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      These reviews are comments by people who received early proof or review copies prior to publication. They are not pulbished on-line.

      

      Margaret Ellison  ·  Retired lecturer in English literature

      ★★★★★

      "The footnote as crime scene"

      I spent thirty-one years in a literature department, which means I spent thirty-one years learning to read footnotes with a particular quality of suspicion. Patrick Maher understands this. The central wrong in Elysian Evenings — a scholar building a celebrated book on an argument he absorbed from someone else's paper and relegated to a footnote — is not dramatic. It is precise. It is the kind of wrong committed in broad academic daylight, in a gesture so minor and so common that it has never developed an adequate vocabulary for describing it.

      The novel has that vocabulary. Alex Moreton does, at any rate, and Sigrid Bane articulates it with the particular ordinariness of someone who has spent a career reconstructing a citation record she should not have had to reconstruct. I recognised Sigrid immediately. I have known Sigrid. Most women who have spent thirty years in a university department have known Sigrid, and most of them have been Sigrid at least once.

      The mystery itself is carefully constructed and fairly played. The resolution has the quality of inevitability that good mystery plots achieve when they have been properly built — you could not have seen it, and you could not have missed it, and both things are true simultaneously. The prose is clean and occasionally very fine. The restaurant is marvellous. I shall miss it when I am not reading about it.

      

      ⁂

      James Calloway  ·  Former postgraduate researcher in ancient history

      ★★★★☆

      "Gets the department right, which is either a pleasure or a warning"

      I finished my doctorate eight years ago and left academia for reasons I will not elaborate on here, though readers of this novel may find some of those reasons accurately described in the behaviour of several of its characters. Maher has the academic world exactly: the conference presentations remembered for their social dynamics rather than their arguments; the complaint processes that acknowledge with precision and conclude with nothing; the way that a department's internal politics can be entirely legible to everyone inside it and entirely invisible to everyone outside.

      The Thucydides argument at the centre of the book — a real argument, clearly, about civic memory and how it works — is handled with enough genuine intellectual weight that you believe in it as scholarship rather than as a prop. This is rarer than it should be in academic fiction. The scene in the library, where Alex reads Frances Okafor's original paper and sits with the belated recognition of what she had missed, is the novel's most honest moment.

      My only reservation is that the resolution comes slightly too neatly in its final pages. Institutional wrongdoing of this kind does not, in my experience, resolve with quite this efficiency. But I appreciate that the novel is also, consciously and delightfully, a piece of genre fiction with obligations to genre, and I am prepared to accept the efficiency as the contract the form requires. It is not a documentary nor and academic treatise in its own right. The author rightly calls it a ‘yarn’. Four stars, and I will be reading Book Two.

      ⁂

      Patricia Walsh  ·  Reader in the broad sense — book groups in three countries, retired from nothing in particular

      ★★★★★

      "The restaurant alone is worth the cover price"

      I want to talk about The Scholar's Table, because I think it is one of the more fully realised fictional restaurants I have encountered. It is not described in elaborate detail — Maher is not that kind of writer, and the novel is not that kind of book — but it accumulates, through the quality of attention that Alex and Marco both bring to it, a genuine character. The room in the morning is different from the room in the evening. The first review framed near the kitchen door, there because it was honest rather than because it was good, tells you everything you need to know about how the place is run.

      Marco is my favourite character, which I did not expect. He is warm without being performed. He knows a great deal about people and deploys this knowledge with the discretion of someone who understands that knowing is not the same as saying. The scene where he sits with Alex after everything is resolved and orders the duck — the simplicity of that gesture, the way it closes the book without making a speech about closure — is exactly right.

      I read a great deal of crime fiction. I am not particularly interested in forensics or procedure or the mechanics of investigation. I am interested in people and in the quality of the world they inhabit. The Riverside Mysteries appears to be written for people like me, and I am grateful.

