attitude, that I make up my mind and choose one of the several subjects she had suggested for my thesis. I chose the one that had, however remotely, something akin to my secret literary aspirations: the development of a program that, from a fragment of handwriting, might recover the physical function of the act, that is to say, the movement of the arm and the pen in the actual time of writing. It concerned the still hypothetical application of a certain theorem of topological duality that she had thought up, and that seemed a sufficiently original and difficult challenge for me to suggest a joint paper if I were to succeed.

Soon, and earlier than I would have imagined, I felt I had advanced enough in the project to knock on Seldom’s door. After the murders, there had remained between us something like a tenuous friendship and though formally my adviser was Emily Bronson, I preferred to try out my ideas on Seldom first, perhaps because under his patient and somewhat amused gaze I felt more at liberty to risk a hypothesis, fill up blackboards and, almost always, take a wrong turn. We had discussed Bertrand Russell’s veiled criticism to Wittgenstein’s Tractatus in his foreword to the book, the hidden mathematical explanation in the phenomenon of essential incompleteness, the relationship between Borges’ story ‘Pierre Menard, Author of Don Quixote’ and the impossibility of establishing meaning from syntax alone, the search for a perfect artificial language, the attempts to capture chance in a mathematical formula … I had just turned twenty-three and believed I had my own solutions to these problems, solutions that were always both naive and megalomaniacal. And yet, when I’d knock at his door, Seldom would push aside his own papers, lean back in his chair and, with a slight smile, allow me to speak, fuelled by my own enthusiasm, before pointing out another paper in which my theory had already been set out or, rather, refuted. Against Wittgenstein’s laconic assertion on what cannot be spoken, I tried to say too much.

But this time it was different: the problem seemed to him sensible, interesting, approachable. Also, he said somewhat mysteriously, it was not too far removed from the others we had considered. After all, it meant inferring from a still image – a set of symbols captured graphically – a possible reconstruction, a probable past. I agreed, enthused by his approval, and drew on the blackboard a quick and capricious curve, followed by a second one very close to the first that intended to follow its path in order to copy it.

‘I imagine a scribe holding his hand in mid-air, trying to control his pulse and replicate every detail, following as carefully as an ant every step of the way. But the original manuscript was written with a certain rhythm, lightly, with a different timing. What I intend to do is to recover something of that previous physical movement, the generative act of writing. Or, at the very least, produce a register that will mark the difference between the speed of each. It’s similar to what we discussed regarding “Pierre Menard”. Cervantes, as Borges imagines it, wrote Don Quixote somewhat haphazardly, collaborating with chance, following his impulses and whims. Pierre Menard, in his attempt of writing Don Quixote once more, but this time as a theorem, is forced to reproduce it slowly, bit by bit, like a logical tortoise, tied down by inexorable laws and strict reasoning. He does produce a text of identical words, but not with the same invisible mental operations at work behind it.’

Seldom remained thoughtful for a moment, as if considering the problem from a different point of view or weighing its possible difficulties, and he wrote out for me the name of Leyton Howard, a mathematician who had once been his student and who, he told me, worked in the area of calligraphic expertise in the scientific section of the Oxford police.

‘I’m sure you’ve seen him a number of times because he never missed our four o’clock tea, though he never took part in the conversations. He’s Australian and, winter or summer, he always goes about barefoot. You couldn’t have helped noticing him. He keeps to himself, but I’ll write to him suggesting that you might work together: that will help you ground yourself in concrete problems.’

Seldom’s suggestion, as usual, proved to be the right one, and I spent many hours over the next month in the tiny office that Leyton had been given in the attic of the police station, where he studied in the archives and case notes the tricks of the cheque forgers, Poincaré’s statistical arguments during his unexpected role as mathematical expert in the Dreyfus case, the chemical subtleties of inks and papers, and historical examples of false wills. I had managed to borrow a bicycle for my second summer, and going down St Aldate’s to reach the police station I would wave to the girl working at the Alice shop, who, at that time, was in charge of opening the place, small and sparkling like a doll’s house with its profusion of rabbits, watches, teapots and Queens of Hearts. Sometimes, arriving at the entrance to the police station, I would also see Inspector Petersen. The first time, I hesitated to acknowledge him because I wondered whether he might still harbour a certain resentment towards Seldom (and consequently towards me) after the events in which we had crossed paths during the investigation of the murders. Fortunately he didn’t seem bitter about it at all and would attempt, as if repeating a bad joke, to greet me in broken Spanish.

