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“It was 1858, m’sieur, half a century ago.” The elderly woman leaned forward in her chair, clasping the curved mahogany eagle’s head that formed the handle of her walking cane for support. Her hands, their blue veins thick and gnarled, shivered with the neurological disease James Parkinson had called “shaking palsy,” a condition that had been known since ancient times and now bore his name. 
The journalist scrawled “1858” at the top of a blank page of his notebook and licked the tip of his pencil, ready to capture the tale he had come to hear. The year was 1917, the end of June, and in other parts of the world headlines shouted that thousands of American troops were arriving at the port of St. Nazaire in France, seven hundred kilometers to the south, come at last across the Atlantic to beat back the Imperial German Army. But here in occupied Belgium, north of the Hindenburg Line, Kaiser Wilhelm II controlled the press with an iron fist, and the journalist’s editor had sent him out to find a local-interest story the censors would permit them to report.
“Half a century,” the old woman repeated, her voice faint and like her hands atremble, yet intelligent and assured. “But I remember it. I remember it as if it were yesterday….”
*
“I believe that will be all for today, Amandine,” said Dr. Guislain, dipping his quill into the inkwell at the corner of his cluttered oak desk and signing the last of the requisitions with his usual flourish. “Have you anything planned for this evening?”
I folded my pad and stood. “Yes, Dokter,” I said with a smile. “Alexander and I have tickets to see Quentin Durward.” 
“Ah, the latest from François-Auguste Gevaert. My wife and I saw it last weekend. We don’t usually care for opéra comique, but we found it quite charming. I am certain that you and your fiancé will have a lovely time. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I locked my things in the top drawer of my own little desk and took my wrap from the coatrack beside the door.

As I proceeded from the asylum’s administrative offices past the long line of brick archways to the main entrance—the leaves of the pollard willows in the central courtyard still a translucent yellow-green despite the October chill—patients called to me from their cells on the other side of the tiled walkway. Most were friendly, though there were those who wept unintelligibly or shouted prurient remarks I would have much preferred not to be able to understand. Ghent’s controversial Hospice Guislain was the first—and, thus far, only—institution in Belgium dedicated to the treatment of adult males with mental disorders. 
A few meters ahead of me, a gentleman of some forty years in an Inverness cape and top hat emerged from the last of the cells and swung its heavy door shut behind him, cutting off the final rays of the setting sun, just visible through the cell’s one window. Dr. Guislain had designed the windows himself so that they could be opened to admit sunlight and fresh air. Their iron bars were arranged in pleasing geometric lines that spared the patients from feeling trapped—but were placed so close together that neither escape nor intrusion was possible. 
As Paul Claeys, one of our younger orderlies, locked the door, a wretched voice cried from within the chamber, “Will they not be awaiting us at the palazzo—the lady Fortunato and the rest? Let us be gone!” 
The gentleman in the cape shook his head sadly. “The poor soul,” he said as I approached. “He is alas completely mad, believes himself to be a character in a story by an American author.”

“I know it,” I said. “The Bottle of Amontillado.”

“Cask,” he corrected me. “The Cask of—”

“—yes, of course, cask. Poe’s death some years ago was a great loss.”

The gentleman eyed me with evident curiosity, surprised no doubt that a woman would be familiar with contemporary literature.

“This cell was unoccupied when I arrived this morning,” I said. “Your friend must have been admitted earlier today?”

At last the man thought to doff his hat in my presence. “My employer,” he said, correcting me yet again, “Simon De Backer. He is the owner and director of the Aardigheid, a music hall in Portus Ganda. I am Philippe Van Daele, his general manager.”
“Amandine Caekebeke,” I said, holding out my hand for him to touch to his lips. “I am Dr. Guislain’s secretary and assistant. I haven’t heard the term ‘music hall’ before. What type of music do you offer?”

He smiled. “We present much more than mere music,” he explained, and the alliteration seemed to trip off his tongue. “The music hall is a fairly new concept, imported not long ago from London. Our performances last for about an hour and include popular songs, yes, but also other entertainments, such as acrobatics and comic turns.”

“Like the circus?” 

“In some ways,” he acknowledged. “But in a theater, not beneath a canvas tent, and without”—his eyes glittered—“the elephants. If you—and a guest?—would care to see for yourselves, mam’selle, I would be delighted to provide a pair of complimentary tickets.”

