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Prologue

I

changed my daughter’s name when her mother died. Under
different circumstances, my daughter could possibly, and in
all probability, have had an altogether different life. Whether her
fate was pre-determined at birth, or whether that one modest act
of mine, a month after her birth, altered her course in life, I’ll
never know.
Her mother brooded interminably and lovingly over the
choice of her child’s name. She finally selected one signifying
a heavenly body: a star. By accident, after my wife’s death, I
discovered the name was also one of a fictional woman who
conceived a baby after an adulterous affair. I never intended
to erase all memory of my wife, but, shocked and in haste, I
changed my daughter’s name to Prudence, symbolizing wisdom,
intelligence, and foresight: a foreseeing of the future. I thought
it was perfect.
I confess that I had an interest in the art of numerology. As
a mathematician, I did not view it as a science, but its appeal
seemed logical to me. Each alphabetical letter is allocated a
numerical value. The individual letters in a person’s name,
when assigned a number and added, form a core number that
numerologists say has substantial significance; the core number
may have manifestations, beyond human understanding, of a
person’s character, personality, and the person’s subsequent destiny. My daughter’s previous name, according to numerology,
indicated she would be responsible, careful, conventional, and
reliable. The name, Prudence Bari, was altogether different. The
character of Prudence would be a leader, a planner, and a high
achiever with strong, sound judgment. These were characteristics I admired.
1
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If that were the end of it, then there would be no controversy.
Detractors believe numerology to be supernatural. I do not see it
that way. I was, and still am, a deeply religious man with scientific abilities, and I prefer to acknowledge numerology merely
as a computational hobby. I learned of numerology after I had
changed my daughter’s name, and this is my torment—had I
changed her name for better or for worse? Did my decision
affect my daughter’s future? Had I not changed her name, would
she have developed the same characteristics and have had the
same destiny? Many could argue that her destiny was not a
result of my decision to change her name. Many could argue that
all of my decisions, indecisions, actions and inactions, throughout her whole life, and perhaps those of everyone she interacted
with, may have influenced her destiny.
Words and their meanings are not my forte. Mathematics
is my strength. I will never forget the amazement with which I
read Cours d’analyse and realized, for the first time, what mathematics really meant. In my twenties I was a mathematician with
a genuine passion for numerical computations and calculations.
At the age of thirty-six I suffered the common fate of many
mathematicians: steady mental deterioration. The mind rarely
improves after the age of twenty-five or thirty; at least, for me,
this was true. All the same, I’ve had more reward than was due
to a man of my particular ability. I’ve had a comfortable life.
In my antique, mahogany escritoire I still keep a leather box
of mementos and, from time to time, I read the stained newspaper clipping dated July 24, 1942, to remind me of my slight
achievement:
NEW VERSION OF EUCLID’S ELEMENTS
Adelaide mathematician, Dr. Leonardo Bari, has
recently completed a new version of Euclid’s Elements.
Euclid, the Greek mathematician, wrote the work of the
Elements in 13 books, of which nine deal with plane and
solid geometry, and four with number theory. Bari, while
making only inconsiderable additions to the content
of the Elements, has endeavored to remove difficulties
2
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that might be felt by learners in studying the book, as a
modern editor might do in editing a classical textbook
for use in schools. There is no doubt that this edition
will be enjoyed by his Adelaide students for whom it was
written, as well as by all Australian students in the future
who will use it almost exclusively as part of the secondary school curriculum.
The new version of Euclid’s Elements may have contributed
in a small way to my students’ education at the time, but geometry, like me, soon faded from the curriculum.
It is plain now, at seventy-five, that my life, for what it is
worth, is finished, and nothing I can do will notably increase or
diminish its value. In retrospect, it seems absurd to suppose that
I could have done better, even though I’ve never accomplished
anything of great note. No mathematical achievement of mine
has made, directly or indirectly, for good or ill, the least difference to the world.
My one achievement, for which I am immensely proud, is
that I have produced a daughter of exceptional mathematical
genius. I never wanted her to be anything but a mathematician because mathematics was familiar to me. Perhaps it was
inevitable that my daughter followed in my footsteps. It did not
take her long to surpass my capabilities, but unpredictably, she
defied all expectation to become one of the world’s most noted
mathematicians.
It is said that in every generation there is one great mathematician and the rest don’t do any harm. My daughter was that
great mathematician. Did my daughter’s success entitle me to
bestow success upon myself? I would like it to be so, but in all
rationality I cannot draw such a conclusion. In the mathematical fraternity, no one can be fooled. There is never the remotest possibility of greatness being the pinnacle of an otherwise
uninspired person because all mathematicians recognize genius
immediately. To that end, my inclination to change my daughter’s name before she had assumed an altogether different identity and to raise her as a single father, in the only manner I knew,
3
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was vindicated. In short, the end justified the means. Or did it,
for the end came much too soon?
I’m not afraid to take ultimate responsibility for my daughter’s destiny because I’m her father. So, it is here, within these
pages, I will be judged.

