

      

         

            

         

      


   





By Jill Paton Walsh


The Attenbury Emeralds


 


By Jill Paton Walsh and Dorothy L. Sayers


A Presumption of Death


 


By Dorothy L. Sayers and Jill Paton Walsh


Thrones, Dominations


 


Imogen Quy detective stories by Jill Paton Walsh


The Wyndham Case


A Piece of Justice


Debts of Dishonour


The Bad Quarto


 


Detective stories by Dorothy L. Sayers


Busman’s Honeymoon


Clouds of Witness


The Documents in the Case (with Robert Eustace)


Five Red Herrings


Gaudy Night


Hangman’s Holiday


Have His Carcase


In the Teeth of the Evidence


Lord Peter Views the Body


Murder Must Advertise


The Nine Tailors


Striding Folly


Strong Poison


Unnatural Death


The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club


Whose Body?


 


 


Jill Paton Walsh, born in 1937, is also the author of many non-crime novels for adults:  the fourth of these, Knowledge of Angels, was shortlisted for the Booker Prize.  Before writing for adults she made a career as a writer of children's books and has won many literary prizes.


 


www.greenbay.co.uk










The Late Scholar


 


Based on the Characters of Dorothy L Sayers


 


Jill Paton Walsh


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


 


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2013 by  Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright ©  2013 by Jill Paton Walsh


and the Trustees of Anthony Fleming, deceased


 


The right of Jill Paton Walsh to be identified as the Author of the


Work has been asserted by her  in accordance with


the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,


stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any


means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be


otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that


in which it is published and without a similar condition being


imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance


to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


Ebook ISBN 9781444760880


Hardback ISBN 9781444760866


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


 


www.hodder.co.uk








In memory of


CHRISTOPHER DEAN


1932–2012


Tireless and imaginative promoter


of the work of Dorothy L. Sayers


in all its varieties










Acknowledgements


Tony and Nancy Kenny generously gave time to reading this book in manuscript and removing errors about Oxford ways and nomenclature, as well as assisting in more general ways. I am indebted also to conversations with John De’Ath, and to the forbearance of Carolyn Caughey, my editor at Hodder & Stoughton. My husband, John Rowe Townsend, has given indispensable support and encouragement, and I thank him and all the above-mentioned friends. Elaine Griffiths was a real person, who taught me to read and admire Alfred the Great; I salute her memory.


I have been working with the consent of the Trustees of Dorothy L. Sayers.










Chapter 1


‘Great snakes alive!’ said the Duke of Denver, sometime Lord Peter Wimsey, famous amateur sleuth.


‘What is it, Peter?’ asked his Duchess, sitting across from him at the breakfast table.


The Duchess was sometime Lady Peter Wimsey, and before that had been Harriet Vane, detective-story writer, a person that she still was as often as life allowed her.


Peter was holding a sheet of deckle-edged writing paper, which had emerged from a crested envelope brought to him by Bunter, manservant and friend, who was standing back, but within earshot, evidently having appreciated the possibly explosive nature of the letter.


‘I seem,’ said Peter, ‘to be the Visitor for St Severin’s College, and in that capacity to be urgently required in Oxford.’


‘How can one seem to be a Visitor?’ asked Harriet calmly. ‘If you are such, don’t you know about it?’


‘Well, no, as it happens, I know nothing about it,’ said Peter. ‘I have heard of college Visitors, but I thought they were usually the King – well, it would be the Queen now – or a bishop or a judge or least the Chancellor. I really don’t see how a college can have the Duke of Denver as a Visitor, unless there is such a person as a hereditary Visitor.’


Bunter discreetly cleared his throat.


‘Yes, Bunter?’ said Peter.


‘Perhaps the Dowager Duchess might remember if the late Duke had ever had such a role, Your Grace,’ said Bunter.


‘She might indeed,’ said Peter.


‘She will not yet be up,’ said Harriet. ‘Bunter, would you be so kind as to ask Franklin to let us know when it would be convenient for Peter to call on her? Your mother sleeps in late these days,’ she added to Peter, ‘and at her age, who could blame her?’


The Dowager Duchess was now approaching eighty-five, and both Peter and Harriet were concerned about her, day by day.


That morning, however, she was propped up on her bed-pillows, bright-eyed and as eagerly talkative as in the old days.


‘Oh, Peter, how nice!’ she said. ‘Come in, dears, sit down. Now Harriet, when I first saw what you had put in my bedroom, I thought – I didn’t say anything, of course, you had taken all that trouble while I was in New York with poor Cornelia; thank heavens I stayed all that time with her, since it was the last chance for us, if only we had known, though we did know in a way of course, but we thought it would be me that death came for before her, she was nearly ten years younger than I am . . . now what was I saying? Oh yes, when you did up this place for me while I was away I thought why would I want two armchairs in a bedroom? And now here you are both of you quite comfortable, and so you were perfectly right all the time, and honestly, Peter, if I didn’t love Harriet so much I would think she is quite right too often for her own good . . . what is it you want to talk to me about, dears?’


‘Do you recall, Mama,’ said Peter, ‘Gerald holding some sort of position in Oxford? St Severin’s College, to be exact.’


‘Yes, he did,’ said the Dowager Duchess, ‘and your father before him. It was explained to me once. Something about the college statues having put in the name of Duke of Denver, instead of the role that Duke happened to have at the time, so they were stuck with Dukes of Denver for ever and a day.’