“That’s very kind of you,” I said. Then, to forestall the possibility that his generosity might have a motive more personal than polite, I added, “My fiancé and I would certainly be interested. Perhaps the next time you come to visit your employer, you might deliver the tickets to me in Dokter Guislain’s office?”
Monsieur Van Daele replaced his hat atop his full head of perfectly groomed auburn hair and readjusted his cape on his shoulders. “It would be my pleasure,” he said. “And now I must be off. I wish you a pleasant evening.”

As he preceded me through the archway onto the square that served as a parking area for the carriages of our patients’ visitors, his employer’s desperate voice came from within the cell and trailed faintly after him. 

“For the love of God, Montresor,” the unfortunate madman cried. “For the love of God!”
* 
The opera was indeed delightful. To prepare myself, I had read the Walter Scott novel on which Eugène Cormon and Michel Carré had based their libretto, and as Alexander and I strolled past Gerard the Devil’s ominous Duivelsteen and made our way across the gaslit Kouter Square to the Neoclassical bulk of the Grand Théätre, I sketched out the plot for him. Though the best seats we could afford were in the second balcony, our view of the stage was clear, and the acoustics were superb. The tenor Pierre-Victor Jourdan, who had played the title role when Quentin Durward had its world premiere in Paris several months earlier, was thrilling, and Sophie Boulard as Isabelle brought tears to my eyes when she sang her lovely aria, “Le Ciel Lui-Même.”

After the last curtain call, we made our way through the city’s maze of cobblestone streets to our favorite brasserie, ’t Voske, and enjoyed a simple supper of moules marinière and a glass of vin blanc. When Alexander deposited me at the door of the building in which I had my small but comfortable flat in the Gezondheidstraat and I tipped my head back to receive his chaste goodnight kiss, I saw the magnificent scimitar-like tail of Donati’s comet spread out across the sky, a most promising omen for our future together.

The next morning, however, when I arrived at the asylum promptly at seven-thirty to begin my workday, I found the Hospice Guislain in chaos.
“Amandine,” Paul Claeys greeted me in a fierce whisper, “have you heard?”

“Heard?” I echoed. “Heard what? I’ve only just got here.”

“One of the patients, the newest one, is dead!”

I was stunned. In the year since Dr. Guislain’s psychiatric center opened its doors, we had never before lost a patient.

“My God,” I gasped. “You mean Monsieur De Backer, the music-hall owner? What happened?”

“It’s a mystery,” he said, scratching his short brown hair to emphasize his puzzlement. Among Paul’s duties is the delivery of our patients’ morning meal—coffee, a roll, some butter and jam, on Sundays a slice of hesp and a bit of cheese—to the cells along the institution’s southwest corridor. “I opened his cell, and he was lying on his cot, his throat cut, a razor on the stone floor beside his body.”

“A razor?” This startled me as much as had Paul’s announcement of the man’s death. Our patients are not permitted to have any personal possessions in their cells, let alone objects with which they might harm themselves. They are shaved twice a week by a barber who lives nearby and brings his equipment with him. “Why was he allowed to have a razor?”

“He wasn’t!” insisted Paul. “I searched him myself when he was admitted yesterday morning. Other than the hospital gown in which we dressed him, he had nothing, Amandine, not even a handkerchief.”

“Then I don’t—”

“And even if he had the razor,” Paul interrupted me, “he couldn’t have killed himself!”
“And why is that?” 

“Because,” said Paul triumphantly, “he was in a straitjacket! He couldn’t possibly have cut his own throat!”

This revelation hit me with a terrible force. “In that case,” I said slowly, “why, it must have been—”

“—murder,” said Dr. Guislain, when I reached his office and found him in his long white laboratory coat, pacing back and forth across the room’s worn Turkish rug. “I know, Paul came to me immediately upon discovering the body. I have been trying to decide what to do about it. And I have delayed long enough. I’ll have to send a messenger to the Préfecture.”
“But, no,” I cried. “You mustn’t notify the police, Dokter!”

He looked at me curiously. “Whyever not, child?”