4

SEPTEMBER 28, 1969

I

heard Prudence’s Fiat turn into the driveway. Instead of waiting for her key to turn in the lock, I shuffled up the hallway
in my comfortable brown slippers and unbolted the door. I held
it ajar to wait for her like a puppy eagerly awaiting its master.
It was not Prudence. A robust policeman stood at the
entrance.
“Dr. Bari?” the voice boomed.
“Yes.” I peered inquisitively into his Herculean face.
“Is this the residence of Prudence Bari?” He had removed
his hat and held it in his strong hands. Blue veins protruded
from his skin.
“Yes.”
“Is she at home, please?”
“No, she’s not. I’m expecting her soon. I thought you were
Prudence.”
“Have you seen her today, sir?”
“Fleetingly. She’s been in and out all day. What’s this about,
officer?”
“Does she own a yellow Fiat 500?”
“Yes, she does. Was she speeding, officer?”
“We found the car in a vacant block, southwest of the city.”
“It must have been stolen. Perhaps Fabian has picked her up,
or she might be taking a taxi home. She’ll be here soon, officer.
I’ve been waiting for her. It’s getting late and she said she’d be
home by now.”
“Dr. Bari, we’d like you to come with us to the police station.
We’ll go the hospital first.” A taller, thinner policeman stood
behind the burly man, almost obscured from view.
5
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“To report the stolen car? Is that it? Why don’t we wait for
Prudence? I’ll put some shoes on. Come inside and wait with me!”
“Dr. Bari, you can wear your slippers to the police station.
We’d like you to come with us straight away. It’s getting late and
we’ll have you back home by midnight. You see, and we’re sorry
to say this, but your daughter may have been—she may have had
an accident. Come with us,” he said firmly and insistently. Positioning themselves on either side of me, they gently maneuvered
me to the blue and white police car.
“Accident? Perhaps you’re mistaken. She’ll be home soon.
She was driving a friend to the airport.” My body did not have
the strength to resist their guiding hands.
“Let’s hope we are mistaken.”
As I slid into the back seat, I tried to recall Prudence’s appearance, but my mind was fixated on the word “accident.” Had she
been struck by another car? Had she driven recklessly and caused
an accident? Visions of crumpled vehicles flashed through my
mind like a newsreel. What was she wearing? Where was Prudence? Where had they taken her?
The policemen escorted me into the bowels of the hospital.
No one spoke. Solemn and silent, we marched in triplicate. A
sign directed us to the mortuary. I felt nauseous and was about to
faint. Just in time, a white-coated doctor put his arms around my
shoulders and spoke to me, but I can’t remember what he said.
A green, plastic sheet covered a body on a sterile metal
trolley in a stark, cold room. The stench clung to my nostrils.
It was a particularly fiery stench: the fetid odor of burnt flesh.
I gagged and held my hand to cover my nose and mouth. The
doctor ushered me quickly out of the room and into the arms
of policemen. I purged my insides onto the polished floor near
their shiny shoes. I heaved so violently I couldn’t control the
spasms. The policemen were true gentlemen; they guided me
into an ablutions room where I splashed water over my face and
into my bilious mouth. I hadn’t even seen the body, but I was
sickened to my stomach. Surely it was not Prudence. They must
be wrong. They’ve got it all wrong!
6