Every time I reached the attic, Leyton would already be there, a mug of coffee on his desk, acknowledging my presence with a mere nod. He was extremely pale, covered in freckles, with a long red beard that he’d twirl in his fingers while thinking. He was some fifteen years older than I was, and he reminded me both of an ageing hippy and of one of those beggars in proud rags that sit reading philosophy tomes at the gates of the colleges. He did not speak more than was necessary and never unless I asked him a direct question. On the rare occasions on which he decided to open his mouth, he first seemed to ponder carefully what he was about to say before uttering a pared-down sentence that, like mathematical conditions, was at the same time sufficient and necessary. I imagined that in those preliminary seconds, he would feverishly compare, in a fit of private and useless pride, different ways of saying the same thing before choosing the briefest and the most precise. Much to my distress, as soon as I told him of my project, he showed me a program that had been in use for years by the police and that employed each one of the ideas that I had come up with: the thickness of the ink and the difference of density as parameters of the speed, the gaps between words as indicators of the rhythm, the angle of the stroke as gradient of the acceleration … The program, however, proceeded through sheer brute force, based on simulations, with an algorithm of successive approximations. Leyton, seeing my disappointment, tried to encourage me with a whole spendthrift sentence, telling me to examine it nevertheless in detail, with the hope that perhaps my supervisor’s theorem (which I attempted to explain to him) could render the program more efficient. I decided to follow his advice. As soon as he realised that I meant to work in earnest, he generously opened for me his box of tricks and even allowed me to accompany him to a couple of sessions at the courts. In the dock, facing the judges, perhaps because they forced him to wear shoes, for a brief moment Leyton underwent a transformation: his interventions were snappy, brilliant, loaded with indisputable details, as rigorous as they were unsparing. On the way back to his office, I, full of admiration, would try out an observation, but he would fall back on his monosyllables, as if he had once again retreated into his shell. With time, I too became accustomed to remaining silent during the hours we spent together in his office. The only thing that kept bothering me was that in moments of quiet thought, when he was concentrating on a certain formula, Leyton would often put his naked feet up on the desk, crossing them and, as in the old Sherlock Holmes stories, I could decipher in his soles all sorts of Oxfordshire mud and mould and also, unfortunately, various foul odours.

Before the end of the month I came across Seldom once more in the Mathematical Institute, during the four o’clock coffee break. He invited me to sit with him and asked me how things were going with Leyton. I told him, somewhat disheartened, that the program I had imagined had already been conceived and I was left with only the faint hope of improving it a little. Seldom stood still for a moment with the cup halfway to his lips. Something of what I had told him seemed to have caught his attention.

‘You mean to say that the police already have a program of this sort? And you know how to use it?’

I looked at him with curiosity. Seldom had always been a rather theoretical logician and I would not have imagined that he’d be interested in the concrete and prosaic implementation of any program whatsoever.

‘I worked on exactly that program for the whole month. I turned it around in every possible sense. Not only do I know how to use it, but at this point, I could recite to you the entire code by heart.’

Seldom took another sip from his cup and kept silent for a moment, as if there were something he didn’t dare say or a last obstacle in his mind that he felt unable to overcome.

‘But it’ll be, obviously, a restricted program. And there’ll be a record of every time someone uses it.’

I shrugged.

‘I don’t think that’s the case. I myself have a copy here in the Institute, and I ran it several times on one of the computers in the basement. As to secrecy … ’ I gave him a knowing look. ‘I don’t know, no one told me I was commanded by the Queen to keep it a secret.’

Seldom smiled and nodded quietly.

‘In that case, maybe you can do us an immense favour.’ He leaned towards me and lowered his voice. ‘Have you ever heard of the Lewis Carroll Brotherhood?’

I shook my head.

‘So much the better,’ he said. ‘Come this evening at seven thirty to Merton College. There’s someone I want you to meet.’