“You—you know better than anyone that the medical community across Belgium opposed the establishment of your clinic last year, insisting that there is no such thing as ‘mental’ illness, that all illness has a physiological cause. If word gets out that there has been a murder here, why, the scandal might very well force you to abandon your noble experiment.”

I could see the pained acknowledgment that I had spoken the truth wash across his face. Behind the small oval lenses of his black spectacles, his deep brown eyes saddened.

He cupped his chin in his palm and stroked his side whiskers—

“Today,” the elderly woman interrupted herself, “I believe they are called ‘sideburns,’ after a general who fought in the American Civil War, or ‘mutton chops,’ after—well, I suppose that must have something to do with sheep, mustn’t it?—but at the time we called them side whiskers. In any case—”

* 
—he stroked his side whiskers with the tips of his fingers. “I’m afraid you are right,” he said. “But we cannot sit idly by and do nothing. Since there has been one murder, there could be others, and—”

“You,” I cried, in a flash of inspiration.

His expression turned shocked. “Amandine! Do you honestly believe that I could have—”
“No, no, Dokter, you misunderstand me.” I knew that what I was about to suggest was unusual, perhaps even outrageous, but I gathered my courage and plunged forward. “You study the facts of our poor patients’ conditions and diagnose the afflictions that lie behind their symptoms. You are yourself an investigator. You must be the one to solve this murder!”

I found Paul Claeys in the kitchen, regaling the hospital’s cook and her staff with a melodramatic account of his discovery of the body, and informed him that Dr. Guislain wished to speak with him. He promised Cook and the girls to return when he could and accompanied me to the doctor’s office, where Dr. Guislain sat with his elbows resting on his oak desktop, his hands clasped beneath his chin. He had exchanged his laboratory coat for his black woolen frock coat, and he looked as distinguished and calm as I had ever seen him, but I knew that beneath his composure he was worried about what the murder would mean for his hospital’s future were he to fail in his attempt to identify Simon De Backer’s killer.
Paul removed his cap respectfully, but his nervousness—unlike Dr. Guislain’s—was evident from the way he twisted the white headpiece in his hands, as if he were wringing the water from a wet dishcloth.

“Sit, Paul, please,” my employer said, nodding at the plain deal chair across from him. “Amandine, your notebook, if you would be so kind. It will perhaps prove useful for me to have a written record of this investigation you have coerced me into conducting.”

Blushing, I sat at my own little table and prepared myself to record their conversation.

“So,” the doctor began, “you had a rather exciting morning, young man, is that not so?”

The orderly leaned forward eagerly. “Indeed, sir. I never in my life thought I would see such a terrible thing—and most certainly not here!”
“Take me through it, pray. Begin at the beginning.”

Paul licked his dry lips and considered this instruction. “Well, sir,” he said, “I suppose the beginning was yesterday. Three of us were sent to collect M’sieur De Backer from his home in the Miljoenenkwartier. His wife had sent their maid to inform us that her husband had gone mad and was smashing some of the more valuable of the ceramics they have spent the last five years collecting.”
“Ceramics,” the doctor murmured, and glanced my way to make sure I was keeping up with the story. When I nodded that I was, he waved a hand in an invitation for the orderly to continue.

“He was an older gentleman,” said Paul, “perhaps sixty or sixty-five years of age, clean-shaven, a fringe of gray hair around his bald head. He seemed perfectly at ease when we arrived, but when we told him we were there to bring him to the hospice, he exploded in fury and violently resisted our attempts to lead him peacefully out to the carriage.”

“I trust you and your colleagues were not injured by the flying porcelain?” 

“No, sir. We never left the ground floor, and according to his wife the collection is displayed in an upstairs room.”

“What happened next?” the doctor enquired.
Paul chewed his lower lip uncomfortably for a moment, then went on with his report. “It took all three of us to wrestle him into a straitjacket, and then we carried him, still struggling and shouting obscenities, out to the carriage and brought him here and admitted him.”

“I wasn’t notified of his arrival until early afternoon,” said Dr. Guislain. “Why is that?”

“You were making your rounds, sir,” Paul explained. “It was, after all, a relatively ordinary case, and we saw no reason to disturb you.”

“I see. And then?”

“Later in the afternoon, his business manager—”

“Philippe Van Daele,” I put in.