COMMISSIONER’S COMMENTARY

T

he first time I saw Leonardo Bari, two of my men were leading him into the police station: the police headquarters to be
exact. Bari appeared confused. The color of his skin surprised
me. It was pasty gray, almost matching his trousers. In a word,
he looked frightful.
The night was hectic due to a spate of burglaries during
the week. Victims were filing complaints, suspects were being
questioned, and there was a continuous tide of people coming
and going. Regrettably, Bari was required to wait an hour before
I could speak to him. When I did, he was bent forward with his
face buried in his hands. One of my men tapped Bari on the
shoulder, which made him look up at me. His eyes were bloodshot and swollen. I introduced myself as the commissioner of
police. He didn’t move.
I was civil and cordial. I am not an aggressive authoritarian,
and, besides, I felt sorry for the man. I hasten to add that this
wasn’t an interrogation of Dr. Bari; it was merely an initial datagathering session to ascertain whether the body near the burnt
car was his daughter. Prudence Bari was a celebrity in this city,
so I took an immediate interest in the case. Besides, I liked her.
I liked her a lot. Consequently, I wanted to treat her father with
respect: the respect he deserved. I would never want his fate, not
for a million pounds, or even a million new dollars.
I should point out right now that my commentary is not official in any way, shape, or form. It is 1970, and the Prudence Bari
incident is over: wrapped up and resolved. I’m merely adding
my own impressions and memories to this journal, written by
her father. He died of natural causes a year after his daughter’s
death, although many said he died of a broken heart.
7
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A cadet officer, on routine duty in Bari’s street, went to the
scene when his neighbor found him dead. The neighbor, Franco
Visconte, had become concerned after not seeing his friend for
a few days. Anyway, the cadet found the journal near the old
man’s dead body and retrieved it as evidence in the event that
his death was unnatural.
Maybe the journal was Bari’s way of leaving a legacy in
memory of his daughter. As for me, notoriety is not what I’m
seeking. Nonetheless, when I read Bari’s journal, I felt compelled to write. It’s hard to explain why: to find order and sense
to the tragedy; as a cathartic way of handling the situation,
perhaps; or even as some sort of closure. Naturally, as commissioner of police, I had information about his daughter’s case that
was not known to Bari. What struck me most, apart from what
was written in the journal, was what was not—whether from circumstance, ignorance, or denial. Consequently, I felt compelled
to set the record straight, or at least provide additional information on the events leading up to his daughter’s last year and last
day: September 28, 1969.
So there was Bari, looking up at me. What was I to make
of his expression? He appeared gutted, completely devastated. I
thought it best that he shouldn’t return to the mortuary to view
the body. Instead, I asked Constable Hallett to bring me photographs of the accident scene, known as the crime scene. There’s
sometimes a fine line between the definition of “accident” and
“crime,” but, due to the horrific injuries the body incurred, we
regarded it as a criminal case. It would remain that way until
proven otherwise.
Constable Hallett placed the photographs on the table. I
sorted through them, removed the ones that were either too
graphic or of poor quality, and put them, face down, in a pile.
There were scarcely a handful of acceptable ones remaining,
and I put them in front of the old man so that he could identify
the body. I’d already arranged for an autopsy and a check of
dental records, but I was hoping to get immediate confirmation
from Bari. In my mind, I was sure it was his daughter; she was
an unmistakable identity, after all.
8
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I offered Bari tea or coffee. He didn’t speak or move, so I
