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Author’s Note



While the University of Cambridge, England, of course exists, St Michael’s College does not. I have randomly placed St Mike’s on a make-believe plot of land backing onto the River Cam, and pre-empted the architectural features of several famous colleges to serve the needs of St Mike’s and of my narrative.


All members and staff of this imaginary college are likewise figments of my imagination.





Cast of Characters



Dr D. X. L. MARBURGER – Master of St Michael’s College, University of Cambridge, England. His best-laid plans to replenish the college’s dwindling coffers are rapidly undone by murder.


Mr BOWLES – College Bursar. A canny man with an uncanny eye for the bottom line.


THE REVEREND DR OTIS – College Dean. A wooly-headed lamb among the wolves?


JAMES BASSETT – Knighted for his services to literature, Sir James is less than gallant when his former wife joins the weekend’s festivities.


INDIA BASSETT née BURROWS – Lady Bassett has never been the jealous type, but this weekend may test her limits.


ALEXANDRA (LEXY) LAURANT – She may still carry a torch for her ex-husband, but everyone wonders: What exactly does she plan to do with it?


GWENNAP PENGELLY – A celebrity crime reporter, she’ll do anything to get the scoop.


HERMIONE JAX – An academic who revels in her reputation as a bluestocking of high moral standards and long memory.


CONSTANCE DUNNING – An American who complains about everything. Murder ruining her holiday is simply the last straw.


KARL DUNNING – Constance’s financier husband, necessarily a man of infinite patience – or is he?


AUGIE CRAMB – An American dot-com millionaire and St Michael’s alumnus, he has old, and often fond, memories of his college days.


SEBASTIAN BURROWS – A golden lad with little use for the weekend’s visitors, especially since they include his parents.


SAFFRON SELLERS – Sebastian’s girlfriend. A hard-working undergraduate, has she learned too much for her own good?


DETECTIVE CHIEF INSPECTOR ARTHUR ST JUST – As usual, he’s called in for a case that requires unusually delicate handling.


PORTIA DE’ATH – St Just’s inamorata. Once again, her fine romance takes a back seat to murder.


GERALDO VALENTIANO – A millionaire playboy with little interest in the victims he often leaves behind.


SERGEANT GARWIN FEAR, DR MALENFANT, and CONSTABLE BRUMMOND – DCI St Just’s assistants in solving the most baffling of crimes.


WILLIAM TRINITY – The college’s Head Porter.


MARY GOOSE – College chef.


KUROKAWA MASAKI – A brilliant student with his head always in the clouds, but he notices more than he lets on.


JASON WRIGHT – Rowing coach.


MARIGOLD ARKWRIGHT – College bedder.




 


 


 


‘In Xanadu did Kubla Khan


A stately pleasure-dome decree,


Where Alph, the sacred river, ran


Through caverns measureless to man


Down to a sunless sea.’


– SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE
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CHAPTER 1



Alma Mater


Founded around the time King Henry VIII was selling off ‘his’ monasteries, St Michael’s College of the University of Cambridge spreads in haphazard fashion by the River Cam, a model of functional medieval architecture wedded to Tudor bombast and, later, Victorian excess.


The University itself, of which the college is a part, was formed by a group of tearaway scholars escaping the wrath of the townspeople of Oxford, where clashes had ended with two students being hanged for murder, which incident should have given everyone in Cambridge pause. But by this time – the early 1200s – the inhabitants of Cambridge had survived the Romans, the Saxons, the Vikings, and the Normans, and, perhaps numbed into apathy at the sight of yet more new arrivals, rashly allowed the fledgling seat of learning to take hold.


St Mike’s, as it is inevitably called, is one of the lesser-known of thirty-two Cambridge colleges – a former Master liked to insist it was as well known as Trinity, which is like saying Marks and Spencer is as well known as Harrods – and it has never, even from its earliest days, been among the wealthiest of colleges. Indeed, it has more than once in its long history flirted with financial disaster. One early benefactor, having promised the college a substantial legacy, on the strength of which promise the college incurred various debts, was found on his death to be worth only £23. There were many other such incidents as the college slumbered its way through the centuries, betraying either a touching naiveté or a rampant incompetence on the part of those entrusted with St Mike’s care.