‘What did Gerald have to do for them?’ Peter asked. ‘I don’t recall him mentioning it to me.’


‘He had to go to Oxford when they elected a new Warden,’ said the Dowager. ‘He thought it was an awful bore. Luckily it didn’t happen very often. Only once for Gerald, I think. He had to be there to help them install the new Warden – such an odd idea I always thought, installing someone, as though they were a new boiler, or an electric light system. Has it happened again? That would be nice for you, wouldn’t it? Aren’t you two rather fond of Oxford?’


‘Something has happened,’ said Peter darkly, ‘but we don’t know exactly what.’


Franklin coughed discreetly from the bedroom door.


‘We must leave you to get up and dressed,’ said Harriet, taking the hint. ‘We’ll see you at lunch.’


As they went together down the stairs Harriet said, ‘Do you think Cousin Matthew might be able to dig up something about all this?’


‘Ancient though he is?’ asked Peter. ‘Yes, he might. I’ll ask him. He’s always pathetically anxious to be useful.’


At the foot of the stairs they parted, he to go to find Cousin Matthew, lodged in a flat converted from the nearest of the old Home Farm barns; she to her study.


 


Less than an hour later Peter was standing in the library, contemplating a copy of the statutes – or statues, as his mother had called them – of St Severin’s College that Cousin Matthew had found for him in a trice. Cousin Matthew, the only son of a poor collateral line on the family tree, had been wholly dependent on the ducal family at Denver for most of his life, and had occupied himself on cataloguing books and pictures and antiques, and working on the genealogy of the family.


His pleasure at finding at once what was wanted was visible in satisfied smiles.


The statutes thus discovered did indeed declare that the Visitor of St Severin’s was the Duke of Denver. Cousin Matthew supplied the information that a seventeenth-century Duke had been a generous benefactor of the college – had indeed effectively re-founded it. Perhaps that was the true explanation for the hereditary oddity, rather than a simple mistake. Matthew didn’t think a Duke of Denver had ever been the Chancellor, or held any other office that would have made him an appropriate person to be the Visitor.


‘In the fell grip of circumstance,’ murmured Peter, ‘My head is bloody but unbowed. What are my unwelcome obligations, Matthew?’


‘There are ceremonial ones,’ said Cousin Matthew, ‘to do with appointing a new Warden, and appointing fellows. You are allowed to delegate those.’


‘The devil I am!’ said Peter. ‘To whom have we been in the habit of delegating these delights?’


‘Mr Murbles, I believe,’ said Cousin Matthew.


Murbles was the family solicitor, an excellent and reliable fellow, now very elderly, who had retired to Oxford to live with his daughter.


‘Well, he is on the spot,’ said Peter.


‘However,’ said Cousin Matthew, ‘this is much more likely to be about your function as a referee of last resort if there is irreconcilable conflict among the fellows. See here . . .’ He turned a page or two, and pointed.


 


If any question arise on which the Warden and Fellows are unable to agree, the Warden and Fellows, or the Warden, or any two of the Fellows, may submit the same to the Visitor, and the Visitor may thereupon declare the true construction of the Statutes with reference to the case submitted to him.


 


‘Ho hum’, said Peter. ‘And in all these years they have managed without needing a referee. I am wondering what might have happened now . . .’


‘There is also this . . .’ Cousin Matthew pointed again.


 


It shall be lawful for the Visitor, whenever he shall think fit, to visit the College in person, and to exercise, at any such visitation, all powers lawfully belonging to his Office.


 


‘That might be very jolly,’ said Peter. ‘I’ll show it to Harriet . . . hullo!’


He had looked up and seen a car arriving.


Bredon Hall had a long driveway, between an avenue of fine old plane trees, now just coming into full leaf, their branches sprinkled with the bright fresh green of late May, offering a dappled screening to the drive itself. The drive approached what would have been the centre of the great façade before the dramatic fire, which three years earlier had gutted two-thirds of the house. The drive now curved round to approach the remaining wing of the house, giving Peter and Cousin Matthew, standing at the library window, a sideways-on view of a Sunbeam Talbot, crunching its way along the gravel towards the front door.


‘Who goes there?’ said Peter. The two men watched as the unexpected driver got out of the car, and, taking a briefcase from the front passenger seat, approached the door with unmistakably urgent steps. ‘Be thou a spirit of health, or goblin damned, bring with thee airs from heaven, or blasts from hell—’


At which point Bunter appeared at the library door, saying, ‘There is a Mr Troutbeck to see you, Your Grace. He says his business is urgent.’ He offered Peter Mr Troutbeck’s card.


Michael Troutbeck, MA Oxon, D.Phil, Fellow of St Severin’s . . .


‘What would you say, Bunter, such a visitor portends?’ asked Peter.


‘He wishes, I surmise, Your Grace, to have your ear before anyone else gets a word in,’ said Bunter. ‘You could possibly decline to hear him on his own.’


‘He comes in such a questionable shape, that I will speak to him,’ said Peter, leaving the library with a light step, and skipping down the stairs like an elderly Fred Astaire.


 


Troutbeck was a handsome man in early middle age, smartly dressed in a conventional three-piece suit, with a gold watch-chain, and a college tie. Peter led him into the morning room, and offered coffee or perhaps a little light breakfast. Troutbeck was visibly tempted. The fellow really had got up in the middle of the night and driven himself from Oxford . . . But the breakfast, once served to him, was clearly hard for him to deal with, so eager was he to have his say. He gulped his coffee, and took only a few mouthfuls of the excellent bacon and eggs Mrs Farley had provided before pushing his plate aside with a determined expression on his face.


