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Prelude: Christmas is Coming

It was the perfect night for a ghost hunt. So, at least, it might have seemed to devotees of old Hammer horror movies and the psycho-dramas of Hollywood. True, there was no thunder and lightning but rain fell in unremitting cascades from a hearse-black sky and a December wind thrashed it about Cambridge’s ancient courts and buildings. The last frenzied Christmas shoppers had long since deserted the neon-lit entreaties of Lion Yard and the Grafton Centre. Few vehicles roamed the streets of a city which found itself in that hiatus period when preparations for the mid-winter fest had not quite ended and the partying had not quite begun.

Midway along Jesus Lane the massive Gothic portal of St Thomas’s College was firmly shut. Inside, the lamp standards at each corner of Chapel Court illuminated the silver shoals of rain that plashed past almost horizontally. A few lighted windows indicated the presence of fellows and senior members in residence. Otherwise all was darkness.

There were no lights on F staircase but it was inhabited. Its cramped first-floor landing was occupied by three people who held torches and communicated in brief, hushed sentences. Andy Rowsell hunched over the equipment he had set up in the open doorway of the college servants’ room and muttered to himself as he scrutinized the array of computer screens.

‘Any readings yet, Andy?’ Cynthia – Little Cynth, as most people knew her – called out for the third time from where she sat, huddled inside her heavy topcoat, at the top of the staircase which curled down to the ground floor.

For the third time, Andy ignored the question.

The chilled silence returned, somehow intensified by the relentless pattering of rain on the college servants’ room window. Then, close by, the chapel clock chimed once.

‘Eleven thirty.’ Jenny Collard detached herself from the door against which she had been leaning, hands thrust deep into the pockets of her anorak. ‘Cynth, perhaps you’d like to take a look upstairs.’

Before the teenager could respond, Andy said, ‘No way! No bloody way! She’ll go blundering into my camera, recorders and sensors. It took me ages to get them set up in exactly the right places.’

Jenny shone her torch in Cynthia’s direction. With several hours’ vigil to go it was essential for the leader to assert her authority. ‘I’m sure she’ll be careful, won’t you, Cynth?’

By way of response Andy grunted, then added, ‘Well, you’d better go, too. Show her where everything is. Anyway, she’s probably too scared to go by herself up the haunted stairs. Whooo!’ He took two paces across the narrow landing, waving his hands at Cynthia, who jumped up and shrank back against the wall.

‘Andy, shut up!’ Jenny flashed her torch full in his face. ‘This is a serious experiment, not some adolescent lark!’

‘Ooh, sorry, Miss. Shall I go and stand in the corner?’ He turned back to his equipment.

Jenny shrugged and not for the first time wondered why Andy had volunteered his services to the Psychic Investigation Unit. Not that one could be choosy. The shoestring organization needed all the help it could get. The young PhD student was certainly an expert on the technical aspects of a vigil. Jenny glanced approvingly at the cables, neatly taped together, snaking their way up the staircase. It would just make life so much easier if he could avoid getting everyone’s back up. She tugged the woolly hat further down over her ears. ‘Come on, then, Cynth,’ she said. ‘Let’s see if we can see anything happening up there.’

She led the way into the blackness of the upper staircase. Cynthia followed very close behind, nervously watching where she put her feet.

A sudden crash shattered the silence.

Cynthia let out a squeak. She grabbed at Jenny’s coat to stop herself falling back.

For several seconds the three investigators froze. Then there came the sound of heavy footfalls on the lower staircase. Someone had come in from the courtyard, banging the door behind them.

The figure that emerged was a bulky man in his sixties holding before him a dripping umbrella which he proceeded to shake vigorously as he stepped on to the landing.

‘Aha,’ the newcomer announced peering through the gloom. ‘The witching hour approaches. Thought it was high time I showed up. Wouldn’t want to miss the fun when the spooks appear.’

Jenny hoped her involuntary grimace did not show. ‘Good evening, Professor. Good of you to join us. May I introduce my colleagues. This is I think you know, Cynthia Fell and Andrew Rowsell? This is Professor Hockridge, fellow of St Thomas’s. I mentioned that he’d probably be joining us.’