Chapter 2

As I gave my name at the entrance to Merton College it was still light, with that persistent and peaceful quality of summer days in England. While I waited for Seldom to come and get me, I peered into the grassy quadrangle of the first courtyard and became once more ensnared by the mystery of these interior gardens. There was something, whether a certain proportion in the height of the walls or perhaps the neatness with which the crests of the roofs made their appearance, that succeeded (was it a trick of the eyes or was it simply the peace and quiet of the place?) in bringing the sky miraculously close, as if the Platonic image of the rectangle, cut high above a celestial pane, were brought almost at arm’s reach. I saw, halfway across the lawn, a few shiny and symmetrical beds of poppies. An oblique ray of sunshine fell on the stone galleries, and the angle at which it lit up the centuries-old stone brought to mind the sundials of ancient civilisations and the infinitesimal rotation of a time beyond human measure. Seldom appeared at a corner and led me along a second gallery to the fellows’ garden. We saw a number of dons hurry across in the opposite direction, like a murder of crows in their stiff black robes.

‘Everyone will now be busy with dinner in the cafeteria,’ Seldom said. ‘We’ll be able to talk in the garden without anyone disturbing us.’

He pointed to a lonely table in one of the corners of the gallery. A very old man glanced up at us, carefully placed his cigar on the table and moved back his chair in order to lift himself slowly with the aid of his stick.

‘That’s Sir Richard Ranelagh,’ Seldom whispered. ‘He was deputy minister of defence for many years and now, since his retirement, he’s president of our Brotherhood. He’s a very well-known writer of spy novels as well. I don’t need to tell you that what you are about to hear must be kept in the strictest confidence.’

I nodded and we approached the table. I shook a fragile hand that still preserved a surprisingly firm grip, told him my name and we exchanged a few polite words. Under his wrinkled skin and his tortoise eyelids, Sir Richard gave the appearance of a vivacious personality, with cold and piercing eyes; while nodding slightly at the words with which Seldom introduced me, he never stopped studying me behind a cautious smile, as if he wished to see for himself and suspend his judgement for the time being. That he had been Number Two at the Ministry of Defence didn’t diminish him in my view, rather the contrary. I had read enough le Carré novels to know that in the realm of Intelligence, as in so many others, Number Two was in fact Number One. On the table were three glasses and a bottle of whisky, of which Sir Richard had obviously partaken a fair amount. Seldom poured equal measures into his glass and mine. After the preliminary small talk, Sir Richard picked up his cigar and gave it a lengthy puff.

‘Arthur must have told you that we have a long and sad tale to tell.’ He exchanged glances with Seldom, as if preparing for a difficult task for which he needed Seldom’s help. ‘In any case, we’ll both share in the telling. But where to begin?’

‘As the King would advise,’ said Seldom, ‘“Begin at the beginning and go on till you come to the end: then stop.”’

‘But perhaps we should begin before the beginning,’ Sir Richard said and he leaned back in his chair as if about to examine me. ‘What do you know about Lewis Carroll’s diaries?’

‘I didn’t even know such a thing existed,’ I said. ‘In fact, I know almost nothing of his life.’

I felt at fault, as if I were back at the examination tables of my student years. I had only read, in the mists of my distant childhood, a hesitant Spanish translation of Alice in Wonderland and The Hunting of the Snark. And though I had once visited Christ Church, where Carroll had both lectured on mathematics and given sermons, and had seen in passing his portrait in the Dining Hall, I had never become interested enough to track his footsteps. Also, I cultivated at the time a certain voluntary indifference, quite healthy in fact, towards the writers behind the books, and I preferred to pay more attention to the creatures of fiction than to the creators of flesh and blood. But of course, this last I couldn’t say out loud in front of two members of a Carroll Brotherhood.

‘The diaries exist, certainly,’ Ranelagh said, ‘and in the most disturbing state: they are incomplete. Throughout his life, Carroll filled some thirteen notebooks, and perhaps only his first biographer, his nephew Stuart Dodgson, was fortunate enough to be able to read them in their entirety. We know this because he quotes from all of the notebooks in his inaugural biography of 1898. The notebooks were left to gather dust in the family home for thirty silent years, but the centenary of Carroll’s birth sparked a renewed interest in him and his family decided to exhume and collect all his scattered papers. When they attempted to recover the diaries they discovered that four of the original notebooks had disappeared. Was it due to carelessness, were they mislaid during a move, was it a mere lack of interest? Or did someone else in those three decades, a relative excessively anxious to protect Carroll’s reputation, read the notebooks, every one of them, apply his own censorious judgement, and eliminate these four because they contained entries felt to be too compromising? We don’t know. Fortunately, the notebooks that covered the period in which he met Alice Liddell and wrote Alice in Wonderland survived. But here, too, the scholars who went through them with a fine-tooth comb found a maddening detail, a speck of incertitude, which led to all kinds of speculation and conjecture. In the 1863 notebook a few pages are missing, and in particular there are traces of one that has been clearly torn out and that corresponds to a very delicate moment in Carroll’s relationship with Alice’s parents.’

