
	 

	Nick Aaron

	 

	 

	Daisy’s

	Pushkin Duel

	 

	A Blind Sleuth Mystery

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Another Imprint Publishers

	
In 1949 Daisy Hayes had a patient more or less her own age, Odile Speed, with whom she had a good rapport at once, and who told her about a strange kind of duel, interrupted for many years, from a short story by Pushkin.

	Then on Christmas Eve of 1952 our blind sleuth extraordinaire stumbled on the scene of a murder just being committed. She bumped into the culprit and the victim died in her arms. The police interrogated her at once. But soon it became clear that the testimony of a blind witness was bound to be worthless in a court of law, the results of the coroner’s inquest were inconclusive at best, and it seemed that the murderer, whoever he was, would get away scot-free.

	It was only in 1986, during a stay in Zermatt with her old friend Beatrice, that Daisy was confronted again with this ‘cold case’. She then experienced first-hand what it is like to fight your own version of a ‘Pushkin duel’ to the bitter end.

	 

	“Nick Aaron can be a strange storyteller. No one else would devise a plot combining a short story by Pushkin, the ‘discovery’ of DNA in 1953, and a very British scandal. Did solving a murder ever involve such disparate puzzle pieces?”

	The Weekly Banner

	 

	This 42k novel is a stand-alone in the Blind Sleuth series.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	And the LORD said unto him, Therefore whosoever slayeth Cain, vengeance shall be taken on him sevenfold. And the LORD set a mark upon Cain, lest any finding him should kill him.

	 

	Genesis 4:15
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	I   London, 1949: Pushkin’s story

	 

	 

	 

	Odile Speed… Sometimes you had a patient you really hit it off with famously from the start. Odile was one of those in a memorable way, Daisy thought. Apart from the fact that she was in pain when she first came to the surgery, she was great fun. She went to art school and spoke French and German fluently. (Her mother was French.) She was only two years older than Daisy, but what a life experience she already had!

	She’d been at school in Vienna when the Nazis had occupied Austria in 1938. Then she’d fled to Paris and become an art student, but the Nazis and the war had caught up with her there as well. Back in England she’d joined the Wrens and become a lorry driver. Finally, because of her knowledge of German, she’d been transferred to a south coast listening post, writing down German communications to be passed on to the code breakers at some hush-hush decryption facility. At the end of the war she’d been recruited by the Department of Torpedoes and Mines at the Admiralty with the rank of Third Officer to translate captured documents relating to those same weapons on the German side.

	“So you see, Daise, I did my bit for the war effort, but all of it was pretty dull, I can assure you.”

	“And now you’re paying the price, belatedly, in the form of back pain. I’m putting that entirely down to the stress of the war and to the endless hours of literally numbing drudgery you spent at a desk. And believe me, your case is not unique, I’ve had a lot of people like you lately.”

	“Well I’m glad I found you, sweetie, the massage is so relaxing, it does me a world of good!”

	“Happy to be of service!”

	It was a very intimate moment, as the patient was lying flat on her belly, almost naked, her head resting sideways on a thin cushion, and her therapist was kneading her vertebrae one by one, smoothing the muscles around them with firm but luscious movements. Even when it hurt a bit, the patient still felt like purring. And as the therapist was just another girl, almost her age, the patient felt like this was the little sister she’d never had.

	“Here I was, hoping I could pick up the thread again and forget all about the whole sorry business. And here I am, standing at my easel at school and my back starts to hurt like hell!”

	“Like I said, you can put that down to the whole sorry business coming back at you with a vengeance!”

	As soon as the war had been over, Odile had returned to college, and now she was finishing her studies at the St Martin’s School of Art.

	“Good for you, though, that you didn’t let the war spoil what you’d set out to do. I admire that.”

	“The only good thing that came out of it, is that at the Admiralty I met this bloke, working in scientific intelligence, and we really hit it off, and we’re still going straight, even after a couple of years.”

	“You met Mister Right and were swept off your feet!”

	“I don’t know about that. If you ever meet him in person, you’ll understand why I hesitate to call him Mister Right, and I certainly wouldn’t say he swept me off my feet.”