Peter, sitting opposite him, said pleasantly, ‘Now, how may I help you?’


‘Ah . . . it’s rather, Your Grace, that I might be able to help you,’ was the reply. ‘I thought it might be useful if some impartial person gave you a coherent account of the college’s troubles, before you found yourself deafened by the clamour that will meet you when you come to the college.’


‘And you are that impartial person?’ said Peter.


‘I certainly am,’ said Troutbeck.


‘I am willing to listen to you,’ said Peter.


‘I suppose you cannot have any idea what this is about?’ said Troutbeck. ‘And to put you in the picture I must begin some months ago – last year in fact. At that time the college was offered a spectacular opportunity: a chance to acquire a large tract of land near Oxford. There was immediately conflict among us.’


‘What was the trouble?’ asked Peter.


‘Money. The college’s finances have been in a very precarious state for some years; we are deeply in the red. Something would have to be sold to raise the money to buy the land. But the eventual value of a large tract of land on the eastern margins of the city could transform the situation for us. And we were in a position to raise the money – we could sell a manuscript book supposed to be invaluable, but in practice a burden, since it needs to be kept very secure and we have it expensively insured. A white elephant, as the saying goes. And there was very deeply felt disagreement; the book had been a gift from a former scholar of the college and some of the fellows thought it could not decently be sold.’


‘And you, I take it,’ said Peter, ‘were not of that persuasion.’


Troutbeck looked wary. ‘Well, no, I was not. I am not – for matters are not settled. Our statutes provide that any two fellows may raise any matter to be put to a vote at college meetings, and unfortunately they do not prohibit the raising again and again of a matter that has already been voted upon; they merely specify that a vote cannot be taken on a matter already voted on sooner than during the term next following the previous vote. The division was so close that the Warden had to use his casting vote, which makes it all too likely that the decision could be overthrown if voted upon again.’


‘But the Warden could use his casting vote again. Which way did he vote?’


‘He voted against selling the codex. He said that he thought the casting vote should always be used in favour of the status quo.’


‘So the matter is effectively settled however often it is put to the vote,’ said Peter. ‘Where does the Visitor come in?’


‘The Warden has taken leave of absence. The fellowship is divided exactly fifty-fifty. And the necessary two fellows to have the matter discussed again have already tabled the question on the agenda for the next meeting.’


‘Who, currently, is the Warden?’ asked Peter.


‘One Dr Thomas Ludgvan,’ said Troutbeck. ‘He has been the Warden for years; for an absolute age.’


Peter got up and wandered across to the window, as if to contemplate Troutbeck’s car, standing in the drive.


‘I think I would expect a body of reasonable people to be able to talk such a matter to an agreement, even if there were some left unhappy by the decision arrived at,’ said Peter.


‘Non-intellectual people overestimate the power of reason among intellectuals, I find,’ said Troutbeck. ‘Feelings have become so inflamed over this matter that I fear rational discussion is no longer on the cards. That is why we have taken the unusual step of invoking the powers of the Visitor.’


‘You have taken a great deal of trouble, Troutbeck, to come this far to talk to me. I think you must hope to persuade me to take your view of which is the right decision.’


‘I think any reasonable person would take the view I take,’ said Troutbeck. ‘The land we are offered is off the Watlington Road; it is mediocre farmland, and obviously open to development as the city expands. Acquiring it would put the college finances on the right path for a generation.’


‘Whereas the manuscript?’ Peter prompted him.


‘Is a small codex of tenth-century pages in an eighteenth-century binding, rendered largely illegible by fire and water . . .’


‘Was it in the Cotton fire?’ asked Peter, unable to dissemble his interest.


‘Or some other fire,’ said Troutbeck impatiently, ‘rather too enthusiastically put out with gallons of water. The thing is ugly; it has no display value at all. We incur the costs and responsibility and in exchange attract the curiosity of a few, a very few, medievalists.’


‘Your benefactor, meanwhile, is not aware of what is going on, I take it?’ Peter asked. ‘Who is he or she?’


‘The benefactor is no longer on the scene. It was a bequest by which we acquired his book. Nevertheless he requested secrecy,’ Troutbeck said. ‘I do not really feel that I should break his confidence on my own. When you come to Oxford, of course you will be talking with us officially; but I should warn you that by no means all of the fellowship have the interests of the college at heart. There are factions among us – people bitterly at odds with each other. I am sure you will hear the question explained to you in very misleading ways.’


‘I don’t think you mentioned what the codex is a manuscript of?’ said Peter.


‘Some Dark Ages martyr called Boethius,’ said Troutbeck.


Peter positively smiled at him. ‘Then you have no need to tell me who your benefactor was,’ he said. ‘There is only one person possible. And it seems clear why the book was given to St Severin’s. You should stay to lunch. I have much more to learn from you.’


But at that moment Bunter knocked and entered. ‘There is a person on the telephone, Your Grace, urgently desiring to talk to Mr Troutbeck,’ he said.


‘Please show Mr Troutbeck to the telephone,’ said Peter.


The morning room door was left open behind them. Peter heard their footsteps across the hall, but although he could hear the sound of Troutbeck’s voice, he could not catch the words, and hoped that Bunter was eavesdropping with his usual skill.


Peter easily overheard for himself the words exchanged by Bunter and the guest as they returned across the hall.