“Yes, mam’selle, although I never heard the man’s name until he introduced himself to you. He came to visit M’sieur De Backer. I admitted him to the cell. He was in there for perhaps half an hour. I could hear the two of them talking in low voices, but the doors to the cells are thick, as you know, and I wasn’t able to make out what they were saying. Finally, M’sieur Van Daele knocked on the inside of the door and announced loudly that he was ready to leave. I let him out and locked the door after him. That was just as you were approaching, Amandine, and you spoke with the man for a few moments. As he was leaving, M’sieur De Backer cried something about his treasure, and—”

“His treasure?” asked Dr. Guislain.

“Yes, sir. I believe that most of what he yelled was in English, a language I do not understand, but I distinctly heard him say mon trésor in French.”

I suppressed a giggle. “He was quoting from a story by Edgar Allan Poe,” I said. “One of the main characters in the tale is named Montresor.”

“Ah,” the doctor nodded, “I see. And is it possible, Paul, that Monsieur Van Daele might have brought Monsieur De Backer a razor?”

Paul considered this. “I suppose it’s possible, sir—we don’t search visitors. But still, M’sieur De Backer was in a straitjacket, there’s no way he could have”—Paul hesitated, and I could see beads of perspiration break out on his forehead—“no way he could have cut his own throat.”

“Of course not, Paul. And what happened next?”

“An hour later, I was about to go off duty when M’sieur De Backer’s wife arrived. She demanded to be let into his cell, but he refused to see her. She left in a rage, and I changed from my whites into my street clothes and went home.”

“And that was all?”

Paul bobbed his head in the affirmative. “Yes, sir, until this morning, when I brought the poor man his breakfast and—”

*
One of the hospital’s carriages—drawn by two gentle Belgian Draft horses, steam snuffling from their nostrils in the late-afternoon air, their shaggy legs clip-clopping on the cobblestones—brought us to the Millionaire’s Quarter. It was not only millionaires who lived in the Miljoenenkwartier, of course. The home of Simon and Juliette De Backer on the north side of the Vaderlandstraat was large and attractive, with bay windows on its first and second stories, but it was by no means majestic.

Madame De Backer admitted us herself, explaining though neither of us asked that she had given her maid Martine the rest of the week off, so that she could process her grief without—she said meaningfully—interruption.

“A thousand pardons for this intrusion,” Dr. Guislain apologized, as the widow led us through a foyer and into a comfortably furnished sitting room, where we took our places on opposite ends of a sofa with a back in the shape of a bell curve and cushioned in a warm floral fabric.

She was at least twenty years younger than her late husband, I realized, and though she was dressed all in black—floor-length skirt, tight-waisted jacket, bonnet and veil—the mourning clothes did little to conceal her attractive figure and nothing whatsoever to detract from the china-doll beauty of her countenance.

“Our deepest condolences,” the doctor began, “on your loss, madame. I regret disturbing you, but I hope you will understand my desire to avoid damage to the reputation of my clinic. If I can determine the explanation behind your husband’s tragic death without involving the police, that will—”
“Forgive me, Dokter,” she said, her voice a rich contralto, “but I would prefer, as I know you will understand, to keep this visit as brief as possible. I assume you have questions. Please ask them. I shall do my best to answer them, and then you and your”—she favored me with a momentary glance—“your associate can be on your way.”

“Of course,” Dr. Guislain said demurely. “Was it you who sent your maid Martine to the Hospice Guislain yesterday morning, asking for your husband to be taken into our care?”
“It was.”

“Why?”

She drew a breath, and her eyes closed momentarily, then reopened. Their irises, I noticed, were a brilliant cerulean, and despite her widow’s weeds I saw that there was a hint of kohl on her eyelids. Other than that, she wore no makeup of any kind, at least none that I could espy beneath the black lace of her veil.

“My husband,” she said, “was a deeply troubled man. He was devoted to the Aardigheid, his theater, but receipts were never good and had of late been declining. He was faced with the possibility of bankruptcy, and he was terrified of what such a course of action would do to our ability to live in this house, in the style to which we have become accustomed.”

“He discussed his fears with you?”

She turned away and gathered her thoughts. “He did not,” she said at last. “He believed that I knew nothing of his financial—challenges.”