‘Delicate … in what sense?’ I brought myself to interrupt.

‘I would say in the most delicate sense imaginable.’

Ranelagh puffed again on his cigar and slightly changed his tone, as if he were about to venture into a mined territory. ‘You must no doubt know something of the story behind the Alice books. At least, allow me to refresh your memory. In that summer of 1863, the thirty-something-year-old Lewis Carroll was living in bachelor rooms at Christ Church, lecturing in mathematics and debating whether or not to enter a religious order. Eight years earlier, the new dean of Christ Church, Henry Liddell, had established himself in Oxford with his wife and four children: Harry, Ina, Alice and Edith. Carroll would cross paths with the children every day in the library gardens; when he first met Alice, she was barely three years old. At first he befriended and subsequently, at Liddell’s request, tutored the dean’s eldest son, Harry, in mathematics. Later, Carroll began to record in his diaries his increasingly frequent meetings and walks with Ina, the eldest of the Liddell girls, always accompanied by the governess, Miss Prickett, a singularly unattractive woman, of whom he secretly made fun together with the girls. As Alice and Edith grew older, they began to take part in the games and songs that Lewis Carroll invented and join the group on its summer outings on the river, always in the inevitable company of Miss Prickett, as he infallibly set down in his diary. By then he had developed his interest in photography; he had bought his first equipment and he had frequent sessions with all three girls, having them pose in all kinds of situations and disguises, sometimes half-naked, as in the famous picture of Alice as a beggar-maid. However odd it might seem to us now, whether because of the aura of respectability granted by his double role as Oxford professor and as clergyman, or because he seemed nothing but an eccentric yet harmless character, or simply because in those bygone days people were more trusting and more innocent, neither the dean nor his wife objected to those entertainments and outings. Lewis Carroll had merely to send them a note, and he was allowed to carry the girls off to the river for an entire afternoon. A year earlier, in 1862, on one of these outings, he told them the story of Alice underground, and the Alice Liddell of flesh and blood had made him promise to write it down as a book just for her. Lewis Carroll waited six months before setting himself down to the task and, in this summer of 1863, he still hadn’t finished it. But he doubtlessly remained on excellent terms with the Liddell family. We arrive then at June the twenty-fourth. In the morning, Alice and Edith go to Lewis Carroll’s rooms to drag him off on an excursion to Nuneham, and are joined by the dean, Mrs Liddell and several others. They are a group of ten, and Lewis Carroll jots down all of their names. Exceptionally, the governess, Miss Prickett, does not go with them, perhaps because the girls were accompanied by their parents. They rent a large boat, take turns rowing across the river, partake of tea under the trees on the other side and, at dusk, while the rest of the group goes home in a carriage, Lewis Carroll returns on his own with the three girls by train. In his diary, recording the moment in which he’s left alone with them, he writes in brackets “Mirabile dictu!”, an expression he used when things unexpectedly went his way. Then he added: “A very pleasant excursion with a very pleasant ending.” He himself underlined “very” in the notebook.’ Here Ranelagh paused, perhaps also to underline the effect of these words.

‘How old were the girls?’ I asked.