‘No “probably” about it, Miss Collard. I insisted. When my esteemed colleagues agreed to all this hocus-pocus,’ he waved a hand in the direction of Andy’s consoles, ‘I told them there would have to be an official college presence. I’m it.’

‘I take it you think this is all a waste of time,’ Andy responded. Jenny could sense his suppressed hostility.

The half-light sculpted the professor’s flaccid features into harsh lines and gave his superior smile the appearance of a melodramatic leer. ‘My dear young man, I’m sure you and your friends believe in what you’re doing. I’m equally sure that you mean well. But if ever I was persuaded to take this psychic stuff seriously – well, I’d have to unlearn over forty years of scientific training. We live in a physical universe and everything in it is governed by physical laws. The fact that we don’t yet understand how all those laws work is no reason to fill in the gaps with medieval superstition.’

Under his breath Andy muttered something that sounded to Jenny like ‘patronizing bastard’. Aloud he said, ‘Wouldn’t you agree that a scientist’s worst enemy is a closed mind?’

‘Certainly.’

‘Good, because what we’re engaged in here is a scientific experiment. We’ve got up-to-date equipment – surveillance cameras, digital still cameras, microphones, CD recording gear, passive infra-red detectors, thermometers and barometers, all linked into a computer. If anything happens up there,’ Andy nodded towards the staircase, ‘which can’t yet be explained by your physical laws, it’ll be recorded. We’ll have evidence – data we can analyse. Nothing very medieval about that.’

Hockridge gave a grunt by way of reply, then turned his back on Andy. ‘Well, let’s see if we can’t summon up this spectre of yours.’

He took a pace across the landing. Andy quickly followed and laid a restraining hand on his shoulder. ‘For God’s sake watch where you’re going. All this stuff’s expensive.’

The professor did not turn. ‘I have my own torch here. You needn’t be worried that I’ll break your precious toys.’ He clicked on his torch and a powerful beam splashed the curving stairs with light. Purposefully he began to climb. Andy glared after him.

‘Sorry about this, Andy,’ Jenny said, following Hockridge’s progress up the stairs. ‘You know we had to agree to let the professor come. Hopefully he’ll have a nose round then leave us in …’

‘What the … Aagh!’

The scream came from the upper staircase.

The investigators stared at the bend of the stairs round which Hockridge had just disappeared.

They saw him fall back, arms flailing. They heard the bony crack as his head struck one of the stone steps. Then the heavy body half-rolled, half-slithered till it lay sprawled at their feet.

For a moment the three of them stared down at the motionless figure. It was Andy who recovered first. He knelt beside the recumbent form and flashed a torch in his face. ‘Out cold,’ he muttered. ‘See what you can do for him, Jenny. Cynth, you’d better come with me. Let’s find out what frightened our fat friend.’

He set off up the stairs with the visibly trembling Cynthia almost treading on his heels.

Jenny bent over the professor who had fallen, face upwards. Uncertain what to do, she tried shaking his shoulder. ‘Professor! Professor Hockridge! Are you OK?’ Then she noticed the blood forming a pool around his head. ‘Damn! Damn! Damn!’ Desperately she tried to remember the elementary first aid she had once learned. What was she supposed to do? Loosen his clothing? She scrabbled at his tie and collar. ‘Come on! Wake up!’ she muttered. Then she brought her face close to the upturned face.

The rain had eased. The silence was intense.

After several seconds Jenny stood up. She felt for the wall and leaned against it for support. Words came eventually in short gasps. ‘Andy … I think … I think he isn’t … breathing.’


‘’Twas the Night Before Christmas’

The Vice-Chancellor’s Christmas Eve parties are highlights of the Cambridge social calendar and invitations are greatly prized by members of town and gown. The office of Vice-Chancellor is held in rotation by heads of colleges, and this provides scope for a certain amount of individuality in the drawing up of guest lists but protocol dictates that the majority of invitees will be masters, faculty heads, civic dignitaries and their wives. Dr Nathaniel Gye, lecturer in parapsychology and fellow of Beaufort College, was therefore flattered and surprised to receive an invitation. He was also intrigued to know why the embossed, gilt-edged card had arrived only three days before the event.