“But you did know?”

“Of course I knew.” The words came out brittle and bitter. “I am—I was his wife. A wife knows these things.”

I scribbled furiously in my pad, recording as much of the interview as I could capture.

“Yesterday morning,” Juliette De Backer went on, “something snapped inside him. We were upstairs, in the parlor, having breakfast, and suddenly he dashed his cup into the fireplace. Before I knew what he was doing, before I could stop him, he strode to the cabinet in which we keep our collection of Oriental ceramics—not by any means a museum-quality collection, but we have purchased a number of interesting pieces over the last few years—and began to throw them into the fire. He was shouting, raving, completely out of control. I flung myself upon him and restrained him, and when Martine heard the commotion and came into the room, I sent her to your hospital for assistance.”

“You knew of my work with the afflicted?” the doctor asked.
“Who in Ghent hasn’t heard of your hospice, Dokter? You have become quite notorious over the last year.”

Dr. Guislain’s cheeks reddened with an emotion that might have been mistaken for discomfort but that I knew to be pride. 
At his request, Madame De Backer led us upstairs to the parlor and showed us the ceramics cabinet. Its glass doors were closed now, but we saw on each of the five shelves within an empty space where a piece had obviously resided until Monsieur De Backer’s assault of the previous day. 

“I see no fragments in the fireplace,” the doctor observed.

“Of course not. After your people took my husband away, I had Martine clean up the mess. The broken pieces were irreparable, so she disposed of them.”

“And later in the day, you attempted to visit your husband?”

“I did, but he absolutely refused to see me.”

Dr. Guislain shook his head sadly. “Again, Madame, I grieve the senselessness of your loss.”

“I have to ask,” the journalist said. “Did no one ever attempt to identify the fingermarks found on the razor?”
“Fingermarks?” The old woman laughed. “Mais non, m’sieur. When Monsieur De Backer was killed in 1858, William Herschel’s method of identifying criminals by their fingermarks was several years off, and Alfonse Bertillon was still a child. Bertillon’s dermatoglyphic system only began to be used in forensic investigations a few short years ago, long after Dr. Guislain himself left us.”

“But of course,” the journalist said, the flush that spread across his face making his embarrassment quite evident. “I apologize for my foolishness. Please go on.” 

“Juliette—Madame De Backer—notified me that Simon had lost his reason, so yes, of course I went to see him, to see if there was anything I could do to help him in his hour of need.”

We had edged past a line of customers waiting to purchase tickets for the evening’s performances and been directed upstairs to Philippe Van Daele’s small office on the third floor of the building that housed the Aardigheid. Through the window set into the southern wall, we looked out upon the confluence of the Leie and Scheldt rivers, around which the settlement of Ganda was founded and grew to become, thanks to its manufacture of and trade in wool and other fabrics, one of the wealthiest cities in Northern Europe by the late Middle Ages.

The office itself was musty and cluttered with mismatched furniture. Loose documents and piles of periodicals—Reynold’s News, L’Artiste, Graham’s Magazine, The Musical Times—littered every available surface, and posters advertising the Aardigheid’s many attractions were plastered to the walls, so many of them that they often overlapped each other. They boasted of comic duos, dancers, ensembles both domestic and foreign, a singer billed as “Janne Lund, the Danish Songbird” (obviously an imitation of the famous soprano Jenny Lind, “the Swedish Nightingale”), troupes of acrobats, a mesmerist, someone called “The Great Eurycles, Master of Gastromancy,” prestidigitators, tenors performing lieder from the works of the recently deceased German composer Robert Schuman, occasional familiar names intermixed with a cavalcade of those unknown to me.
“Your theater,” said Dr. Guislain, waving a hand at the posters, “has been experiencing financial difficulties?”

Monsieur Van Daele frowned. “Yes, but the situation was not as dire as Simon seemed to believe. We did quite well at first—we were new, you see, and say what you will about Ghent, the Gentenaars love a novelty—but novelty, as I am certain you understand, wears off. I was confident that we would in time be able to re-establish our footing, but Simon disagreed.”

“He had decided to close the Aardigheid?”

“Yes. He wanted to—he actually used an English phrase—to ‘cut our losses’ and shut the place down.”