‘Not bad news, I hope, sir?’ said Bunter.


‘No, excellent news, in fact,’ Troutbeck said. ‘Very tragic, of course . . . I thought I was in a spot, though. I had relied on a duke to be more interested in land than old manuscripts.’


‘It would depend on the duke, sir,’ said Bunter impassively, showing Troutbeck back into the room.


Troutbeck was having some trouble looking sombre. ‘I am afraid I have been wasting your time, Your Grace,’ he said. ‘A senior member of the college having unexpectedly died last night, the voting will no longer be deadlocked. I think we shall be able to manage without troubling you any further. And I must get back immediately; there will be things to sort out in poor Enistead’s affairs.’


‘Oh, jolly D,’ said Peter duplicitously, ‘unless, of course, this deceased fellow was a friend of yours.’


Troutbeck had the grace to blush slightly. ‘Not a personal friend,’ he said, ‘but a colleague of many years . . . one is naturally distressed . . . so sudden . . .’


Peter walked his guest to the door and down the steps to his car. He opened the driver’s-side door for Troutbeck, and stood watching the car crunch away along the drive.


‘And I imagine the deceased was of the party that voted against you,’ he murmured to himself.


When the Sunbeam was out of sight he returned to the library and looked again at the letter that had summoned him to Oxford. It bore two signatures, one of Terence Cloudie, Senior Fellow; the other of John Ambleside, Vice-Warden. It had not been signed by Troutbeck.‘Whatever is going on?’ Peter asked, rhetorically addressing the rows of noble tomes on his own well-furnished shelves. ‘Wait till I tell Harriet!’


 


Telling Harriet did have to wait, however. She and Peter had long worked out a way of dealing with the everyday complexities of their lives. They could talk briefly at breakfast and at lunch; between those times Harriet retreated to her study to write. Peter never lacked things to do – he had the estate to run. Not till the evening did they sit together, Harriet reading, Peter sometimes playing the piano, and with time to let talk expand. On the day of the visit from Mr Troutbeck there had, by lunchtime, been two letters in the second post, and a further visitor from Oxford. The letters had evidently been written before the writers knew of ‘poor Enistead’s’ death; they were from fellows taking different sides in the dispute, each putting their case. Peter glanced at them, and put them aside for attention later, partly because the appearance of another unfamiliar car approaching along the drive threatened to cut short his time to consider them properly.


Bunter announced, ‘A Mr Vearing to see you, Your Grace,’ and retreated.


 


Mr Vearing was a man of middle age, grey-haired, thin and dignified, casually dressed in cavalry tweeds and a wine-coloured waistcoat. He looked rather crumpled – either he had slept in his clothes or he was not accustomed to trouble much about his appearance. An atmosphere of anxiety and discomfort emanated from him. He had a lean and rather lived-in face, and a slightly short-sighted frown, and approached Peter with extended hand.


‘Vearing,’ he said, ‘fellow of St Severin’s.’


Asked to sit, he lowered himself into the available armchair. There was not a touch of deference about him – something that Peter noticed with approval.


‘You must wonder why I have taken the trouble to come,’ he began, ‘when I suppose you will shortly be coming to Oxford to take matters in hand.’


‘I have not yet decided whether I must visit Oxford,’ said Peter untruthfully, ‘or if I may read what you fellows have to say, and deliver my opinion from the safety of my own home.’


Vearing looked slightly disconcerted. ‘This is a very important matter, Your Grace,’ he said. ‘I had thought you would need to hear the views of all the fellows . . .’


‘If so,’ said Peter mildly, ‘why not wait till I arrive at the college, and tell me what you think then?’


Vearing straightened up a little in his chair. ‘I have spent many years teaching undergraduates, and graduate students, Your Grace,’ he said, ‘and I have observed a recurring phenomenon. That is that when invited to consider two sides of a controversy people are apt to give most weight to the position they have encountered, or have had put before them, first. It is relatively hard for a second position to dislodge their allegiance to the earlier one.’


‘Really?’ said Peter. ‘I would have thought that scholars would be more rational.’


‘I could give you a familiar example,’ said Vearing. ‘In the nineteenth century, those who were thrown into misery by losing their faith – Arthur Hugh Clough for example, or Matthew Arnold, or George Eliot – retained a nostalgia for religious belief which pursued them all their lives.’


‘Hmm,’ said Peter. ‘That is an interesting question, although not the one that has brought you here this morning. I suppose you mean that you think if you put your side of the case to me before anyone has put the counter-argument, you will sway my judgement decisively in your direction. But I am not an undergraduate, Mr Vearing, nor even a nineteenth-century agnostic.’


‘Of course not, Your Grace. I did not mean to imply . . . the truth is I know nothing about your education, having realised only yesterday that the fate of the college lay in your hands – and by right of birth, rather than a right of office. I hope you will not blame me if I say that that is a situation that should not have been allowed to happen.’


‘About that at least we may agree with each other,’ said Peter.


Bunter had appeared, carrying a coffee tray with a splendid silver coffee pot and Royal Worcester cups.


When the coffee had been poured, Peter invited his guest to make his case.


‘I am afraid to say,’ he began, ‘that some of the fellows of the college – exactly half of them in fact – are determined to commit a crime against the purposes of the college. For the sake of the money they wish to sell a precious manuscript volume from the college library, and spend the proceeds on a speculative venture in land. The volume in question is an early copy of a work by the saint for whom the college is named. It seems to me – and to my party in the dispute – to be an act of vandalism to auction it off to the highest bidder, who would probably be some unheard-of college in America . . .’