	“Yet you fell in love.”

	“Hmm, yes… but it was more like being punched in the stomach.”

	“Sounds intriguing!”

	“And what about you, blind girl? How was your war?”

	“Also a lot of romance all around.”

	Daisy told Odile about Ralph… Ralph Prendergast, the strapping RAF Cadet she’d married at the age of eighteen. “We were both eighteen, and as Ralph said, we needed to get married only so we’d be allowed to make love before he’d get himself killed.”

	“Very romantic!”

	“Yes, and by the age of twenty-one I was a widow. Bomber pilots didn’t last long.”

	“Oh, poor thing! I’m so sorry!”

	“Well, when Ralph was on leave it was pure bliss of course. We made love as much as we could, with all the intensity and despair of the doomed.”

	“And now you’re a war widow; two years my junior; talk about life experience!”

	“Oh well, the thing that really kept me going in those years was my ambition to become a physical therapist… and here I am. Now I’m going to ‘pull your leg’ again.”

	“Hurray!”

	Odile knew the score, she turned over and lay on her back, as far as possible towards the head of the massage table. Daisy meanwhile straddled the foot end, with her feet on the crossbeams of the table legs, she tied a special girdle around her waist so that she was anchored to the table legs behind her by a couple of leather straps, and finally she lifted both Odile’s calves and pressed them against her hips. Now she could gently pull both the patient’s legs towards her without slipping, and carefully, progressively she stretched the patient’s spine and held it tight for a while.

	“As I’ve told you before, this is what we want to do immediately after we’ve relaxed those spine muscles a bit… give those squeezed nerves some space.”

	“Wonderful, Daise, it’s always nice to see a real pro at work.”

	Then, while Odile was putting on her clothes again, Daisy announced she had just enough time to show her a trick she could use to relieve the pain when she was standing at an easel.

	“I’m assuming it’s the lower back that starts hurting when you’ve been standing for a while, yes? Well, all you need is a wall.”

	Now the therapist led her patient to the side of her surgery room and made her face her, her feet flat on the floor, ten inches apart and well clear of the wall, at least one foot in front of it. Then she made her lean back with straight legs and flatten her whole spine and pelvis against the smooth surface behind her.

	“Tilt your pelvis until you feel your hips and the small of your back pushing lightly against the wall, forming a straight, vertical line with the upper spine and shoulders. You have to tuck your belly in to achieve that: tighten those abdominal muscles a bit… and now relax as much as you can… good. Do you feel your whole back making contact? If you stay like that a few minutes the pain will just disappear. Try it in the studio at school, and next time tell me how it went.”

	 

	A week later, at their next session, Odile did mention in passing that the “wall-hugging with the backside” had done wonders to ease the pain. She was always inventing fancy names for therapy procedures, like “pulling your leg” for the spine stretching. But typically for her, she was full of bustle and excitement about her latest project from art school. You always knew exactly what dear Odile had on her mind at any given moment, because her mind always seemed to be overflowing, she couldn’t help sharing her enthusiasms, distributing chunks of it left and right. And on that day her latest fad, apparently, involved Alexander Pushkin. As she lay down on the massage table she started quizzing her therapist about the Russian poet.

	“I suppose you read lots of stuff in Braille, Daise? Not completely illiterate are you? Have you ever read something by Pushkin?”

	“Yes, as it happens ‘Eugene Onegin’ is one of my favourite books. They have it in Braille at the National Library for the Blind, the Babette Deutsch translation that preserves the original stanzas; wonderful!”

	“Good! And how about his short stories?”

	“I may have read some at school, but Onegin I discovered more recently.”

	“All right. Now there’s this Pushkin story, ‘The Shot’, and some bloke wrote a little play for us, based on its plot, and we’re setting up the first production at St Martin’s. I have to design some costumes, as costume design is what I want to specialize in… Anyway, does it ring a bell, ‘The Shot’?”

	“Well, please remind me.”