      ⁂

      Dr Neville Ashworth  ·  Emeritus Professor of Classics

      ★★★★☆

      "A classicist reads a novel about classicists — with some professional interest"

      I opened this novel with the mild professional wariness of a classicist encountering fiction that uses classical scholarship as its setting, having been burned before by novels in which Thucydides is merely atmospheric and Greek quotations are decorative. I am pleased to report that this is not that novel.

      The argument at the centre of the book — that the History performs its own methodology, that Thucydides was enacting a theory of how civic memory works rather than merely recording its content — is a real scholarly position, and a significant one. The attribution dispute is built on genuine intellectual stakes. When Alex reads Frances Okafor's 2001 paper and sits with the recognition that she had cited the book and missed the argument it absorbed, the scene carries weight because the argument being absorbed was worth absorbing.

      The anankē in MacNamara's notebook margin is the novel's cleverest structural gesture: the word the tragedians used for external necessity, for the constraint that makes action inevitable, placed beside Thorne's name. It refers simultaneously to MacNamara's sense of his own obligation and to Thorne's perception of hers. Maher has read his Greek, or his Moreton has. The toast — its structure, its evasion, its arrival at a conclusion substituted for another — is the work of someone who understands how rhetoric functions when it is performing one thing and attempting another.

      I gave four stars rather than five because the academic world, while accurately observed, is perhaps slightly more uniformly decent than my experience of it warrants. But this is a mystery novel with a warm heart, not a sociological study, and one adjusts one's criteria accordingly.

      ⁂

      Sian Jones  ·  Mature student, first year undergraduate, BA in Humanities — "I came back to education at 45 and this is the first review I have ever posted online"

      ★★★★★

      "The conversation I want to be having"

      I am fourty five years old and I went back to university this year after twenty years of doing other things, some of which were good and some of which I am only now understanding in hindsight. One of the reasons I went back is that I missed a particular kind of conversation — the conversation that starts somewhere and ends somewhere else and doesn't treat the journey between as a waste of time. I did not know, when I enrolled, whether I would still find that conversation available to me, or whether I had aged out of it, or whether it had simply moved on while I wasn't looking.

      Reading The Elysian Evenings in my first month of being a student again, I found it waiting for me in the pages of a novel set in a restaurant on a river in Perth, Western Australia.

      What Maher understands, and what I have been slowly learning since September, is that the conversation is not a perk of university life. It is what university life is for. The characters in this novel — Alex with her philologist's habit of following texts wherever they lead; Sigrid with her ferocious precision; even Theo, who reads Plato during his breaks because the book keeps being a different book each time — are not performing intelligence. They are using it. They are taking seriously the possibility that ideas matter and that getting them right matters and that who gets credit for them matters.

      I work in the evenings at a restaurant. Not like The Scholar's Table — much noisier, shorter menu, no view of any river. But I read the scenes between Marco and Alex in the quiet of the morning kitchen and I recognised the quality of the space they're describing: a place where the work is done with care and the conversation is allowed to be what it actually is. I want to have more of those conversations. That is why I went back. This novel reminded me clearly of exactly why.

      I cried a little at the end, which I did not expect from a mystery novel. I am not sure what this says about the novel or about me. Both, probably.

      ⁂

      J. Wallace  ·  No further description given

      ★★★★★

      "Read carefully"

      This is a book about what happens when formal systems of redress fail the people who use them. It is also a book about what people do instead, when the systems fail: they build files. They reconstruct citation records. They keep original manuscripts in filing cabinets for twenty-two years. They wait.

      It is also, and I say this as someone with a personal interest in its subject matter, a book about the difference between the correction of a record and the restoration of a wrong. The novel is honest about this distinction. It does not pretend that one is the other. The record is corrected because Simon Okafor spent three years making it impossible not to correct. The wrong is not restored, because Frances Okafor is dead and the argument was hers and it was taken while she was alive to know it was taken, and no formal note in a journal changes that.

      Maher writes this with the care it deserves. Simon's final assessment — that his mother would have found the correction satisfying and the manner of its arriving wasteful, because she believed in the channels — is the most precisely observed sentence in the novel. The channels are worth using. They are also, sometimes, not fast enough.