ordered Constable Collins to make coffee for him. One photograph showed an orange and black, patent leather handbag
on the road. It was open and some of the contents had spilled
out: lipstick, money, a mirror, a notebook, a gold pen, and
some pencils. Bari nodded when I asked if it was his daughter’s handbag. The next photograph showed a pair of bloodied,
sooty legs, with black shoes nearby. He stared speechlessly at
the image for a long time. I had to ask him again whether the
shoes were his daughter’s. The old man placed his right hand
over the photograph and closed his eyes. Soon afterwards, he
removed his hand and slid the top photograph underneath the
bottom one. The next photograph revealed a charred slender
hand with shredded flesh, clotted with blood and carbonaceous
sediment. It was the right hand: its wrist broken and distorted.
Serrated, orange lacquered fingernails appeared as though
they had been ripped off. On one finger was a beautiful gold
and topaz ring.
“Italy. It was from Italy.” They were his first words. “Please
don’t let it be Prudence,” he said. Then he repeatedly uttered
no, no, no, shaking his head vehemently. If it weren’t for him
declaring that it wasn’t Prudence, I would’ve ceased questioning him, for the time being, but I had to persist to be certain of
the identification. He kept saying it was someone else. I didn’t
know whether he was hoping it was someone else, whether he
believed it, or if he were actually telling the truth. Coherence
was not forthcoming. In fact, the opposite occurred.
I remember his words: “It’s not Prudence. It’s my daughter. Florence. Palazzo Vecchio. Girolamo Savonarola, the mad
monk. The burning.”
I looked at Constables Hallett and Collins. Without speaking, I knew that they were no wiser than me. Quite frankly, I was
confused. Initially, I thought he meant he had two daughters:
Prudence and Florence. I sought clarification from him, but
nothing he said made sense to me. Bari babbled, “The burning of her clothes. The bonfire of the vanities. The burning.
Girolamo in Florence. All over again. Phaethon and Girolamo.
9
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History repeats, over and over. The signs were there, but I didn’t
see them.”
He stared at his hands. “Helpless hands,” he whispered.
They were shaking, and he held them together, tightly, to control
the tremors. Not calloused and dry, they weren’t the hands of
a laborer, but neither were they delicate. I would say that they
were a gentleman’s hands, if you know what I mean.
With his eyes closed, he rocked back and forth muttering,
“Phaethon in his father’s chariot is pulling a fiery comet across
the sky. It’s colliding with Earth. Eruptions. Flaming tongues.
Meteoric flesh. I can see the face of Girolamo.”
Who was Girolamo? I certainly had no idea. I shook Bari
slightly and stared right into his face. As if he had woken from
a dream, he spoke lucidly for the first time. He explained that
Girolamo was a mad monk, excommunicated for protesting religious corruption. Eventually, the monk was tortured and hanged
for heresy; his opulent clothes were set alight. Unexpectedly,
Bari reverted to rambling. “These are the images of science and
religion: two faces of reason. Two faces of reason: science and
religion. But now they are one: Prudence burning for the transgressions of her father. It was an inevitable death. I should’ve
seen it coming because it was written in history. Why had I not
foreseen it and changed the inevitable? Death should’ve been
mine. I was the one who charted her destiny.”
His untouched cup of coffee was cold. I was frustrated and
remember whispering to Constable Hallett that Bari was confused. I ordered Hallett to record the identification of the body
as Professor Prudence Bari. The dental records would confirm
it anyway. We had already planned to ask Prudence’s manager,
Fabian Rossi, to identify the body too.
I expressed my gratitude. He seemed to look through me
when he said, “Oh God, turn me into a chariot of fire to burn in
hell, unforgiven, forever.”