Vearing’s strong feelings were apparent in his heated expression and heightened colour. The coffee cup he was holding rattled gently in its saucer. He had not so much as sipped it.


‘Don’t let your coffee get cold, old chap,’ said Peter.


‘Forgive me, Your Grace,’ Vearing responded, hastily gulping his coffee. ‘Feelings run high on this matter, including mine.’


‘Well, it’s a dilemma, I do see that,’ said Peter. ‘But surely not a matter of life or death. Even the life or death of a college.’


‘It would be a slow death, admittedly,’ said Vearing. ‘The sale of the manuscript would deplete the resources of the college library. And it would announce to the world that St Severin’s is no longer a safe place for the preservation of treasures of the past. That it no longer values scholarship above money . . .’


‘Wouldn’t that depend upon what the money raised was spent on?’ asked Peter innocently. ‘Couldn’t you have some jolly new student lodgings, or a lecture room?’


‘Quite a few of the best minds in the senior common room will resign,’ said Vearing, ‘so the new lecture room will be given over entirely to the teaching of those who favour money over scholarship.’


‘Will you yourself resign if the manuscript is sold?’ asked Peter. He watched while Vearing just perceptibly hesitated.


‘I would have to,’ he replied. ‘And I have come to implore you, since matters are so evenly balanced . . .’


‘They may not be balanced as evenly as you think,’ said Peter. ‘Now that Enistead is dead . . .’


Vearing looked blank for a moment. Then, ‘What?’ he cried, jumping up. ‘When? How? But when I left Oxford this morning, admittedly very early, nobody had told me about it.’


‘The news reached me this morning,’ said Peter. ‘As to when or how the man died I am in the dark. You look like death yourself, Mr Vearing – can I offer you a stiff drink?’


‘Just give me a minute to compose myself,’ said Vearing, sinking back into his chair. ‘This is a great shock. There have been too many mishaps and incidents among us recently.’


‘I take it Enistead would have voted for the retention of the manuscript?’ said Peter, when a minute or two had elapsed.


‘What?’ said Vearing. ‘Oh, yes; he was fiercely of the opinion that the manuscript had to be retained in perpetuity. For the honour of the college. He was the old-fashioned kind of fellow; not a published word to his name . . .’


‘So as matters stand now, when the vote is taken again, the let’s-sell-and-be-damned party will prevail?’


‘I think so,’ said Vearing, rather melodramatically sinking his face in his hands.


‘What about the Warden?’ asked Peter. ‘Mightn’t his vote even things up again? Stalemate, admittedly, but not the sale of the book? When does his leave of absence expire?’


‘Well,’ said Vearing, ‘he hasn’t exactly taken formal leave of absence, so that one would know how to answer your question. He’s just gone – nobody knows where.’


‘Does anybody know why?’


‘I don’t, certainly.’


‘And how long has he been gone?’


‘Since just after the last college meeting. That was in Hilary term, so about three months.’


‘And when is the next vote to be taken?’ Peter asked. ‘Where are we in the academic year?’


‘Three weeks into Trinity term,’ said Vearing. ‘The vote must be taken before term ends at the end of June.’


‘I think,’ said Peter, ‘that I can take neither the one side nor the other in the dispute that so divides you until I have investigated more fully. You are right, Vearing, that it is time your Visitor paid you a visit. Expect me very shortly.’


 


It took Peter quite a time to explain all this to Harriet at lunchtime. ‘Are you sure you are not over-egging the pudding?’ she asked him. ‘It sounds improbably melodramatic. The sort of thing I might make up.’


‘Who, me?’ asked Peter. ‘No, I am trying my best to convey to you what the gentlemen of Oxford have taken such trouble to convey to me this morning. All the way from Oxford, and driving themselves. Though I suppose the train is rather a bore.’


‘The connection to Denver from Cambridge is quite good, really,’ said Harriet, musing.


‘But Oxford to Cambridge by train is notoriously bad,’ said Peter.


‘It can’t be that bad,’ said Harriet, ‘when there is a don who comes across from Oxford to buy his books in Cambridge. Someone in Heffers told me when I was last in the shop.’


‘What can you buy in Heffers that you can’t buy in Blackwell’s?’ asked Peter.


‘What he does buy is detective stories, I am told. I have no idea what Blackwell’s is like as an emporium for detective stories; we aren’t in Oxford often enough. And the oddity doesn’t end there. If what he wants is out of stock, and they order it for him, he won’t have the books sent to him. They wait until he comes and fetches them in person.’


‘All the world is mad, save thee and me,’ said Peter, ‘and even thee’s a bit odd.’


‘I should think,’ said Harriet, not rising to this, ‘that you had better talk to those who have not attempted to talk to you first.’


‘Yes. I must go to Oxford, and soon. I could get away the day after tomorrow. Will you come too?’


‘What a nice idea, Peter. I would love to. But I can’t come on Wednesday; – I have a paper to deliver to the Sheridan Le Fanu Society this Thursday in London and I haven’t written it yet. And one of us should be around on Friday when the doctor comes to give your mother a check-up. You must go tomorrow; I shall join you on Saturday.’


‘I am no longer used to doing things without you, Harriet. I don’t like the idea at all.’


‘You can manage for three days,’ said Harriet crisply. ‘I am not asking you to do without Bunter.’