      Read carefully.
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            Chapter One

          

          
            SWAN LIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      THE choir had spent forty minutes on the first eight bars of the Tallis, which Walter Brink considered insufficient and everyone else considered optimistic. The piece was a five-part motet from 1575, written for a queen who had forty-two voices at her disposal; the university choir had twenty-nine, of whom two tenors were unreliable above G and one alto was present in body but persistently somewhere else in spirit — a situation Walter had decided not to address directly, on the grounds that addressing it directly would require acknowledging it, and acknowledging it would make it real.

      He raised his hand. They stopped.

      'Again,' he said. 'From the beginning. Basses — hold the first chord. Don't move off it until you can hear that the sopranos are ready to come in. You are the foundation. Act like it.'

      The basses looked at one another with the mutual solidarity of a section that had heard this before and had not yet fully accepted it. The piano gave the note. They began.

      It was better. Not good — the intonation in bar three was still doing something that could be charitably described as exploratory — but better in the way that amateur singing improved when you stopped pressing it and left room for it to find its own level. Walter had a quality Alex had been observing for four years and had never seen in another conductor: he knew exactly when that moment was approaching, and he held everything still for it — not in the way of a man holding his breath but in the way of a man who knows what he's waiting for and has decided that the waiting is itself an instruction.

      Bar eight arrived. They held the chord. The alto section — including the one whose spirit had been elsewhere for most of the rehearsal — was entirely present for four counts. Walter's expression passed through something too brief and too personal to be called satisfaction before it returned to its customary watchful hope.

      'Thank you,' he said. Not as courtesy. As information.

      They were released at twenty past nine.

      The room redistributed itself into the murmuring social ecology of a choir emerging from collective effort: Margaret Yeo and two sopranos already deep in the question of whether the Tallis could be performed by a choir this size without embarrassing everyone; a pair of basses applying themselves to the immediate question of where the nearest acceptable beer was; Tom Nguyen, the tenor who was also a final-year medical student and seemed entirely comfortable in both identities, folding his music stand with the efficient goodwill of someone who had never found another person's task beneath his own dignity.

      Alex was still hearing bar eight as she crossed the car park toward the river.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The November light was doing something on the Swan. She stopped, as she knew she would, at The Scholar's Table.

      The kitchen aroma reached her at the door — lemon, char, the warm pressure of a room operating at full intensity behind closed surfaces. Then she pushed the door open and the noise arrived: not loud but layered, thirty conversations in the register just below the need to raise one's voice. The Scholar's Table at capacity produced a sound like a very good instrument played softly. A great deal of energy, entirely contained.

      She registered the change immediately. The usual configuration — the mismatched chairs Marco had assembled across fifteen years of estate sales and opportunistic acquisition, the long communal table along the east wall — had been replaced with something more formal. A horseshoe of round tables, white linen, the better glassware standing in its ranks along the bar. On each table, a vase of native flowers: kangaroo paw and banksia and something silver-grey that had been arranged to look unarranged. The annual Classics Dinner. She had known it was tonight. She had known this somewhere below the level of conscious decision-making, in the way she sometimes knew things that later turned out to have been pointing her somewhere useful.

      Marco was at the pass. He wore his working expression — the focused and uncomplicated concentration of a man doing precisely what he was built to do. He was directing a waiter toward table four, simultaneously processing a query from the sommelier, checking without visibly looking whether the bread service at table two had fallen behind. He looked up and saw her, and his expression became briefly and entirely different.

      'You stayed,' he said.

      'I walked past. The river was doing a thing.'

      'It always does a thing.' He reached behind him without looking and produced a glass, filling it from a bottle open at the pass. Something cool and pale — considerably better than anything she'd have opened at home. 'You'll want this.'

      She accepted it in the spirit in which it was offered: not as generosity requiring acknowledgement but as a statement of natural consequence. He kept a small table near the kitchen end for exactly this kind of arrival. She found it and sat, and the restaurant arranged itself around her, and she put the Plutarch entirely out of her mind.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      Professor Hadley MacNamara was on the veranda.