‘A very pertinent question, though I’m afraid that ages meant something different in those days. “The past is a foreign country”, as Hartley noted, and that is true also for what is considered proper. We only need recall, as a piece of the conundrum, that women could be legally married at the age of twelve; however, in other aspects they were much more childish than girls are today. Lewis Carroll himself on several occasions uses the expression “child-wife” to refer to the pubescent spouses of other characters of that time. Ina was fourteen, and she was already a blossoming adolescent, tall and beautiful according to the pictures of her. She had been Lewis Carroll’s first child friend, and her name appears very frequently in the diaries. That summer was the last in which she could go out unchaperoned. Alice was eleven and the previous year she had become his favourite. Several contemporary witnesses agree in pointing out the special devotion he showed towards her, though curiously there are hardly any explicit traces of this in the diaries. She was heading towards twelve, the age at which Lewis Carroll would lose or replace his child friends. Edith was nine.’ Ranelagh looked at us as if expecting another question, and poured himself another glass of whisky before carrying on. ‘At the end of that day, Lewis Carroll goes to bed peacefully and on the next day requests again the girls’ company, but this time Mrs Liddell calls on him at his rooms and the famous conversation takes place, in which she asks him to stay away from her family. What had happened during the outing, or perhaps during the return trip on the train? What had Mrs Liddell noticed in the behaviour of Lewis Carroll towards her daughters? What had the girls told their mother upon returning home? Whatever Lewis Carroll had to say about this, however much or however little, was doubtlessly that torn-out page. What is certain is that Lewis Carroll’s relationship with the family becomes distant, and this state of affairs lasts for several months. When he makes an attempt to ask again for permission to meet up with the girls, Mrs Liddell’s refusal is forthright. And when at last he finishes writing the book, he cannot bring it to Alice in person; he must resign himself to sending it in the post. And yet, in spite of all this (and this is a curious fact in and of itself), the relationship is not wholly severed. After a time, he’s welcomed again in the house, even though he’s still kept away from the girls. And later on, Lewis Carroll will have friendly encounters with Mrs Liddell and he will continue to send his books to her daughters until well into their adulthood. He even takes Alice’s picture once more, when she turns eighteen.’

‘That would suggest that whatever he did wasn’t considered all that serious,’ I said. ‘Or that he was given the benefit of the doubt.’

‘This, in fact, is the only question. Did Lewis Carroll actually do something untoward during that train ride? What I mean is: did he overstep the self-imposed limits to which he himself held in his relationship with the girls during his entire life? Did a transgression of some kind take place during that journey, in the nature of a, shall we say, physical contact? Something that the girls perhaps recounted in an innocent manner, without fully understanding it; something that awoke in the mother a sense of alarm? Or was it merely a vague feeling of danger that the mother perceived during the excursion, perhaps an excessive familiarity, observing him in the company of her daughters? Or did the warning come from another of the adults in the group, as Lewis Carroll left to accompany the girls? Or was it, as some have suggested, something entirely different? One of the most distinguished members of our Brotherhood, Thornton Reeves, recently published the most exhaustive biography we have to date, and upon reaching that black hole he offered the conjecture that it was perhaps during that conversation that Lewis Carroll asked for Alice’s hand in marriage, and it was this that alarmed Mrs Liddell and made her see him in an entirely different light.’

‘The thunder of sex at the idyllic Victorian boating-picnic,’ pronounced Seldom.

‘Exactly,’ Ranelagh concurred. ‘Or rather a full electric storm above Lewis Carroll’s head, suspended in time. And raging also over the battling contenders of our Brotherhood.’

‘A battle? Between what factions?’ I asked. Ranelagh seemed to consider my question carefully, as if he had exceeded himself and would prefer to fall back on a different formulation.

‘It’s a debate, still open, to determine the nature, whether culpable or innocent, of his feelings for the girls. Lewis Carroll had dozens of relationships with children throughout his life, and none of them, nor their parents, ever mentioned any improper behaviour. His predilection for young girls, and his friendships with them, was always in the open, for all the world to see. There is not, in any of the documents and correspondence related to Lewis Carroll, a single concrete proof that would allow us to draw a line, however thin, between thought and action. However, we know through the diaries he kept during the years of his relationship with the Liddell children, that Lewis Carroll underwent his deepest spiritual crisis, and there are a fair number of prayers and entreaties to God to help him make amends and leave his sins behind once and for all. But what were these sins? Were they, once again, sins of commission or merely of thought? He’s never sufficiently explicit when writing about these things, as if he didn’t allow himself to confide fully even in his diaries. Lewis Carroll’s father was an archdeacon, and as a child his upbringing was strictly religious: the slightest equivocal thought, the least embarrassment, would suffice to make him pray for guidance. In the end, every biographical attempt to capture Lewis Carroll’s persona skirts the edge of this uncertain abyss, and is based on a presumption of innocence until evidence to the contrary. And even though there are many in our suspicious times who prefer automatically to imagine the contrary, even those who are out to catch a paedophile Lewis Carroll have never yet succeeded in giving definitive proof.’