	So Odile started telling the story. It’s about a duel. But very amusing, in a Pushkin way. There’s this bloke named Silvio (to keep things really Russian!) who out of jealousy challenges a man only known as ‘the Count’, who is incredibly wealthy, good-looking, and successful with the ladies. On the day of the duel, the Count turns up at sunrise in the forest clearing, holding his cap filled with black cherries in his hand. While the seconds—the helpers—inspect the pistols and draw a lot to decide who shoots first, the Count samples his black cherries and spits out the stones with studied indifference.

	The Count wins the draw and shoots first, presumably still holding the cherries. And whether from sheer indifference to the proceedings or on purpose, as he is known to be a crack shot, he misses his adversary. The bullet goes straight through Silvio’s cap, just an inch above his head. Then, as Silvio takes aim in his turn, the Count continues to sample cherries and spit out the stones.

	“You don’t seem to be ready to die,” Silvio tells him, “you’re having breakfast; I don’t want to disturb you.”

	“You’re not disturbing me in the least, please fire now—or do whatever you like. The shot is yours and I’ll always remain at your service to receive it.”

	So Silvio turns to the seconds and announces that as his opponent does not attach much value to his life anyway, he will not bother to fire on that day, but to please note that the Count still owes him a shot.

	However, he does not do this in a spirit of forgiveness, he feels extremely aggravated by the Count’s provocative cool, and from that moment on, “Not a day has passed that I have not thought of revenge,” as he says in the story.

	Then, after six years, Silvio finally sees an opportunity for retribution. News reaches him that the Count is going to marry a young and beautiful woman. And off he goes to the country estate where the betrothed intend to celebrate their wedding and start a family.

	“We shall see if he will look death in the face with as much indifference now, when he is on the eve of getting married, as he did once with his cherries!”

	So a traveller covered with dust soon arrives at the estate and is brought to the Count’s study, after demanding to speak to him. And when the master of the house enters the room in his turn, the stranger says, “Do you not recognize me, Count?”

	“Silvio!”

	“That’s right! You still owe me a shot, and I have come to fire my pistol. Are you ready?”

	That is when the Count notices the pistol protruding from a side pocket of the man’s riding breeches…

	Daisy hadn’t said a word during this narrative, and she was just about to finish the first part of her little program, manipulating the vertebrae, when Odile suddenly stopped her hypnotizing retelling, and said in a conversational tone: “I don’t want to spoil it for you by revealing how the story ends, Daise, as I intend to invite you to the première of our little play.”

	“All right, I’m looking forward to that, but then why tell me any of it in the first place?”

	“Ah, that’s because I need your advice. At St Martin’s we’ve all been brainstorming about the part we art students are going to contribute: the decors and the costumes, mainly. And it’s been great fun, we have plenty of ideas, but there’s just one thing we can’t agree on: what should we do about the time gap between the start of the duel and its conclusion? What do you think, sweetie, how should we convey a six-year gap on the stage?”

	“And you’re asking a blind person?”

	“Yes, I’m asking you because you’re blind, hoping that you might have a clearer vision than any of us.”

	“All right. It’s true that for me all the world’s a stage, set entirely inside my head.”

	“We’ve already concluded that six years is not long enough to make the protagonists look older with make-up.”

	“Probably not… so let me think.”

	Daisy patted Odile’s buttocks to make her turn over, and she set about buckling her harness without a word. Then, as she was pulling at her patient’s spine, she suddenly said, “To recap: the first part of the duel takes place in a forest clearing, the second part in the Count’s study, right? And would you say both scenes take up the same amount of time in your little play?”

	“Absolutely. The part I didn’t tell you is just as elaborate and dramatic.”

	“So you might say: a real Russian birch forest, with some snow on the ground, and the Count’s study, with bookcases along the wall, dark book spines… isn’t that perfect to indicate the time lapse as well? A white décor and costumes at first, then a black décor and costumes for the dénouement… Or did you people already think of that?”

	“Well… none of us was thinking as black and white as you, no, and I must say it sounds pretty exciting!”

	“And how about this: you buy some old bookcases on a flea market, to be placed at random on the stage. Paint white birch trees at the back of them, and paint the fronts black, with fake black book spines inside… then all you need to do is turn them around halfway through the play, and maybe raise and lower some screens, with background scenes painted on them, white and black too, obviously.”