10

SUSPECTS

Y

esterday was too much for me. Admittedly, I was ineffective in assisting the police identify the body. In all honesty,
I didn’t want it to be Prudence, and I could never have acknowledged that it was. It seemed incredulous to me that she was so
vibrant during the day, but by the evening she was gone.
Without warning, after midday, two police officers knocked
on my door to take me back to headquarters for further questioning. I wasn’t sure how helpful I’d be to their investigations
because I couldn’t remember anything. Unfortunately, I had
no choice but to accompany them. Sitting in the interrogation
room, I felt nauseous. All I wanted to do was go home, lock the
door, and never see anyone, ever again.
“I, I’m okay. I’ll try to answer some questions, commissioner,” I stammered.
“Fine, Dr. Bari. Tell me to stop if you need a break. Fabian
Rossi has identified the body, so we must proceed in determining how this tragedy occurred and who was responsible.”
“Yes, he rang me this morning,” I said. I looked around the
bare room, noting every hairline crack in the flaking plaster,
and every smudge mark on the paintwork. The commissioner of
police sat opposite me in the depressing, soulless room.
“You do understand that we’re considering foul play, rather
than an unfortunate car accident?” he asked.
“Yes. Fabian explained everything,” I answered.
“Dr. Bari, can you think of any possible suspects, however
remote, even if you don’t think they could’ve done it. Take as
long as you like.”
The commissioner was a serious, imposing man with a
ruddy complexion, a receding hairline, and small dark eyes. His
11
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fat fingers looked like sausages. My hands were slender, appearing frail and diminutive next to his.
I sighed out of weariness and sleeplessness. “If Darren
Hicks were alive, he’d be my first suspect. He worked at the
university with Prudence, but in a different department. Actually, I don’t think he worked; he was just there most of the
time. He didn’t like Prudence. He was always defensive and
paranoid. Everyone hated him, he said, because he was gay.
But he had it all wrong. People didn’t hate him; he hated everyone. He hated Prudence because he was jealous of her. She
befriended Cyril Silverman, you see, another lecturer in the
music department. Cyril and Darren were lovers, and Darren
was jealous of Cyril’s friends. I always thought Darren influenced Cyril in some way, even though Cyril was considerably
older. Strangely, Cyril wanted to please Darren, I think. But,
of course, Darren is dead, so he’s out of the equation.” I stared
at the wall. What more could I say?
“What do you think of Cyril?”
“I’ve known Cyril for a long time. My daughter liked him a
lot. When I first met him, I liked him too, but he changed over
the years. In public he said terrible things about Prudence, but
when he was with her, he was charming. Sometimes he was
almost too charming. He’s not a bad person, really. I know he
was angry with Prudence about Darren’s death. He blamed her,
but of course she didn’t do it. Darren killed himself in prison:
suicide. Cyril never used to be such an angry person, not before
he met Darren. Cyril changed and became angrier and angrier.
He began to protest against the government, and then he organized student demonstrations. Students looked up to him and
followed his lead. He’s a lecturer and should have been a better
role model. I—I became more and more disappointed with him.
But for all his faults, I can add that if Cyril says he didn’t kill
my daughter, I believe him.”
“Is he capable of persuading someone else to murder for
him, do you think?”
It was a question not worth consideration. “Maybe he could,
but I doubt it. Surely people know the difference between right
12
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and wrong. I’ve heard people say he has a band of followers, and
they would do anything for him, especially university students.
I’m not saying all university students are susceptible to influence; I’m just saying that some might be. It’s hard to believe
that even susceptible students would kill on someone’s behalf.
Impossible! Cyril may have been like Svengali, but he was no
Charles Manson. I just can’t believe he’d incite violent murder,
or do it himself. Perhaps the drugs made him do it. He took
drugs, I’m sure. Most young people do now, don’t they?”
“Really? What makes you think he was a user?”
“His behavior and appearance changed, especially his eyes.
When I first knew him, they were blue and sparkling and
alive, but recently they looked dull. He used to be friendly, but
recently he had mood swings—one day aloof and the next day
angry—which are symptoms of drug use, aren’t they? Besides,
he told me.”
“Did he ever physically attack Prudence?”
“Never! He was angry with her, sure, especially when Darren killed himself, but he seemed to calm down when I spoke to
him. He was, after all, a rational man. At least he used to be. He
definitely never hurt Prue.”
“Could anyone else be a suspect, Dr. Bari?”
“No, I can’t think of a suspect. Fabian Rossi, her manager, is
a wonderful man. Prudence and Fabian were a productive team,
working in concert; they even went overseas together. They
were on the same wavelength, you could say. They admired