‘Although they could allege,’ Seldom observed, ‘that the pictures he took of those girls are more than condemnatory.’

‘We’ve been through all that already, Arthur.’ Sir Richard shook his head and carried on, his eyes fixed on me alone, as if it were up to him to defend equanimity in a difficult case set before an imaginary tribunal. ‘Nothing is as easy or clear as that. In those days, children were considered angelic and the nakedness of a child was part of an Edenic ideal. Lewis Carroll took his pictures under the approving eyes of the children’s parents, never as something shameful that he had to practise in secret. His nudes were taken to be exhibited at a time when the art of photography was in its infancy. It’s very probable that he considered himself not unlike a painter who has his models pose dressed up or stripped of all clothing. When his young friends entered adulthood, he punctually sent their mothers the negatives so that they could destroy them if the girls felt at all ashamed in any way. Those were different times, prior to Freud and Humbert. And if it’s true that human nature, like the other, abhors a vacuum, in the immense variety of human types, we should not discard the idea that in those days, and even now, there were and are individuals who love children in the purest way, and restrain from touching them improperly.’

Ranelagh turned towards Seldom once more, as if this were a subject on which they couldn’t reach an agreement, and had settled on a sort of tie through the repetition of the same moves.

‘But to return to the main question: I hope you now understand why that torn-out page has become a most powerful magnet, a touchstone for all biographers. Perhaps on that page, and only on that page, there appeared in writing the decisive proof, the fatal event, the explicit recognition of an infamous act. Since the sixties, when the notebooks were made public, the ghost of that page never ceased to whisper possibilities in our ears. As the poet might have said, there’s no keener murmuring source than the unspoken word, nor book more voluminous than the one that’s lost a page. However, until very recently, there was nothing but that: mere conjectures. None of the researchers were able to go beyond these suppositions, which, as is often the case, tended to reflect whatever portrait each of them had imagined for the character. Only Josephine Grey, another of the founders of our Brotherhood, succeeded, some fifteen years ago, in taking a step forward in the research. She managed to prove, in an ingenious and incontrovertible manner, that the page had not been ripped out by Lewis Carroll but in all probability by one of his two grand-nieces, Menella or Violet Dodgson, the daughters of Stuart, who had remained custodians of the papers. What’s more, this tells us indirectly something else: that Lewis Carroll was not necessarily ashamed of or even sorry about whatever was written there. But in any case, once again, what was it that the sisters read between those lines? What did they conclude from their perusing that led them to tear out the page? What did that page, perhaps unintentionally, reveal? And so we reach the beginning of this year, when we, the members of the Brotherhood, decided we would publish an annotated edition of the surviving diaries of Lewis Carroll. They are, as I’ve told you, nine handwritten notebooks, kept in the house that Lewis Carroll bought in Guildford towards the end of his life, and now converted into a small museum. As none of the members of the Brotherhood could travel to Guildford and stay there long enough to go through all the papers, in the last meeting in July, a few days ago, it was decided that we’d send an intern, Kristen Hill, a marvellously devoted and meticulous young lady who is helping us with assorted tasks. We asked her to stay in Guildford for a few days in order to assess the condition of the diaries. She was instructed to photocopy every page, one by one, as well as all related papers she might be able to find. Her mother lives in the outskirts of Guildford and that allowed us to save on lodging expenses. And then, on the second day, we received a most extraordinary piece of news.’

‘She found the page?’ I couldn’t refrain from asking.

‘She found something that could be very … disturbing. But that’s something that Arthur should tell you, since it was he who received the girl’s phone call from Guildford.’




Chapter 3

Seldom had, in the meantime, rolled one of his cigarettes, and as the slow tentacles of smoke reached my chair I became aware of the unmistakable scent of his Indian tobacco. Unlike Ranelagh’s fast and snappy speech, Seldom’s deep Scottish accent seemed to echo heavily in the leafy silence of the garden.