‘I still reckon we were only invited to make up numbers,’ Kathryn Gye said as they walked the short distance along Trumpington Street from Beaufort to the Fitzwilliam Museum, the venue for this year’s event. Even after eight years of living in Britain her voice had not lost its soft, American drawl.

‘Very possibly,’ Nat shrugged, ‘but it’s not the sort of chance you turn down.’

‘Well, promise me we won’t stay too long. I’ve still got a hell of a lot of wrapping to do.’

‘You and me both,’ Nat agreed. ‘Still, your folks won’t be sorry if we don’t hurry back. They’ve been longing to spend some time alone with the boys ever since they flew in from Pittsburgh. Your mother’s eyes positively lit up when I said we’d leave them to put Ed and Jerry to bed.’

They climbed the steps to the Fitzwilliam’s Corinthian portico, deposited their topcoats and joined the queue moving up the staircase to be presented to their host and hostess.

‘Nine thirty,’ Kathryn whispered in her husband’s ear. ‘Not a minute longer.’

‘OK.’ Nat grinned and stooped forward to mutter conspiratorially, ‘Let’s synchronize watches.’

Kathryn grimaced. ‘I know you too well, Nat Gye. It’ll be, “Hang on a moment, Darling. There’s one more person I must have a word with,” and you’ll disappear back into the mêlée for half an hour.’

‘I promise. Nine thirty and we’re away.’

A couple of hours later, when Nat checked his watch he complimented himself for keeping his word. It was eighteen minutes past nine and he reckoned he had done his social duty. He had chatted with everyone he wanted to chat with and several that he did not particularly want to chat with. He had done the circuit of the first-floor galleries under the gaze of seventeenth and eighteenth-century portraits, drunk three glasses of a more-than-passable Chablis and eaten his quota of bouchées.

He was just about to go in search of Kathryn when someone behind him said, ‘Dr Gye, isn’t it?’

Nat turned and saw a small, rotund figure with silvery-grey hair brushed back from a lined forehead. Nat knew at once that he ought to be able to put a name to the face. The man, immaculate in hand-sewn, pinstriped worsted, had the air of someone who expected to be recognized. Nat cudgelled his memory as he shook the outstretched hand.

After a few embarrassed seconds, the stranger came to his rescue. ‘Joseph Zuylestein. How do you do, Dr Gye.’

‘Sir Joseph, delighted to meet you.’ Recollection at last kicked in: Sir Joseph Zuylestein, retired international banker, recently installed as the new Master of St Thomas’s. ‘Are you settling well in Cambridge?’

The little man made a non-committal noise and Nat noticed the anxiety in his eyes and the nervous flapping of his hands.

Zuylestein said, ‘Dr Gye, can you spare me a few minutes?’

Nat resisted the temptation to glance at his watch. ‘Of course, but …’

‘Good, good. Let’s … er … Please.’ He turned abruptly and weaved his way to a door in a corner of the gallery. He ushered Nat into what proved to be a small unoccupied office and closed the door behind him. ‘Won’t you, please …’ He motioned Nat to a chair but remained standing himself.

Several seconds of awkward silence followed before Zuylestein said, ‘I realize this must seem absurdly cloak and dagger but I’m afraid I’ve been guilty of a little deception. I persuaded the Vice-Chancellor to invite you because I wanted very much – very much indeed – to meet you confidentially.’

‘Surely, Sir Joseph, a simple telephone call …’

The other man shook his head energetically. ‘No, no, it isn’t possible to arrange things in the conventional way. Please, bear with me a moment and I’ll explain.’