and respected each other. Fabian wouldn’t harm her in any way.
He is definitely not a suspect, and neither is Oswald Danes.
He’s a farmer. I suppose you could say Prudence and Oswald
were in a relationship. They’ve known each other for more than
twenty years. He’s not a killer. He loved Prudence. By the way,
he telephoned me this morning and said the police had already
questioned him. I was surprised. How did the police know about
him?”
“Fabian Rossi gave us a few names, and we have already begun
inquiries. Oswald said that she refused his marriage proposal. Did
you know about that? How do you think he felt about it?”
13
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“Yes, I knew about the proposal. I overheard Oswald proposing to Prudence, but don’t tell him that. He didn’t want me to
know. She refused him, but they agreed to remain friends. He
was upset, naturally, but not angry. Not violently angry. Not
angry enough to kill her like that. He wasn’t a maniac. He was
a meek and mild farmer. Prudence had feelings for Michael,
Michael McShane, I think, from Ireland. Perhaps she was hoping that they’d live together. I don’t know. She didn’t say so to
me, of course. I’m merely hypothesizing.” I wanted the questioning to end.
“Farmers kill things, Dr. Bari. Oswald was a farmer,” the
commissioner said, without stating the inference.
“Oswald grew potatoes. You can’t kill potatoes. He wouldn’t
hurt anyone or anything. He wouldn’t hurt a fly, literally.”
“Tell me about her Irish friend.” The commissioner checked
the tape recorder.
“Prudence was fond of Michael, but they didn’t see each
other much. They saw each other recently because he’s in Australia now, on vacation. I met him in his hotel. He’s a very dark,
brooding man: a tragic figure really. Lonely, I think. There is
something about him that is definitely appealing. In that respect,
he is much like Cyril, but in a different way. They are both interesting people. I imagine Prudence would think Cyril is interesting in a sexual way and Michael is interesting in a global way:
well-travelled, creative, poetic, and intense. Prudence would’ve
been quite attracted to Michael and his intellect. He lived somewhere in England. I’d have to look up his address. No, it wasn’t
him. He had no motive.”
“Keep going, you’re doing well.”
“There’s Polly, the flibbertigibbet. Polly Smith is a student.
She’s very talkative, but sweet and naïve. She’s too self-absorbed
to know what’s happening in Prudence’s life, or anybody else’s
for that matter. In any case, I don’t think Polly saw Prudence
lately. Raphael and his girlfriend, Julia, were also Prudence’s
students. I’ve never met Julia, but I’ve seen her. She’s very beautiful. Good looking is how you’d describe that couple. I used
to see Raphael more when he first started university, but not
14
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recently. Prudence liked his looks. That’s not to say that there
was anything between them, because I’m sure there wasn’t. He
was just a boy, but she liked his looks. He’s a younger version of
Michael, but not as intense. Not that I can say with any certainty.
Anyway, Raphael would have no reason to hurt Prudence.”
“Are there any other students whom we might question?”
The commissioner looked directly into my eyes. I was disturbed by the intensity of his stare and cast my eyes at the table.
“Innes Cartwright was deeply infatuated with Prudence. He
wrote her letters. I know where she kept them, and I can show
you if you want. Whether she wrote back or not, I don’t know.
She didn’t say. He’s a very frail, delicate, sensitive boy. He
couldn’t cope with his studies, although he was very gifted. He
just couldn’t handle pressure of any sort. Innes wanted to quit
science to study theology. I suppose he’ll start next year. Ultimately, he wants to be a priest. I heard him say so to Prudence.
He’s deeply religious and wouldn’t hurt her, I’m sure. I think
that’s about it. I don’t know all of her students and friends. I’m
getting tired now. I just can’t think of who could’ve committed
this horrendous act. It’s beyond me.”
“I’d like to ask you just a few more questions, Dr. Bari. Is
there anyone else, no matter how remotely attached to Prudence,
who would have the potential to harm her? Is there anyone who
disliked her?”
“Prudence saw Arlene Bernie, the actress, recently. They
were good friends though, not enemies. She visited Arlene
in Melbourne. They keep—they kept in touch through letters
and phone calls. Arlene is a lesbian with a partner. I can’t
say whether Arlene fancied Prudence or not, but I think not
because Prudence never mentioned it. One person who did
dislike Prudence was a journalist called Philip Brownley. He
heckled her at one of her public lectures, but that was a long
time ago—about three years ago. She didn’t press charges.
He admitted his stupidity. I know they were on friendly terms
recently. In fact, Brownley actually revered her. He put her on
a pedestal, he did. He’s another meek man and wouldn’t do
anything hurtful to her. His anger was expressed with words
15
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and not violence. Another journalist who disliked Prudence
was Diana Dray. She was downright vitriolic. I never liked her,
or her newspaper column.”