And then, when Peter looked woebegone, she said, ‘Cheer up, Peter! When I join you in Oxford we shall have lots of fun – you shall detect and I shall burrow in the Bodleian, and we have many old friends to see.’


‘Yes, of course,’ he said. ‘I am supposed to adjudicate, not to detect, but it rather sounds as though detection might be required. Meanwhile, do you have any helpful suggestions to make about this situation, which resembles, as you remarked, something you might have made up?’


‘I should institute an immediate search for the Warden,’ Harriet said.










Chapter 2


The journey from Duke’s Denver to Oxford is a tiresome trawl along minor roads, none of them seeming to wish to expedite travel. One could go through Haddenham and Huntingdon, Bedford or Northampton, Buckingham or Banbury, Woodstock or Bicester.


The Romans, who were the first road-makers whose work survives on the face of England, needed, evidently, to radiate from London or Colchester, and had no need of cross-journeys.


It was honestly just as easy for Peter to nip down to London on the Great Cambridge Road, have lunch with Freddy Arbuthnot at the Bellingham Club, and then zip up to Oxford on the A40. Which is therefore what he did.


‘Is it just my pretty face, Peter,’ Freddy asked him, ‘or are you up to your old tricks again and wanting to pick a chap’s brains?’


‘Weeell,’ said Peter, ‘since you ask . . . why don’t you have the lobster, Freddy, and we’ll get a bottle of Sancerre.’


‘I see you really do want something expounded,’ said Freddy, visibly brightening and ordering the lobster as invited. ‘What do you want to know?’


‘I don’t exactly know what I want to know,’ said Peter, ‘you’ll have to help me.’


‘The blind to lead the blind any day of the week,’ said Freddy. ‘Give me a clue.’


‘Well, what do you know about speculation in land?’ Peter asked.


‘Not a lot,’ said Freddy, easing the thread of pink flesh from a lobster tendril, and waving it around on the end of his prong. ‘But I know a man . . .’


‘Of course you do,’ said Peter.


‘Where is this debatable land?’ asked Freddy.


‘Outskirts of Oxford. Someone is giving an Oxford college a chance to buy it.’


‘Ah. Possible building land?’


‘That’s the idea.’


‘Might be dicey, seems to me,’ said Freddy. ‘There’s all this council housing going up everywhere, and the powers that be can requisition land at the agricultural value if they like. Owners wouldn’t make a penny. You really need to go and talk to the planners in Oxford. But I suppose your brainy pals will have done that.’


‘I don’t know if they have,’ said Peter. ‘But I’ll find out. Thanks, Freddy.’


‘Have you heard of Crichel Down?’ asked Freddy.


‘Doesn’t ring a bell. Should I have?’


Let’s just say that you will have by and by,’ said Freddy. ‘A word to the wise, if you follow me.’


‘And when I have heard of Crichel Down,’ said Peter, ‘will it tend to encourage, or to discourage the purchase of tracts of land on the verges of urban areas?’


‘The fact that I cannot tell you, Peter,’ said Freddy, ‘is an indicator of a level of risk.’


‘Wait and see, you mean?’


‘Indeed, wait and see.’


‘And if the principals in this affair cannot afford to wait?’


Freddy shrugged eloquently.


 


The old familiar way into Oxford, then. Down Headington Hill, which offers no prospect of the towery city; along a nondescript street to the roundabout always called ‘The Plains’, with no sight yet of anything remarkable; and then a turn on to the bridge, on the far side of which rises Magdalen College tower – Gothic at its most austere and beautiful, and shedding like falling petals into the memories of anyone who ever heard them, the voices of the choirboys from aloft, singing an annual welcome to the first day of spring. Peter was far from immune to this bitterly intense nostalgia; he too had lain in a punt with his friends on more than one dewy morning, and heard the song, and adjourned to eat breakfast cooked on a campfire in the meadow below the bridge. Thinking of punts he remembered sleeping in one, overcome with weariness, while Harriet watched him, and when he awoke something unspoken and irrevocable had happened between them.


He nearly missed Longwall Street, and an aggrieved motorist hooted at him when he braked suddenly to make the turn. Peter waved his apology. From Longwall Street to Holywell Street, and at the spectacular corner by the King’s Arms, with the glories of Broad Street ahead of him, and the few further yards to Balliol tugging at him, he turned right into Parks Road, past Wadham College, and reached the elaborate frontage of St Severin’s.


The moment he stepped under the arch and could see into the front quad, Peter realised he had never before entered St Severin’s. As an undergraduate he had not happened to have a friend there, and on all the revisits to Oxford that he made since youthful days he had gravitated back to Balliol. People do, he reminded himself: Oxford people return to base. Only the most diligent tourist walks in and out of all or most of the colleges to inspect the architecture. And the architecture of St Severin’s would have to wait, while he inveigled himself within its ancient walls, and discovered where Bunter could park the Daimler.


Meanwhile the college porter was looking at him with an expression redolent of one who has seen it all, and is prepared to see off boarders. ‘Can I help you, sir?’ the man asked.


‘I am the Visitor,’ said Peter. ‘Would you let the Vice-Warden know that I am here?’


‘The college is closed to visitors at the moment,’ said the porter, ‘sir.’


‘I am not a visitor, I am the Visitor,’ said Peter.


‘Indeed, sir. I have not been instructed to expect you.’


‘Nevertheless I am here,’ said Peter.


‘May I ask who invited you, sir?’