My pencil flew across the pages of my notepad.

“You felt this was an unwise move?” the doctor prompted him.

“I did. In fact, I offered to buy him out and run the business alone, but his mind was made up. He insisted that our operation was no more than a passing fad, that audiences were losing interest—and he was unwilling to allow me to ruin myself by going into debt to purchase a concern he believed was ultimately doomed to failure.”
Dr. Guislain stroked his whiskers. “When you visited him at my hospice yesterday, you argued with him about the matter?”

The frown on Monsieur Van Daele’s face deepened. “I would not say that we argued, sir, no. I tried once again to raise the issue, certainly, but it had already become difficult to talk with him, since at his age his hearing was not as acute as it had once been—and by yesterday afternoon his mind had become I think completely disarranged. He seemed to have forgotten his own identity, believed himself to be—”

“—a character in a story by Edward Poe, Mam’selle Caekebeke tells me.”

“Edgar,” Van Daele corrected him, pedantic as always. “Edgar Allan Poe. Frankly, I had no idea Simon was familiar with American literature. But that was not the first time the breadth of his knowledge surprised me.” A sadness descended upon the man like the closing of a curtain. “As things turned out, though, it was the last time.”

When we returned to his office, Dr. Guislain selected two volumes of the new eighth edition of the Encyclopaedia Brittanica from his well-stocked shelves and consulted them. Having done so, he closed the books with a satisfied grunt and asked me to find Paul Claeys.

“Paul,” he said, when in due course the orderly arrived, “do I understand that you were still on duty last night when Madame De Backer attempted to visit her husband?” 

“Yes, sir.”

“But you were gone by the time the patients on that corridor were brought their evening meal?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And who took over from you when you left?”

“Jean-Claude, sir.”

“Jean-Claude Coudyser?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And is Jean-Claude here now?”

“I believe so, Dokter.”

Dr. Guislain rubbed his hands together briskly. “Well, then, I want you to go and find him. Then I want you to take a carriage and go to the Aardigheid theater and fetch Philippe Van Daele—or to his home if he has left his office for the day. Meanwhile, have Jean-Claude take another carriage and go to the De Backer home and bring Madame De Backer here.”

Paul seemed hesitant. “And if they refuse to come, sir?”

Dr. Guislain smiled. “When you tell them that I have solved the impossible murder of Simon De Backer,” he said, “I believe they will be more than eager to accompany you.”

*
Juliette De Backer sat on the plush red armchair Dr. Guislain reserved for his most important visitors, and Philippe Van Daele occupied an ordinary wooden chair beside her. Paul Claeys and Jean-Claude Coudyser stood almost at attention on either side of the office door. I was at my little table, and Dr. Guislain commanded the room from his seat behind his imposing oaken desk. 

“Well?” snapped Philippe Van Daele imperiously. “Your man informed me that you know how my employer met his death?”

“I believe I do,” the doctor said. “Paul, when Madame De Backer came to visit her husband yesterday evening, you’ve told me that you were still here?”

The young orderly took a respectful step forward. “Yes, sir.”

“And you took her to his cell?”

“Yes, sir, but he refused to see her.”

“So you said, and Madame De Backer used almost the same words when I spoke with her at her home this afternoon. Now, I want you to think very carefully, Paul, and tell me what the patient said when you announced through the door of his cell that his wife had come to see him.”

“What he said, sir?”

“Yes, Paul. His exact words, if you please.”

“His exact words?” the orderly echoed.

“As precisely as you can remember them.”

Paul’s brow furrowed with effort. “Why,” he said at last, “he said nothing at all, sir. And so I knew—”

“—and so you knew that he was refusing to see her?”

The young man’s expression cleared. “Yes, sir. If he had been willing to see her, he would have told me to admit her.”
“What is the point of this charade?” demanded Philippe Van Daele. “What difference could it possibly make what the man said or didn’t say?”

Dr. Guislain plucked his quill from its holder and rotated it around and around in his hands. Then he turned to Jean-Claude Coudyser. “After Paul left the hospice yesterday,” he said, “you were on duty in the southwest corridor?”

The man nodded eagerly. “Yes, Dokter.”

“You brought the patients their evening meal?”

“I did.”

“And how did Monsieur De Backer seem to you when you delivered his food?”