‘Kristen Hill was my doctorate student until last year. An extremely shy young lady. Diligent and studious, and highly intelligent, she graduated at nineteen. However, she never finished her thesis. At a certain point, through a reference in some old paper, she discovered a remarkably innovative work on determinants calculus published by Lewis Carroll under his mathematician’s hat, and obviously using his real name, Charles Dodgson. That was how Kristen arrived at Lewis Carroll’s diaries, indirectly, searching for the correspondence he had maintained on this question with other mathematicians of the time. I put her in touch with the members of the Brotherhood who were working on the diaries, and that was how we lost her for the realm of mathematics, because every biographer and every researcher wanted to have her working for them. She’s an ideal research partner: quick, efficient, discreet, always on the alert. In fact, right now she’s working under Thornton Reeves with a grant, and that’s why I was a bit taken aback that she should call me. It was the day before yesterday, in the morning. On the phone, she seemed quite unlike her usual self: I had never heard her go on like that; I would say she sounded euphoric. She spoke to me in an anxious tone, as if she were burning with joy and pride, but at the same time somewhat frightened. She told me that, as she was going through the Lewis Carroll papers, she had found something extraordinary, something that would provide a definitive answer to the question of the lost page. Apparently, it’s a piece of paper that, according to her, had been always in plain sight but that no one had discovered until now. Then she explained that in the Guildford house, together with the diaries, the family had prepared a catalogue of all the writings and personal effects of Lewis Carroll, gathered throughout the years. According to her, in that catalogue, however incredible this may sound, was an item listed as “Cut Pages in Diary”.’

‘That is indeed so,’ Ranelagh interjected. ‘I must confess that I had never looked carefully at that catalogue, but this morning I went to Guildford to check it in person. I cannot understand how it escaped the attention of all of us.’

‘Kristen had only to go to the corresponding file and there, perfectly in its place, filed between two sheets of paper, she found a crumpled page with writing on both sides. On one side, as she described it, were dates corresponding to Alice Liddell’s life as she entered adulthood: her marriage, the birth of her children, her death. On the other side is an inscription, written no doubt by whoever tore out the page, summing up the main facts of what Lewis Carroll had jotted down on that day. Kristen told me it was in a hand she knew well, that of Menella Dodgson, the eldest of the two grand-nieces. She has always suspected Menella to be the secret censor of the diaries, and this piece of paper seems to confirm it. Menella was an extremely religious person and Kristen supposes that, before or after tearing out that page from the diary, she felt a certain compunction and decided to make a separate note of the contents. It’s a single sentence, she said, but it’s decisive. She believes that this sentence can answer the question that hangs over Lewis Carroll, but in a totally unexpected way. Of course, I asked at once what that sentence was. She remained silent for a moment and then she said that she couldn’t tell anyone, not even me, in spite of my being the only person within the Brotherhood she could trust. That she wanted to keep it a secret until she felt sure that she would be credited with the discovery. She told me that what she had found was something almost “ridiculously logical” that no one had thought of, and she feared above all that Thornton Reeves might want to claim the honours of the discovery for himself, because she was only a graduate student and he could be selfish in ways that I couldn’t begin to imagine. I asked her how she’d manage to keep it under cover, since she herself had told me that it was a piece of paper visible to everyone, that anyone could read it simply by travelling to Guildford. Here Kristen paused once more, and then confessed to me that she had stolen the paper. She didn’t say this in these exact words, and yet I understood that she had taken it with her and that she was keeping it hidden, but she promised that she’d return it as soon as she managed to have an article published giving her the credit. Then I asked her why she’d called me, and, above all, why she was telling me all this. I wasn’t at all pleased with the idea of being made an accomplice in something she knew perfectly well was not right. She told me that after she had taken the page, the thought had struck her that it seemed very strange that no one should have seen it before. Every biographer had at a certain point visited the Guildford house. Almost all had examined the same catalogue. How was it possible that she alone had discovered that piece of paper? Somehow, as soon as all this became known, she’d make them all look ridiculous. But perhaps, she said, there was another explanation. Perhaps someone else had seen it and had chosen not to say anything. Because that paper, with that single sentence, shattered most of the theories written about Lewis Carroll. And she imagined a further possibility, which I believe is the one she fears the most: that the paper is simply a fake, an imitation of Menella’s handwriting, something placed between those two folder sheets as an apocryphal antiquity, a joke or trap set up for academics. That at least would explain why no one has discovered it before now. And it would be a shameful blunder for her if that were finally the case. That is why, she said, she thought about phoning me. She knew, because of our seminars, that Leyton Howard works as a calligraphy expert, and that I am the only person who has dealings with him. She asked me, after much beating around the bush, if I could arrange a meeting with him to verify the authenticity of the handwriting. I told her she was putting me in a difficult position, but that I would think about it and call her back. After I hung up, I spent the rest of the morning turning the information over in my head. I didn’t want to hush up the disappearance and concealment of the document, something that goes against all the principles on which the Brotherhood was founded. At the same time, I didn’t want to be too hard on Kristen, and certainly not be her betrayer. I resolved at last to confide only in Richard, because there’s another very important question that the Brotherhood will have to decide on imminently, and in which, I realised, the discovery of that piece of paper could have some impact.’