      She could see him through the glass doors that separated the main dining room from the restaurant's outdoor section — a broad, partially covered space above the pontoon, where the river was close enough to hear on still evenings and the city lights on the far bank made long columns on the water. He was a big man, carrying his size with the ease of someone who had long ago decided that occupying a great deal of space was simply his natural condition, and who had discovered that people reliably interpreted this as authority and responded accordingly. Silver-haired, sixty-five perhaps, telling a story. The people around him on the veranda were laughing with the varied authentication of people who genuinely found something funny: two of them directly, one slightly delayed, one more rhythmically than responsively — the most honest variant, in Alex's experience.

      She watched him through the glass the way she watched most texts before committing to reading them: from a distance, noting what the surface offered before deciding where to put pressure.

      She had read his most celebrated book — the Thucydides, formidably intelligent on the question of civic identity, genuinely original in its structural architecture, owing something of its central argument to a paper by Frances Okafor that had appeared four years earlier and had been condensed to a single footnote. She had thought, at the time, that this was the machinery of academic obligation running in its usual slightly frictionless way, and had not given it further consideration.

      She was giving it consideration now, without quite knowing why.

      She was being unfair. She monitored this with the precision of long practice: she had not spoken to the man, she had read one book, she was watching him through glass at a distance of ten metres. The judgement might be accurate. It might also be the product of a professional disposition toward scepticism that sometimes hardened into prejudice before the evidence warranted it. She held both possibilities and watched him deliver the end of his story.

      He turned, as though he'd felt the quality of her attention across the room, and their eyes met through the glass and the warm light and the thirty-five conversations happening between them. He raised his glass with a smile that was so thoroughly calibrated to the situation — warm, self-aware, gently ironic — that it was impossible to dislike, and somehow this made it worse. She raised hers in return. She couldn't have said why.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The room had its pre-dinner rhythm. Academics handled the social machinery of a seated dinner with a combination of competence and distraction that Alex found consistently legible across every institution she'd worked in — they performed the forms adequately and simultaneously thought about something else, giving the whole enterprise the pleasing quality of ambient abstraction.

      The postgraduates at the far end of the horseshoe were doing what postgraduates did at these events: talking to each other with the slightly excessive intensity of people who suspect the real conversations are happening elsewhere. Alex noted them without particular interest, and then with sudden particular interest, because one of them was not doing this.

      He was perhaps twenty-five, sitting with the composed and deliberate stillness of someone who had decided precisely how they were going to behave tonight and was now executing the decision. Dark-haired, careful in his movements. Watching MacNamara's position at the veranda doors with an expression she couldn't immediately classify — not hostile, not warm, not the studied neutrality of professional relation. Something more internal. The expression of a man whose face and eyes were operating in different registers, the surface doing one thing while the interior did something the surface had been instructed not to show.

      She filed this without yet knowing which drawer it belonged in.

      A conversation at the end of the bar caught her attention — pitched at the level that communicated nothing is being concealed while ensuring nothing can be overheard. Professor Celia Thorne, Deputy Vice-Chancellor, was speaking to MacNamara, who had materialised inside at some point Alex hadn't noted. He stood with his wine glass and one hand in his jacket pocket, listening. The texture of the exchange was legible from across the room: the brisk, practised fluency of people who have had this conversation many times before and know exactly where the difficult passages are. Not hostile. Not warm. Contractual. The character of an arrangement being reviewed by parties who understand the terms.

      Thorne said something and MacNamara smiled — not the public smile he'd given Alex through the glass. Smaller. More precisely fitted to its occasion. The smile of a man who has heard the expected thing and is deciding what to do about it.

      Alex looked away.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      Marco appeared at her elbow.

      'He's very good at a room,' he said. Not the question it wasn't.

      'He knows exactly what he's doing.'

      'Most good guests do.' He set down a small plate — stracciatella and tapenade on a cracker of a quality that had no business being as good as it was. 'The question is always what they're doing it for.'