Jean-Claude’s grin disappeared. “Why, he didn’t want any supper, Dokter.”

Dr. Guislain pursed his lips. “He told you so?”

“Why, no, Dokter. Some of the patients fall asleep early, so I knock lightly on their cell doors and, if there is no response, I go away, and they don’t eat until breakfast the next morning.”

“And Monsieur De Backer did not respond to your knock, so you assumed he was sleeping and did not open the door to his cell?”

Back on familiar territory, Jean-Claude nodded again. “That’s right, Dokter.”

“Again,” Monsieur Van Daele sputtered, “I fail to see the—”

But Dr. Guislain ignored him and returned his attention to Paul Claeys. “Is it possible, Paul, that Monsieur De Backer was already sleeping when his wife came to visit him?”

The orderly chewed for a moment on the question. “I suppose so, sir. But it was early enough in the day that I didn’t give that possibility a thought.”

“Is it in fact possible,” the doctor went on, “that at the time Madame De Backer arrived, her husband was already dead?”

The room went absolutely silent.

Finally, Juliette De Backer raised the veil that partially concealed her face and spoke for the first time. “I must insist, Dr. Guislain,” she said, and her voice was cold and regal, “that you explain where you think you are going with these questions.”

The doctor replaced his quill in its holder and looked at her quite directly. “I am no longer going, Madame. I have arrived.”

“Arrived?” said Philippe Van Daele. “Arrived where?”

The doctor clasped his hands and rested his chin upon them. “Arrived at the truth,” he said simply. “I know who killed Simon De Backer, and I know how his apparently impossible murder was committed.”

“Let me tell you what I think must have happened,” said Dr. Guislain. “Yesterday morning, Madame, while you were in the first-floor parlor and your husband was elsewhere in your home, I believe it was you who smashed several of your least-valuable ceramic pieces. I am no connoisseur, but when you showed me the remains of your collection earlier today, I noticed that there was only a single empty space on each of the five shelves. As I thought about it later, I found it impossible to believe that a madman would have ravaged that cabinet so systematically. The destruction, I concluded, must have been the work of a sane individual attempting to impersonate an act of madness.”

“But—”

“Your husband was in another room, and according to Monsieur Van Daele he had grown hard of hearing in recent years, so he remained unaware of what you were doing. But your maid Martine was close enough to hear the shattering of chinaware, and when she came running into the parlor you told her that your husband had lost his mind and wreaked havoc on your collection, and you sent her here to plead with my staff to come for him. When they did, your husband quite rationally attempted to dissuade them from taking him away—and, when they insisted, he quite reasonably lost his temper and resisted, with the unfortunate result that they had to subdue him by force.”

“But why?” pleaded Madame De Backer. “Why on Earth should I do such a senseless thing?”

Dr. Guislain examined her closely, and I could see that he felt enormous pity—though whether it was for her or for her late husband or for both of them I could not determine.

“According to Monsieur Van Daele, when Monsieur De Backer informed him that the Aardigheid was in financial difficulty and he had decided to close it, he was opposed to that decision and tried to convince his employer to reverse it.”

Juliette De Backer scowled. “I cannot speak for Monsieur Van Daele, Dokter, but I assure you that I would have been quite pleased to see Simon close his music hall. Doing so would have given him more time at home, with me.” 

“I am desolated to disagree with you, Madame, but I think not. In fact, given the crowd Mam’selle Caekebeke and I witnessed purchasing tickets to the Aardigheid this afternoon, it is my theory that the business was in fact doing quite well, was continuing to bring in an income that enabled you to live rather luxuriously, and that you had no interest in seeing that income disappear. I believe, as well, that you had no interest in seeing your husband free to spend more time at home, since I have a suspicion that your relationship with Monsieur Van Daele is more—”

“That’s absurd! Monsieur Van Daele and I have no—”

“Your husband was an aging man,” the doctor went on inexorably, “and you are a young and quite beautiful woman. I suggest again that you developed a—let us say an attachment to Monsieur Van Daele, and that the two of you conspired to have Simon De Backer confined in my asylum, which would allow you to conduct your affaire de cœur more easily, and to keep the Aardigheid running and producing the revenue on which both of you had come to rely.”