‘A huge impact,’ interrupted Ranelagh. ‘The edition we are preparing of Lewis Carroll’s diaries is to be the definitive one, what we like to call the Authoritative Edition. It will be annotated by all the biographers of the Brotherhood, and we are now about to divide the notebooks so that each one of us can deal exclusively with a certain volume and a certain period. It’s a colossal enterprise, and whatever is written on that page cannot, obviously, be absent from it. I dare say that that particular page will be the most consulted of the entire book. Even more: that page, if what the young lady says is true, could force us to rethink a fair portion of our system of annotations. We cannot risk for it to appear at some later date, and contradict or put in doubt the general logic of the notes. We need to see the page, and sooner rather than later. What that girl did is inadmissible but, much as Arthur, I’m inclined to give her the chance of restoring it in an … elegant way. We’ve agreed to offer her a chance to do so.’

‘I called her yesterday – without telling her, of course, that I had consulted Richard – and suggested that, if we proved the authenticity of the handwriting, I would call a special meeting of the Brotherhood for this coming Friday. She would then show the paper to everyone, it would appear with her name attached in the minutes, and then she’d return it to its proper place. In that way, she’d be assured of being given credit for her discovery and later, after some time, she’d be able to publish her article. I thought she’d agree at once, but she seemed nervous and afraid: she told me that since she’d got hold of the piece of paper, she couldn’t manage to sleep at night. However, when I told her we had to go to the police station, she backed down. She didn’t know that Leyton worked there and I think the place terrified her, as if she feared a trap. I wasn’t able to convince her, in spite of explaining that Leyton worked in the attic, in a separate office, and that we wouldn’t meet anyone else. After hanging up, I felt obviously very concerned. I was pondering all this when I went down to the Common Room and met you so providentially. As soon as I left you, I phoned her up again and told her about your program, and she finally agreed: she’ll come tomorrow to the Mathematical Institute with a photocopy of the first half of the sentence. I hope it will be sufficient to verify the handwriting. She told me that she would certainly not bring the original with her, and that she wouldn’t reveal more than the first few words.’

‘Four or five words will suffice,’ I said, ‘but of course, we need to have letters or handwritten notes from that woman, Menella, ideally from about the same time, to be able to make the comparison.’

‘Indeed, Kristen had already thought of that. In the archives of the Brotherhood there’s a large number of letters written by Menella throughout her life. She’ll bring them with her.’

‘As you can understand,’ Ranelagh said, ‘this whole situation is highly irregular and we require the utmost discretion on your part.’

‘I was also thinking,’ Seldom said, ‘that if it’s not inconvenient for you, it might be best for us to meet at night, directly in the basement where the computers are, to make sure that there’s no one around. I have a key.’

‘Fine by me,’ I said. ‘I hope that by tomorrow at least some of the mystery will be cleared up. Maybe all this is true precisely because it’s so unbelievable, as if Poe’s purloined letter were not only visible to everyone but also displayed in an envelope marked “Purloined Letter”. Do you think it’s possible that none of the biographers has seen it earlier on?’

‘I don’t know,’ Ranelagh said. ‘I felt rather ashamed when I found out. I confess that I at least had overlooked it. And if the piece of paper is authentic, others will feel even more ashamed. I suppose no one will be very happy when it’s finally revealed.’
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