	“Gosh, maestro! how much do I owe you for this?”

	“Nothing,” Daisy giggled, “it’s included in my fee for the treatment.”

	 

	In the end Odile designed and ‘realized’ a white wedding dress for herself in the Pushkin production. A very striking, knee-length dress. She was to play the part of the Count’s betrothed, although she was neither as young, nor as beautiful as most of the female students at St Martin’s, she claimed. But the other girls were just too shy for acting, even if the only feminine role in the production was quite modest and didn’t involve learning many lines.

	“Basically I only appear on the scene at the last moment, and have to act a fit of hysterics, and plead desperately for mercy when I see my fiancé loading a pistol, and a stranger facing him with another one in his hand already. Not that hard for a Russian girl to figure out what those two are up to, what?”

	Daisy giggled, and asked how come she would be wearing a white dress at the end of the ‘black’ scene?

	“You’re right, it’s not consistent with your concept, and then again it is… My appearance on the scene is underlined by the fact that I’m the only white element on a black stage… a very meaningful image right at the end, somehow. And besides, I intend to wear that wedding dress when Francis and I get married. You can hardly expect a girl to marry in black!”

	Francis… Francis Crick. That was the name of Odile’s betrothed from the Admiralty, meanwhile employed at some research institute in Cambridge, spending only the weekends with his fiancée, and now on an extra visit to London for the opening night. True to her word Odile had invited Daisy too, although her treatment had been completed (successfully) a while back. It didn’t happen often, even when you hit it off so well with a patient and had exchanged phone numbers and promises to keep in touch, that anything came of it, in Daisy’s experience. Yet here she was, sitting right next to Francis while the little hall rumbled with expectant conversations before the play began. Odile’s ‘mystery man’ was proving very considerate towards his fiancée’s blind therapist, so much was clear. Contrary to his habit… Odile had warned Daisy he could be brusque and abrasive, and Daisy had sensed how he prodded her intellect, ready to dismiss her if she should turn out to be boring. The first thing he said, a tad teasingly, after they’d been left on their own at their seats, was, “Odile tells me you have a fine mind?”

	“That’s very kind of her.”

	“Well, it’s because you’re the one who thought up the ‘system’ with the costumes and the décor… but hush, you didn’t hear that from me!”

	“Oh, that! Yes. As I told your fiancée, for someone who is blind since birth, all the world’s a stage, set entirely inside one’s head.”

	“Shakespeare! I like that! And I’d like to think that’s how any scientist’s mind works as well: after you’ve looked at a problem, you need to visualize the solution inside your little noggin.”

	“Not a very hands-on approach, then? As a therapist at least, you know, I tend to be more hands-on…”

	But the conversation was cut short by the three knocks announcing the curtain, and the hall went quiet. Then, as the performance started, Francis Crick bent low towards Daisy’s ear—he seemed to be tall and lanky—and gave her a brief description of the white décor that appeared and that had been her idea. He spoke under his breath so as not to disturb the other spectators, and after a rapid summary kept quiet, letting her listen to the dialogue that was just unfolding on the stage. What a remarkably tactful and efficient man, Daisy concluded, very good!

	Francis only gave Daisy the barest description of any moves on the stage she needed to know in order to follow the play. And it went on like that until the actors suddenly set to work on the bookcases, turning them around, and a dark backdrop was lowered. Finally he notified her that all the actors had just left the stage, “They’re probably quickly changing into their dark costumes, just like you envisioned,” and when two of them returned the second act started.

	After the play, it took some time for Odile to join them, as she didn’t want to keep wearing the wedding dress. Francis led Daisy to the side while the students were stacking the chairs and clearing the hall for the première reception.

	“A party! I’m always game,” he said, “Now about Odile’s role, you heard her part, but I still have to describe how she looked. She designed a knee-length wedding dress, very unconventional, just like she herself. But also a huge, broad-brimmed hat, asymmetrical, made of some light white stuff. And then the dress has a low collar with these very broad flaps going over

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