Peter adjusted his monocle and treated the porter to a steady stare. ‘Expected, or unexpected, invited or uninvited, I am here by right,’ he said. ‘Please inform the most senior person now in the college of my presence.’


The porter held his gaze only for a second or so before picking up the phone. ‘Someone will be with you shortly,’ he said in a minute or so, ‘if you would care to wait.’


Peter did care to wait. He stood in the doorway arch of the college for several minutes, while undergraduates came and went, picking up their post from a rack of pigeon-holes, and chatting to each other. Peter attracted much less attention than his car, parked outside with Bunter standing guard beside it.


‘Who’s got that spiffing car?’ someone asked.


‘Must be something to do with Dawlish,’ Peter overheard.


Then a middle-aged man wearing a gown appeared. ‘I am Ambleside,’ he said. ‘The Vice-Warden.’


‘I am Denver, at your service,’ said Peter, extending a hand, ‘come to make the requested formal visitation to the college. ‘Can you make arrangements that allow me to do that?’


Ambleside did not exactly look pleased – alarmed, rather. ‘Of course I am glad to see you,’ he said. ‘I had expected it would take you some days to be at liberty to come.’ But he was a courteous man, and he escorted Peter to his own room to sit in comfort while he made arrangements.


It took him nearly an hour, during which time Peter inspected the bookshelves, bearing nearly the complete Loeb classics, and a formidable collection of historians, commentators and critics of classical Greek and Roman literature. Peter felt an unfamiliar pang; his own degree was in history. Given another life he might have liked to be a classicist. But his Latin was good enough to dabble. He picked up the volume of Catullus, and settled quietly to read.


In a while Ambleside reappeared, and announced that he thought the best place for Peter was the guest set in the Warden’s Lodgings. The housekeeper was making up the bed, and airing the rooms right now. If perhaps the Duke would like to linger for long enough to take a glass of sherry, he could settle in very shortly.


‘Is there accommodation for my valet?’ Peter asked.


‘I believe so. I think Mr Bunter is helping the housekeeper right now,’ said Ambleside.


‘And there would be room for the Duchess, should she wish to join me?’


‘Oh, yes. But . . . are you intending to stay with us long?’ asked Ambleside.


‘I am intending to stay for as long as it takes to resolve the college’s difficulties,’ said Peter. ‘You may be a better judge than I am as to how long that is likely to be.’


Ambleside offered dry or sweet sherry, or white port. Peter chose the port.


‘I am afraid I have no idea how long matters will take to resolve,’ he said. ‘If indeed they can be resolved.’


‘I understand I am expected to resolve them by fiat. Do you wish to give me your own opinion on the sale of the manuscript?’ asked Peter.


Ambleside was silent. Then he said, ‘I think perhaps it would not be proper for me to advance my own opinion privately, and first.’


‘Not all your colleagues take that view,’ said Peter. ‘Several approaches have been made to me already.’


‘Troutbeck, I suppose,’ said Ambleside, frowning.


‘And another. But perhaps you would prefer to assist me with a different matter – I am stuck on a line of Catullus in your edition. Would you help me construe it?’


Ambleside brightened visibly and, drawing up a chair beside Peter, said almost eagerly, ‘Which is the passage that is causing difficulty?’


They read together tranquilly until the housekeeper’s knock summoned Peter to his rooms.


 


The Warden’s guest suite was suitably grand and austere, with a splendid stucco ceiling in the ample drawing room, a bedroom with a four-poster bed large enough for an orgy, a tiny cupboard with sink and kettle, and a bathroom of a Victorian degree of discomfort through a connecting door into the Warden’s Lodgings. Peter liked it at once.


‘Where have they put you, Bunter?’ was his first question.


‘There is a servant’s room in the Lodgings themselves,’ said Bunter. ‘Just through the connecting door. Quite close, Your Grace, and perfectly comfortable.’


‘Excellent. And the Warden’s housekeeper is friendly?’


‘Rather glad of the incursion, I would say, Your Grace. It is lonely to be managing a house with nobody in it. And she is not exactly on all fours with the other college servants; or she does not feel herself so.’


‘What does she have to say about the disappearing Warden?’


‘She is worried about him. It isn’t like him at all. And he did not take his razor or his toothbrush, or a change of clothes.’


‘Didn’t he indeed? Hmm.’


‘I understand when he returns she will offer her resignation immediately. She is his personal servant; he brought her with him to the college, and she is outraged not to have been taken into his confidence.’


‘Well done, Bunter,’ said Peter. ‘We must instantly take Harriet’s advice.’


At that moment a burst of laughter came through the open window. Peter walked across to it.


The guest drawing room was on the first floor, over the archway between one quad and another. The archway served as a kind of hall’s passage, with the dining room on one side, and the buttery on the other. A group of undergraduates was standing round the buttery door, eating what looked from above like lardy cake. Their voices floated upwards.


‘I found out about that car,’ one said. ‘Not something belonging to a posh undergraduate, you will be pleased to know.’


‘So whose . . .?’


‘It’s a visitation from our ineffable Visitor.’


‘The Duke of Whatsit, you mean?’


‘Well, it’s high time somebody called them to order,’ said a rather high-pitched voice. ‘It’s not fair to us.’


‘How do you mean, not fair, Jackson?’