‘Well, Sir Joseph, as it happens I am in something of a hurry. We have people staying for Christmas and my wife and I …’

‘Of course, of course. I mustn’t trespass on your family celebration.’ He drew a long white envelope from an inside pocket. ‘I’ve written down the salient facts and I’ll let you have this if you decide you can help us. First I had to meet you – away from the public gaze – to see if I could persuade you to at least consider coming to our aid.’

He paused and seemed again to be floundering for words. ‘You might already have guessed what this is about,’ he ventured eventually.

‘Professor Hockridge’s death? I was sorry to hear …’

‘Exactly so, Dr Gye, exactly so. “The St Thomas’s ghost strikes again.” The press have had a field day over this untimely accident. The college has been besieged … besieged. First it was just the Cambridge Evening Star. Then the television people turned up with their cameras bombarding the porters’ lodge. Now the national tabloids have got on the track of a supposedly sensational story. We’ve had media people all over the place. Perhaps you begin to understand the need for this somewhat theatrical tete-a-tete. If I’d been seen to be consulting Cambridge’s most celebrated expert on the … er … supernatural … Well, you can imagine tomorrow’s headlines: “TV ghost hunter to lay St Tom’s spook.”’

‘Having one’s face on television can certainly be a problem. But I can’t really see why you want to “consult” me, as you say. As I understand it, Professor Hockridge suffered a heart attack while assisting in an experiment being carried out by the Psychic Investigation Unit. The circumstances were certainly bizarre but wouldn’t the best policy be simply to ignore the media circus? By the time Christmas is over they’ll have moved on to pastures new. It’ll be a nine-days wonder.’

‘Would that that were true, Dr Gye. Would that that were true. Jeremy’s – Professor Hockridge’s – death is just the latest in a string of incidents stretching back long before I came to St Thomas’s. You doubtless know the bare details.’

Nat nodded. ‘One of the St Tom’s undergrads died of a drug overdose some ten years ago. A tragic business but sadly not all that uncommon. Since then there have been occasional unexplained disturbances in his rooms.’

‘Substantially correct. The boy’s name was Paul Sutton, a third-year student living in F5. After his death, the room wasn’t exactly popular with junior members. You know how superstitions can develop. There were supposed manifestations. Of course, all this is what I’ve gleaned from fellows and college staff – members and visitors began claiming to hear noises and see ghostly shapes. It proved difficult to find anyone willing to take up residence there.’

‘I’ve heard some of the stories.’ Nat was becoming intrigued despite himself.

‘Exactly! That’s just the point. Everyone heard the stories – and the inevitable exaggerations of the stories. And they did no good for the college’s image. But how to stop them? In my predecessor’s day there were frequent, sometimes heated arguments among the fellows. Suggested solutions varied from exorcism to psychic investigations. Eventually – characteristically perhaps – the decision was taken to do … nothing.’ Zuylestein’s lips curled in disdain. ‘Mental paralysis – the curse of academe! F5 was closed. It’s now a lumber room. Everyone hoped the problem would go away. Pah! Ostriches and sand come to mind.’

‘And you reversed this policy, Sir Joseph?’

Zuylestein allowed himself the faintest of smiles. ‘There’s no secret about my election as Master. My whole professional life has been in the world of finance and St Thomas’s desperately needs money. The college decided it was high time to make friends of unrighteous mammon. It’s up to me to deliver the goods and I can do so. I have the contacts which could, potentially, unlock millions in benefaction.’

‘But not if St Thomas’s can’t handle a situation which makes it look slightly ridiculous?’

Sir Joseph turned to stare out of the window at the lights on the far side of Coe Fen. ‘I can’t, of course, comment on delicate negotiations in hand but what you say is substantially correct. We have strong competitors for the financial resources available. I was – still am – of the opinion that we should clear the matter up once and for all. I took the bull by the horns and persuaded the governing body to ask Jenny Collard and the PIU to do a proper scientific investigation. Jeremy Hockridge was violently opposed to the idea and he was followed by a sizeable faction. I got my motion through but Jeremy insisted on personally keeping a watching brief – with what turned out to be fatal results.’