“Did you know her, Dr. Bari? Have you ever met her?”
“Oh no! No. Never. I just read her critiques. Rudeness was
her forte. She was discourteous to everyone, especially Prudence. I think Miss Dray didn’t like intelligent women, or she
was jealous.” I shouldn’t have mentioned her at all. I was clutching at straws, at anything that entered my head.
“Did Prudence know her? Had they ever met?” He fiddled
with his pen, spinning it between his fingers.
“I don’t think so. I don’t think there was any personal vendetta in Miss Dray’s comments. All public figures were cut
down by her.”
“Dr. Bari, it appears that you think none of your daughter’s
friends or acquaintances committed her murder.”
“Why would they? I can’t understand the motive for a violent
murder. If that’s what it was. What if it was an accident? Maybe
Prudence crashed the car and it caught alight? Your hypothesis
of murder sounds erroneous to me. What could be the motive?
Was someone jealous of her success? Was it anger? Was Cyril
angry over Darren’s suicide or was Oswald angry at her refusal
to marry him? Was it revenge? I don’t know, commissioner. I
just don’t know.” I know I raised my voice.
“The car was not damaged, Dr. Bari. Unrequited love is
often a strong motive for murder, even for meek and mild
people,” he mused.
“I don’t think so. I don’t think so,” I replied adamantly. I
didn’t know whether the commissioner was referring to Fabian
or Oswald, and I did not ask.
“Did you kill your daughter, Dr. Bari? We have to ask, you
understand.”
He did not shift his gaze from me, but I was focused on his
dark brown hair, greased flat to his head and combed in place.
His hair was controlled and curtailed, quite unlike mine. I did
not oil my hair anymore, preferring the natural look. Besides, it
was an unnecessary luxury that I could do without. The com16
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missioner had to ask. Was that why there was no emotion in his
voice? He didn’t seem accusatory in any way.
“I loved her. I adored her. I worshipped her. I’m lost without
her. We loved each other, commissioner. Anybody would tell
you that.” Why was I so defensive? It was a standard question
that he surely asked everyone he interrogated in situations such
as this. I tried to take deep breaths to calm myself.
“Did you love her too much, Dr. Bari?”
“What do you mean? How can a father love his daughter
too much?” How preposterous, I thought. I wanted desperately
to go home.
“Were you jealous of her success? Were you jealous of her
relationships with men? Again, I have to pursue this line of
questioning. Everyone’s a suspect, Dr. Bari. We have to ask.”
“I don’t think so. I wanted her to be married. I did want her
to marry.”
“You did? To Oswald?”
“Yes, of course.” I paused. “Well, to be truthful, I would’ve
preferred Fabian to be her husband because he’s Italian like me,
but they weren’t a romantic couple. Oswald was a kind man and
a suitable husband, I suppose.”
“Were you jealous of her success?”
“I would never have been as successful as Prudence. She
was naturally gifted.”
“Fabian mentioned that Prudence was going to buy a house.
She intended to move out of your home. Did you know that, Dr.
Bari?”
“Prudence didn’t say anything to me, and neither did Fabian.
I can’t think why she would want to move out. It seems odd to
me.” I wracked my brain to think of signs, of inklings of Prudence mentioning the purchase of a house. It was unnatural of
her to keep an important decision like that close to her chest.
“Fabian and Prudence had been looking for a suitable
place,” the commissioner said smugly. He raised his eyebrows
when I looked at him.
“Together? Were they just looking together or were they
going to move in together? What are you implying? There
17
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wasn’t anything romantic between them. He would have told
me. She would have told me. Besides, they seemed tense after
they returned from Europe. No, I think you’ve got it wrong,” I
said emphatically.
“You tell me. So you didn’t know anything about this house
hunting episode?”
“Nothing! I didn’t know anything.”
“What if Prudence had moved out?” he scrutinized.
“I, I haven’t thought about it.” I was uncomfortable with the
question and hoped it didn’t show.
“Okay, Dr. Bari. I think we can finish here. We’ll contact
you if we need to. Thanks for being cooperative. I appreciate
it. You’ll make yourself available for further questioning, won’t
you?”
“Yes, commissioner.”
At home, sapped of every ounce of energy, I felt useless. I
hadn’t assisted the police at all. I felt embarrassingly imperceptive. Had I missed the nuances of people’s actions and behavior?
Had there been a violent murderer in my home? Had I looked
into the face of my daughter’s murderer? Had I failed to protect
her? Perspiration ran down my face. In the bathroom I wiped
myself dry. Looking into the gilded mirror, I saw a lost face:
the face of one removed from ordinary humanity. It was white,
weak, a mere mask, as though the spirit had fled long ago.
Credevo sia dolce sognare;
ma il sogno e uno specchio, che intero mi rende,
che sa smascherare
l’intimo vero.
I thought dreaming was sweet;
but dreams are a mirror, making me whole,
revealing
my intimate truth.
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T