‘Well, I don’t know how it is with the sex-life of plankton or whatever it is you biologists study,’ said Jackson, ‘but we could do with some help in revising and some moral support. All they can think about is this eternal bickering about money and a manuscript; they have only half a brain to spare for us. And they can go on and on bickering for an eternity, but this is our finals year. We get just one shot at a first, and if we miss it it’s gone for ever. They ought to be thinking about us and the college position in the annual league table . . .’


‘My tutor is okay,’ someone else put in.


‘Oh, the maths people are so far in the air they are above all this, I suppose.’


‘Bunter,’ said Peter quietly, ‘slip down there purporting to buy me some of that disgusting lardy cake, and find out if you can what Jackson is studying, and who his tutor is.’


 


Somehow Peter did not feel very tempted by the prospect of dinner in Hall at St Severin’s that evening. He resorted instead to dinner at Balliol, where he secured an invitation simply by telephoning his old friend, George Mason. He persuaded himself that he was not actually shirking; finding out if the trouble at St Severin’s was known to all Oxford, or still had the status of a private grief could conceivably influence the direction his investigation would take.


Those avatars of Jude the Obscure who yearn for the intellectual glories of Oxford and Cambridge colleges can fondly imagine that the conversations at High Tables are pitched at the highest storeys of ivory towers. But in the real world – and it is only a chimera, an aura shed by ancient architecture, that makes them seem unreal – colleges are conducted by a group of men, or in a few cases a group of women, who know each other very well, dine together often, have long ago exhausted their interest in each other’s subjects, are as capable of hating as of liking each other, and who keep the peace by talking of domestic trivia, the day’s headlines, the endless stream of gossip, while avoiding incendiary, that is to say interesting, subjects. A comforting and bland conversation accompanied dinner that night; only when the company rose and adjourned to the Senior Common Room for dessert did someone liven things up by asking a medievalist if he had heard a rumour that St Severin’s might sell their Boethius.


For the benefit of another guest – a rather bewildered-looking captain of industry – the Master explained that the book was a work of ancient philosophy written by Manlius Severinus Boethius, which had therefore been given to St Severin’s.


‘Is it worth a lot?’ the industrialist asked.


‘Perhaps half a million pounds,’ said the Master.


‘Good God!’ said the industrialist. ‘For a book?’


The Balliol dons exchanged glances. The medievalist explained courteously that the book was very ancient. It was written in Latin, of course, but the copy in question had been annotated in Anglo-Saxon, giving rise to the possibility that it was the copy that had belonged to King Alfred.


‘Weren’t those Dark Ages people illiterate?’ asked the industrialist.


‘It is a matter of record that King Alfred could read,’ said the medievalist. ‘And in Latin as well as English.’ Then, rising from his chair, he said it was getting late, and he bade the company goodnight.


His departure dislodged the others round the table, leaving Peter with his friend George Mason sitting alone, the fruit and nuts and the port and claret before them. The college silver gleamed gently in the candlelight.


‘You are very quiet tonight, Peter,’ said George. ‘What’s got your tongue?’


‘I am capable of listening and learning,’ said Peter plaintively.


‘You were interested in that manuscript, I take it,’ said George. ‘The person to ask about that is a woman scholar – Mary Fowey at Shrewsbury College. She’s your girl for all things late Latin. Where are you staying? At the Mitre? I dare say we could find you a room if you need one.’


‘Thank you, George,’ said Peter, ‘but I am comfortably lodged in St Severin’s.’


‘The devil you are! Whatever connection do you have there?’


‘I am the Visitor,’ said Peter, grimacing.


George stared at him. ‘I keep forgetting you are a duke,’ he said at last. ‘It seems ridiculous, somehow, when I think how we used to romp around.’


‘It cannot seem more ridiculous to you than it does to me,’ said Peter. ‘I’m not surprised you forget it. But what I would like forgotten at present is the connection between a duke and Peter Wimsey the detective.’


‘Surely everybody knows . . .’


‘There isn’t anything that everybody knows,’ said Peter. ‘Which leaves us the fun of finding out.’


‘Change your mind,’ said George. ‘Let me find you a room in Balliol. It’s only a step away from St Severin’s.’


‘A room in St Severin’s is right on the spot, though. Why do you want to move me, George?’


‘St Severs isn’t a healthy place,’ said George. ‘Must be something in the water. People dream strange dreams, and have improbable accidents there. Fatal accidents, even.’


‘Whereas Balliol possesses a fount of immortality?’


‘We are both of us immortal so far,’ said George.


 


It was nearly eleven before Peter got back to his rooms in St Severin’s. Bunter was waiting up for him.


‘Is there a phone any nearer than the porters’ lodge?’ Peter asked him.


‘There is a phone in the Warden’s study, Your Grace,’ said Bunter.


‘None of that, Bunter,’ said Peter. ‘We are detecting now, and I am my lord, or even Peter when we are in private.’


‘As you wish, my lord,’ said Bunter.


‘Show me the way to the Warden’s study,’ said Peter. ‘Like an impecunious undergraduate I need to phone home.’


Harriet picked up the phone saying, ‘Peter?’


‘Oh dear life, when shall it be, That my eyes thine eyes shall see . . .’ he began.


‘Lonely in Oxford?’ said Harriet. ‘Don’t be silly, Peter.’


‘It really is like the old days when you rebuke me for expressions of longing,’ Peter said.


‘I thought you would be having fun,’ she said. ‘I am a bit lonely here without you.’


‘Isn’t my mother good company? How is she?’


‘As you left her – very lively in spells, and very sleepy in others.’


‘How is that speech on Le Fanu coming along?’
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