Juliette De Backer jumped up from the sofa, her cold features now aflame with fury. “That is an outrageous accusation, Dokter! We did no such thing!”

“I think you did. But I think you were smart enough to realize that I would be smart enough to quickly determine that your husband was not in fact mad, and to return him to your home. So you had to kill him, and you had to kill him quickly, and you had to kill him in a way that would keep you safe from discovery and punishment.”
I am ashamed to admit that I had by now ceased taking notes, and was staring back and forth between the doctor, Madame De Backer, and Monsieur Van Daele in horrified fascination.

“So you brought a razor with you when you visited him, Monsieur Van Daele, and you cut that poor helpless man’s throat and left him alone in his cell, dead.”
Once more there was a lengthy silence.

“You have no proof,” Monsieur Van Daele said at last, in a voice that was absolutely devoid of any emotion whatsoever. “No proof of any of these speculations.”

“Oh,” said Dr. Guislain, “I expect that the police should be able to locate Martine the maid without much trouble. And when they ask her when it was that she was sent away, I expect that she will tell them that she was dismissed before the discovery of Monsieur De Backer’s murder, rather than after it. This would, of course, ensure that it would be impossible for her to contradict the story you and Madame De Backer had concocted.” 
The widow opened her pretty mouth to protest, but she could find no response to the doctor’s suggestion.

“I further expect,” he continued, “that there are numerous employees at the Aardigheid who will identify you, m’sieur, as having been, before you left the stage to become the music hall’s general manager, the Great Eurycles.” 

At that, Madame De Backer slowly sank back onto the sofa, and Philippe Van Daele leaned toward her and took her hand. 
“The game is up, Juliette,” he said. “He knows.”

“Oh, bother,” I pouted. “I suppose this means that Alexander and I won’t receive those tickets you promised me, after all.”

The old woman sat back in her chair and heaved a sigh.

“But,” the journalist sputtered, “but that can’t be the end of the story!”

“It can’t?” she asked. “Why not?”

“De Backer’s voice! You heard it yourself, reciting lines from Poe, after Van Daele left his cell and the orderly locked him in. Was that part of what you told me a lie?”

“A lie? Mais non! But I admit, there is one last piece of the puzzle for me to explain.”

The journalist hunched over his notebook, pencil poised.

“As Dr. Guislain said,” the old woman went on, “before he was promoted to general manager of the Aardigheid, Philippe Van Daele was one of its regular performers.”

“A contortionist!” the journalist exclaimed. “He was able to squeeze between the bars and re-enter the cell through its window to commit the murder!”

She shook her head. “I told you, the bars in the cells’ windows were fitted so close together that no one could possibly have gone through them, not even the most flexible contortionist.”

“Then how on Earth did Van Daele get back into the cell after you heard De Backer quoting Poe?”

“He didn’t,” she said. “Dr. Guislain was right when he explained that Simon De Backer was already dead when Monsieur Van Daele left the cell, murdered with the razor Van Daele himself had brought to the asylum for that very purpose.”

“But—but if the man was already dead, then how—?”

Amandine Caekebeke smiled, and for just a moment the twinkle in her eye and the expression that flickered across her wrinkled countenance provided a glimpse of the young woman she once had been. “When we were back in his office and Dr. Guislain consulted the Encyclopaedia Brittanica, what he looked up was the name Eurycles, which he had seen on one of the posters on Philippe Van Daele’s office wall.”

“Yes? And what did he find?”

“What he realized,” the old woman said, “was that Monsieur Van Daele must once have trod the boards as the Great Eurycles, Master of Gastromancy.” 

“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” said the journalist. “What does this have to do with the impossibility of either of them having killed him, since Juliette De Backer was never admitted to her husband’s cell and both you and the orderly heard the man shouting after Van Daele left him?”
“There is not much known about the original Eurycles,” she explained. “What Dr. Guislain found in the encyclopaedia was that Eurycles of Athens apparently lived and died during the Fifth Century BCE, and that he is remembered as the father of gastromancy.”
“I am unfamiliar with that term,” the journalist said. “What is gastromancy?”
“That was the word the doctor looked up in a second volume of the Brittanica. These days,” the old woman said softly, “the ancient art of gastromancy is better known as ventriloquism.”