he press gallery was inundated with people: lawyers, journalists, media representatives, and security guards. I hated
appearing on television because it distorted my size, making me
look too rotund. Microphones were directed at me as I faced the
crowd.
Everyone had the same question: “Is the deceased Prudence
Bari?” I cautiously stated that the body had been positively identified as Professor Prudence Bari, but we were verifying this
against dental records.” Almost to a person, there was visible
distress. Reporters had feelings too, after all.
“Do you have a suspect?” they asked in unison. Initially,
we detained Cyril Silverman for questioning. He was evasive,
surly, and uncooperative. Without definitive evidence, we were
required to release him. Surveillance of him was not out of the
question, nor further inquiry. Silverman had no alibi and, in
my mind, plenty of motive. I didn’t like him at all. I’m not an
aggressive man, but, personally, I wanted to slam him against
the wall to force him to speak. Fortunately my inner rage didn’t
manifest itself. Perceptively, Bari indicated that the English lecturer was experimenting in drugs. Silverman certainly seemed
in a heightened state when I questioned him. In any case, my
answer to the press was that, at this point, we were investigating
a number of leads. Quite frankly, we had nothing: lots of speculation, but nothing concrete.
A journalist asked about the motive. It was too early to tell,
I responded. He persisted, asking for speculation. My officers
had theories, but I wasn’t about to tell the press. The media fired
a volley of motives, hoping to gain a response: Jealousy? Jilted
lover? Robbery? Blackmail?
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The next question related to evidence. My squad took immediate steps to cordon off the area to ensure evidence would not
be compromised. This was normal procedure in cases of foul
play. One of the most important pieces of evidence was, of
course, the body. An autopsy was underway. All I knew, from
preliminary evidence, was that a woman bearing resemblance
to Prudence Bari was physically injured and that she received
burns to the upper part of her body, predominantly her face. It
appeared that her hair was set alight. The exact cause of death
was yet to be determined.
The press, naturally, wanted more information than I could
give them. I honestly didn’t know a lot at that early stage, but
even if I did, I knew better than to reveal too much.
When I returned to the office, the results of the autopsy were
on my desk. The body was female, Caucasian, five feet and two
inches, fair-haired, and fortyish. The forensic pathology report
indicated that there were no signs of sexual assault, although
the killer attempted to cut off Professor Bari’s clothes, possibly
with a thin-bladed knife, lacerating her upper body. Both arms
and wrists were broken, and a number of ribs, probably due to
the weight of a knee against her chest. The radius of the left
forearm was shattered in four places and the ulna suffered an
almost complete transverse fracture: injuries consistent with the
arm being violently twisted behind the victim’s back. She must
have struggled with the killer because her fingernails were torn
off. The killer subsequently set fire to her hair. Her upper body
was extensively burned making her barely recognizable.
The forensic pathologist concluded that the victim was lacerated first, and subsequently burned. The characteristic heatstiffening, pugilistic pose implied that the body was exposed
to intense heat. The arms were extended from the shoulders
and the legs were flexed. Her forearms were partially flexed,
accentuating the pose of a boxer. The cause of death, the coroner
noted, was burns indicated by the presence of particles of carbon
in the air passages and lungs. Mr. Fabian Rossi positively identified the body as Prudence Bari.
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More determined to solve the case, I scrutinized every
detail of the photographs taken at the crime scene, and during the autopsy. Evidence indicated a sole killer. Cyril Silverman seemed a likely perpetrator, but maybe he wasn’t directly
involved. He may have coerced a disciple to instigate the crime.
Nothing in his statement, at the time, proved his connection. I
wasn’t wholly convinced by his answers, but he revealed little,
refusing to respond to most questions. Nothing seemed, so far,
to make sense. All I knew was that someone was dreadfully
angry and incredibly malicious. That implied, to me, a hate
crime of exceptional personal intensity.
Buy the B&N ePub version at:http://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/bardots-comet-martina-nicolls/110
8113843?ean=2940013691865
Buy the kindle version at:http://www.amazon.com/Bardots-Comet-ebook/dp/B00748C4C8/ref

21