      She looked at him. 'Did you know him? Previously.'

      Marco paused in the way he paused when deciding how much of an answer a question required — not evasion, something more considered. 'We have a history,' he said. 'Rome, some years ago. It was an education.' He said the last word with the tone of someone who had paid full price for an education and had decided, after sufficient time, that the price was fair. 'He is a more complicated man than this room knows. Than he has allowed this room to know. Which is a different thing.'

      He returned to the kitchen. Alex ate the stracciatella and looked at the veranda doors and placed Marco's distinction alongside the bar conversation and the stillness of the young man at the postgraduate table. Three inconsistencies. She held them without resolving them and waited to see what the evening would add.

      She noticed the figure on the jetty during this thinking.

      It was not immediately visible — the pontoon extended into the evening dark beyond the veranda railing, and the figure was not moving — the stillness was how she found it. A person standing at the far end, not looking at the river. Looking at the lit windows of the restaurant. At the white linen and the moving silhouettes and MacNamara's silver hair catching the warm overheads from above. The quality of that stillness was the quality of someone calculating something — not simply standing in a pleasant spot at the end of a pier on a warm November evening, but someone who had come to the edge of a situation and was working out what came next.

      Theo — she placed him then, a philosophy student from a tutorial three terms back, apparently now a waiter — swept past with a bread basket, and by the time she had tracked his movement and returned her gaze to the pontoon, the figure was gone. The jetty was empty. The river moved past it without opinion.

      On the veranda, MacNamara turned and looked across the room. Not at Alex this time. He found the young man at the postgraduate table and something passed across his face before he looked away — too brief to classify at speed. Not guilt. Something older than guilt and more precisely aimed: the expression of a man who recognises a debt he has spent a long time not paying and is not yet sure whether the creditor has arrived.

      Alex found, despite everything, that she was glad she had stopped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            THE CLASSICS DINNER

          

        

      

    

    
      THE dinner had been organised by a committee. The kangaroo paw followed inevitably from this, as did the place cards printed in a font attempting Trajan and achieving something closer to a real estate brochure, and the decision to seat Professor Hadley MacNamara directly opposite Professor Sigrid Bane. Whether this last arrangement was oversight or the deliberate application of academic wit was a question Alex had been considering since Marco led her — with the quiet authority of a man who understood that ad hoc guests were best placed somewhere genuinely useful — to a chair at the inner curve of the horseshoe, two tables from MacNamara's and with an unobstructed view of the room.

      Sigrid Bane's place card was there. Sigrid Bane was not. Alex noted this and decided it was either reassuring or ominous and that she lacked the data to determine which.

      She was placed between Dr Geoffrey Marsh — who held the Chair in Ancient History and spent the first ten minutes of the entrée establishing this through a series of formulations that were, individually, conversational and collectively, a complete professional biography — and Dr Yuki Tanaka, whose work on Attic vase painting was doing things for the discipline that most of the room was too busy citing to have actually read. Yuki had a very small cloth-covered notebook beside her bread plate. She had not opened it. This was the notebook of someone who had decided to be present at the dinner and was carrying it as insurance against the kind of detail that might later need preserving.

      'The seating plan,' Yuki said, with the quiet assessment of someone whose field had trained her to read two-dimensional surfaces for compositional logic, 'has a grammar.'

      'What does it say?'

      'That whoever made it wanted MacNamara at the centre and was not entirely certain how to handle the edges.' She applied herself to the bread with the focused appreciation of someone who recognised very good sourdough and had no intention of being distracted from it. 'Also that the two most junior postgraduates have been seated with their backs to the kitchen, which is where they will be sitting for the next several years of their lives in any case. At least it's honest.'

      Geoffrey Marsh, who had been listening with the expression of a man who had stumbled into a more interesting conversation than the one he was conducting, said: 'MacNamara's very good, you know. Heard him speak at Cambridge. Ninety-eight, or was it nine. Brilliant on Thucydides. Simply brilliant.'