‘Very awkward for the college,’ Nat said, ‘but I’m afraid I don’t see what I can do to help.’

‘You have a reputation in these matters.’

Nat opened his mouth to respond but Zuylestein hurried on. ‘No false modesty, please, Dr Gye. I’ve made careful enquiries, not least of your friend, Jenny Collard. We have to have a swift conclusion of this wretched business – swift and discreet. There’s only one person I know of who can do it.’

Nat shook his head. ‘I’m flattered, of course, Sir Joseph, but …’

Zuylestein brandished the envelope. ‘I haven’t told you everything. There have been certain other developments – unpleasant, even sinister developments – which I cannot divulge if you choose not to help us. I don’t exaggerate when I say that they could prove absolutely disastrous for St Thomas’s. I’m asking – begging if you like – for your assistance. I wouldn’t dream of anything suggesting bribery but we would certainly demonstrate our appreciation for anything you could do for us.’ He laid the envelope on the desk beside Nat’s chair. ‘If you decide to help you will find most of the material you need in there. If not I know I can count on you not to repeat anything of our conversation elsewhere.’

The moments of awkward silence that followed were broken by the chiming of an ornate marble clock which stood on a corner table.

‘Oh my God!’ Nat jumped up. ‘Sir Joseph, I really must go. I’ll think seriously about what you’ve said.’

He dashed to the door, fled through the gallery occupied now by only a few lingering guests and catering staff collecting up plates and glasses, and strode down the staircase towards the figure of Kathryn, standing in the foyer with a face like thunder. Only as he reached her, searching desperately for words of apology, did he realize that in his right hand he was clutching a long white envelope.


The Second Day of Christmas

‘The best thing about Christmas is the day after.’ Kathryn yawned, stretched and then nestled into the pillow.

Beside her, Nat echoed the yawn. He was lying in his dressing gown on top of the covers. ‘Actually, it’s the day after the day after. Look, the papers are here to prove it.’ He rustled the copy of The Times that he was reading.

Kathryn groaned. ‘Well, it just felt like it was going on for ever. Next year we’ll book into a hotel and pay someone else to pamper us.’

‘It was great having your parents here and they really enjoyed themselves.’

‘Beats me where they get the energy from at their age. Playing party games into the small hours then up again early to set off on their lightning European tour. Paris today, then Vienna for New Year. It makes my head spin just thinking about it.’

‘Ed and Jerry really loved the gear your folks gave them. When I went down to collect the paper just now they were already out in the garden doing pitching practice.’

Kathryn edged herself up to a sitting position. ‘Well anything that prises them away from video games has to be a good thing. And the longer we can put off breakfast the better.’ She rubbed her temples. ‘My head’s still throbbing from last night’s party. Terry’s fruit cup was lethal.’

‘Would you like me to get you a coffee?’

‘No, thanks.’ She turned on to her side. ‘Stop being so disgustingly energetic. Wake me up some time next year.’

Nat peered at her over the top of his reading glasses. ‘We’ll have to rejoin the land of the living soon. We promised to take the boys swimming.’

Kathryn groaned. ‘Can’t we put it off till tomorrow?’

‘Yes, if you’ll explain to them. Actually I have to go into Cambridge anyway. I must return that letter to St Tom’s.’

‘What!’ Kathryn was suddenly awake and sitting up. ‘Why do you want to do that?’

‘Because I can’t see that I can do anything to help them.’

‘I thought you said taking the letter from Zuylestein meant that you were committed.’

‘I know, but I’ve been thinking about it. I haven’t read the letter, so if I return it unopened with a suitably apologetic note I shan’t be morally bound to get involved.’

‘But why don’t you want to get involved? It’s the sort of incident that’s right up your street.’

Nat dropped the newspaper on the floor. ‘I wish people would stop tell me that anything vaguely connected with the supernatural is “up my street”.’

Kathryn frowned. ‘OK, let me rephrase that. It sounds like an interesting case. You don’t usually turn your back on unusual happenings like this one.’

Nat shrugged. ‘What’s interesting? A fat old don who notoriously abuses his body with brandy and general over-indulgence falls down a stone staircase and has a heart attack. The police pathologist was satisfied that that was what happened. So, where’s the story?’

‘The story is in why he fell. What did he see that caused him to miss his footing?’ Kathryn was glaring and Nat noticed that her cheeks were flushed.

‘I don’t know what he saw, what he thought he saw or whether he saw anything at all. Nor does anybody else. That’s the point.’

‘You’ve lost me.’

Nat gave a long-suffering sigh. ‘I should have thought it was obvious. Whenever I investigate the supposed sighting of a supernatural phenomenon the first thing I do is talk to the witnesses. I have to know whether any of them were psychologically “programmed” to have an unexplained experience; try to identify possible unconscious reactions; determine whether the subject is prone to unusual stress – you know the sort of thing. That’s where I start. That’s where any proper psychic investigation starts. Well, in this case there’s only one witness and I can’t very well interview him.’

‘I thought Zuylestein said there were other confidential issues that hadn’t come out so far.’

‘Yes, well that’s the crux of it. St Tom’s has serious money problems. Everyone knows that.’ Nat swung his legs over the edge of the bed. ‘Zuylestein is looking round desperately for anyone who can pull their financial chestnuts out of the fire. I’m not the right guy for that sort of job.’

‘But … Oh, you’re impossible!’ Kathryn looked daggers at him.

‘Why? What have I done?’

‘I’ll bet if this story had been sent to you by one of your TV fans you’d be rushing to follow it up.’

Nat stared into the dressing table mirror and brushed his thinning hair. ‘That’s fair comment. I am chary of this St Tom’s business. It’s too close to home.’

He saw Kathryn’s puzzled frown in reflection and went on. ‘It’s all this cloak and dagger stuff. I couldn’t keep it up. People would know I was involved. Colleagues, not to mention my professor, would want to know what I was up to. I’d be hounded by the press. And if any confidential information leaked out, guess who’d get the blame. Anyway, why are you so keen for me to become Sir Joseph’s whipping boy?’

Kathryn slipped out of bed and strode across to the bathroom. As the door closed behind her, she muttered, ‘I read the letter.’

Minutes later, when she re-emerged, Nat was standing in the same place, scowling. ‘Some kind of explanation might be in order,’ he said, with what he considered to be masterly self-control.

With studied nonchalance Kathryn began extracting clothes from a drawer. ‘I was damned cross when you kept me waiting after the Vice-Chancellor’s party. Then you came bounding down the staircase, babbling something about a mysterious meeting with the Master of St Tom’s and brandishing an envelope.’ She pulled off her nightdress and turned towards him with a defiant stare. ‘I was curious. I thought you owed me.’

‘So you ripped open the envelope without bothering to say anything to me.’

Kathryn sat on the bed with her back to him as she wriggled into a pair of jeans. ‘I didn’t know you were desperate to keep it secret from me.’

‘Oh, don’t be silly!’ Nat yanked open a wardrobe and began rummaging for his clothes. ‘It’s not a question of keeping anything from you. It’s just that you’ve made things damned difficult for me with Zuylestein.’

‘Perhaps if you’d bothered to tell me that you weren’t going to take on this St Tom’s problem …’ Her voice was muffled as she pulled an Aran sweater over her head.

Nat grabbed a shirt from its hanger. ‘Oh, of course, I should have realized that it was all my fault. Silly of me!’

‘Now you’re being childish!’ Kathryn strode to the door. She turned briefly before leaving. ‘You can’t wear that shirt. It needs washing.’

After a frosty breakfast Nat went up to his study. He found the envelope and scrutinized it. It had obviously been opened neatly with a knife but there was no way of concealing the fact. He took out two thick sheets of college notepaper. He laid them on the desk without unfolding them. He stared at them. His hand hovered over the crisp, white stationery. He smoothed the pages out and saw the St Thomas’s crest and, below it, several lines of tidy, very small handwriting. Then, with a sudden movement, he slipped the letter back into the envelope. He took a sheet of his own notepaper from a desk drawer and began to write. Choosing his words with great care he explained that though the master’s letter had been opened by mistake, he was returning it unread. He wished Sir Joseph well in clearing up the business of the college ‘ghost’ but regretted that he felt unable to help. Then he sealed all the papers inside another envelope, marked it ‘Sir Joseph Zuylestein – PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL’ and zipped it inside the bag in which he had already packed his swimming gear.