      'The book is formidable,' Alex said.

      'Formidable.' Geoffrey tested the word as though checking a structural calculation. 'Yes. Formidable.' This satisfied him and he returned to his entrée, a seared scallop that deserved more attention than it was receiving.

      Across the room, Sigrid Bane arrived.

      She did this with the deliberate economy of a woman who understood the precise value of an entrance and had decided, after many years of making them in rooms that had not originally intended to contain her, that the most effective entrance was one that gave nothing away. She took her place across from MacNamara's table, accepted a menu, looked at it for slightly less time than was usual, and looked at the room. Her gaze arrived at MacNamara, held there for three seconds, and moved on.

      MacNamara had registered her arrival. His shoulders shifted — very slightly, the adjustment of a man who has noted a presence and is deciding whether to acknowledge it directly or allow the table to manage it for him. He chose the table.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The entrée conversation did what dinner conversation did at these occasions: spiralled outward from the immediate subject toward the great arguments the discipline had been conducting with itself for a hundred and fifty years, with all the pleasure of a fight that had never produced a conclusive result and was unlikely to begin now.

      Two tables over, a senior lecturer was making a case for archaeological primacy over literary testimony in reconstructing Mycenaean trade networks. His opponent — compact, from the history department, with the cheerful certainty of someone who had been debating this since his doctoral thesis — was disputing it with evident pleasure. At the far end of the horseshoe, the Homeric question was being explained by one postgraduate to another who clearly already knew about the Homeric question but was listening with the gracious attention of someone banking collegial goodwill for later.

      'The Berlin Painter,' Yuki was saying, 'uses the reserved line as a statement rather than a technique. The white space at the edge of the figure is deliberate — he's asking where the form ends, not what it contains.' She rotated her wine glass on the tablecloth, not drinking, thinking through the image. 'His figures always look as though they know they're on a pot. There's an awareness in the posture. Not anxiety — awareness.'

      'Knowledge of their own conditions,' Alex said.

      'Exactly.' Yuki smiled, which she did rarely and always precisely. 'MacNamara said something similar before dinner, actually. About the Thucydides — that he was more interested in how the History knew it was a history than in the events themselves. The self-awareness of the form.'

      'He said it well?'

      Yuki looked at her. 'He said it very well.' The qualifier was carrying its own weight, and they both let it stand without further examination.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      The moment with Okafor came during the main course.

      Alex had been observing MacNamara intermittently throughout the entrée — not steadily, not visibly, in the sequence of brief accurate takes she brought to dense texts: not reading every word, but reading accurately. He was performing well. The table around him was warm and responsive; he distributed his attention evenly among its occupants — a host’s instinct, even as a guest. He told two stories about Oxford — one about a tutorial that had gone comprehensively wrong, one about a college dinner that had ended in a manner the story declined to fully specify — and both were funny in the way that Oxford stories were funny when told by someone willing to find the institution genuinely absurd.

      Then he turned to his left.

      Simon Okafor was three seats along the inner curve, close enough that MacNamara could reach him by leaning forward and dropping his voice below the table's register. Whatever he said took four seconds. He made no gesture readable from adjacent tables. He spoke, straightened, and returned to the conversation with the naturalness of a man who has done a thing and is now doing something else, and he said something about the wine that made the woman opposite him laugh.

      Okafor sat very still.

      Not shocked — Alex had seen shock. Shock moved, rearranged itself, looked for somewhere to put what had just arrived. This was different: the stillness of a man processing information with the deliberateness of someone who has been waiting for something like this for long enough that the actual arrival requires a moment of confirmation before a response is possible. He looked at his plate. He set his fork down. He picked it up. He looked at the tablecloth for perhaps three seconds and then returned, with all apparent normalness, to the postgraduate on his right, who was explaining something about translation methodology.

      Alex held this and returned to Yuki.

      
        
        ⁂

      

      

      Marco appeared during the interval between entrée and main.

      'Neither,' she said, before he could ask
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