Kathryn had cried off the expedition to the pool, claiming that with everyone else out of the house she would be able to do some serious post-Christmas tidying up. Nat knew it was an excuse but declined to argue, even though their sons pulled faces and grumbled. After an energetic hour in the water the boys decided that they were so famished that only a burger would satisfy them. Nat resisted the demand for Big Macs and the argument continued all the way from the leisure centre and across Parker’s Piece. Eventually Nat compromised by agreeing to Kentucky Fried Chicken. The three of them had just settled to their ‘finger-licking’ meal at a table in the window when a voice behind them said, ‘Hello, Nat, I didn’t know you were a KFC fan.’

Nat turned and saw a diminutive young woman with short dark hair crammed under a bright red bobblehat. ‘Jenny, how nice.’ He smiled, genuinely pleased to see his infectiously enthusiastic ex-doctoral student. ‘Have you eaten? Come and join us.’

Jenny Collard plonked her carton on the table and perched beside Jerry. ‘Hi, boys,’ she said. ‘Had a good Christmas?’

Ed and Jerry muttered something through mouthfuls of chips and were soon happily reminiscing about presents received and games played for Jenny’s benefit. Eventually she glanced at Nat. ‘And what about the harassed parents? How was it for you?’

‘Harassed,’ Nat replied with a laugh.

‘And now, I suppose, you’ve left the little woman doing all the clearing up. Men!’

‘Kathryn’s choice entirely,’ Nat protested.

Minutes of small talk followed before Jenny asked, wrinkling her freckled nose in a frown, ‘By any chance, has the Master of St Tom’s contacted you?’

‘Yes, he invited me to a party last week – at your instigation, I gather.’

‘Good … And?’ She looked at him, head on one side, blue-grey eyes sparkling with curiosity.

‘And what?’

‘Oh, come on, Nat. Don’t be infuriating. Old Sir Joe talked to you about the nasty business with Prof Hockridge, didn’t he?’

‘Yes, that must have been a nasty shock for you.’

‘I’ve had better days. Hockridge was a pain in the arse. He didn’t want our investigation and he was doing his level best to mess it up but …’ Jenny waved a hand by way of finishing the sentence.

‘What exactly happened? If you don’t mind talking about it?’

‘I don’t mind. Quite the opposite. I’d probably have come to see you anyway, if I hadn’t bumped into you like this.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know, really.’ She frowned distractedly and chewed a mouthful of chicken in silence. ‘I’m sure that there’s some evidence I’m missing. Naturally, I’d like to believe that the professor’s fall was the result of some psychic phenomenon. Did he see something … or feel something? Was he pushed? It all happened so suddenly … And yet I have this nagging feeling that if only I could get every detail clear in my mind … Oh, I dunno.’ She sighed her frustration.

His interest roused, Nat said, ‘Try going through the events in order. That often helps.’

‘I seem to have done very little else for the last couple of weeks. You know what it’s like when you have a nagging problem in your head. It keeps popping up when you’re trying to get on with other things.’

‘OK, let me start you off. You took your PIU team to St Tom’s to investigate some manifestations in one of the student rooms.’

‘It was pretty difficult right from the start. The fellows were embarrassed about inviting us there. They tried to swear us to complete secrecy. Well, you know how impossible that is. Any sniff of the supernatural and everyone gets curious. Still, we did our best. No one knew the date of our vigil except the handful of people who had to know. I’ll swear nothing leaked out at our end. I’m sure the staircase and the rooms off it were empty when we got there. It was a vile night so there was hardly anyone around in the college. We helped Andy get his gear set up.’
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