The college was, however, given a boost in early Victorian times by an infusion of funds from the will of a wealthy owner of smoke-belching smokestacks in the Midlands. A painting of this scowling, mutton-chopped benefactor hangs, like an old-fashioned ad for castor oil, in pride of place in the Hall – one of the conditions of his bequest. But this benefactor’s funds, too, had long since gone to repair the crumbling brick and clunch of the chapel, and by the late 1980s exuberant but doubtful investments in the stock market and offshore hedge funds had shrunk the college’s coffers still further. The stone walls, chipped in places and worn to a gloss in others, continued to flake and wear like a favored old coffee mug, and the college remained a constant source of anxiety for the Bursar and others in whose care she was entrusted. (Although named for a male saint, St Michael’s is female, as are all the colleges, and a high-maintenance female, at that.)


So it was that as the twentieth century drew to a close, the then-Master decreed ‘Something Must Be Done’, and the answer came back from the Senior Combination Room, as it had done since time immemorial: ‘Let’s hit up the old members for donations.’


Something resembling energy infused the normally antebellum spirit of the SCR. Brochures were produced on one of the college’s antique computers, and pleas personally signed by the Master were mailed out by the hundreds. This campaign met with little success (a thunderous silence, in fact), so much so that the suggestion of one wag – that the fundraising brochure be illustrated with a photo of a starving student holding a tin cup – was taken under serious consideration for as long as two weeks. Finally another idea was broached: Why not tempt graduates back to the college during the summer for a St Mike’s Open Weekend? The initial thought was that college members of specific years of matriculation would be invited, but over time it became the custom to carefully screen the guest list to include only the most successful – in monetary terms, that is – graduates. (One weekend in 1991 creative artists spawned by St Mike’s were invited, an experiment that was never to be repeated, as the artists proved not only to be living in less-than-genteel poverty, but to have accepted the invitation in the hope of being offered stipended Fellowships. They ended up alleviating their disappointment by making chip shots on the college’s manicured lawns and dressing the statue of the College’s Founder in women’s undergarments. One specialist in ‘Found Art’ left behind in his room a large tortoise. The hysterical bedder who discovered it was instrumental in instituting the ban on artists’ weekends at St Mike’s. A specialist in tortoise biology easily being located – this was Cambridge, after all – the tortoise was duly adopted and lived to a ripe age somewhere in the region of North Piddle.)


The Bursar was generally assigned the task of combing through the lists of members who, for good or ill, had made their mark on the world, and had been well compensated for the marking up. He gradually began to notice that 1988 had been a bonanza year for such luminaries at the college – that over the course of the past twenty or so years, several of the members who had matriculated or were in some way attached to the college in that year had achieved success and, more to the Bursar’s purposes, accumulated great wealth. It seems 1988 was one of those times, not unlike the Renaissance, perhaps, when the world burst with new ideas and energy before subsiding once more into its habitual indolence. In any event, the Bursar soon had a short list of worthies – the Master had asked that the gatherings be kept to under ten members, since spouses and guests were also encouraged to attend – and the college Fellows were duly summoned to hear the announcement concerning the upcoming festivities, to which most of them would not be invited.


(‘Good Lord, the idea is to get the old members to donate, not to revive any horrid lingering memories they may be harboring of the place,’ the Master had been heard to say. ‘No, the Fellows must be told in no uncertain terms: They are to stay away from the visitors unless instructed otherwise.’)


Over the years, a regular program had evolved to keep the targeted visitors suitably entertained. They would be invited to partake of a dinner on a Friday and a special buffet lunch in the Master’s Lodge on a Saturday, with a tea that afternoon and a Choral Evensong followed by a formal dinner in Hall, watched over by the portraits of the colleges’ Masters down through the years (portraits which had gotten bigger and bigger in an unspoken competition for Most Beloved and Important, so that the march of centuries, if not progress, was easy to trace). On Sunday would be a Sung Eucharist in the Chapel. As a special treat, the Library and College Gardens would be flung open, with lectures offered by the College Archivist and the Head Gardener, and an exhibition of College Silver would be mounted in the Senior Combination Room. An added highlight – a veritable pièce de résistance – was a tour of select student rooms, all carefully purged beforehand of traces of graffiti, scraps of unwashed clothing, seminal Marxist tracts, and empty liquor bottles.


In short, it always promised to be a weekend of the most stupendous dullness for any but the most steadfast and loyal alumnus or alumna, but in fact it proved over the years a surprisingly popular and successful venture, especially among the Americans, especially once a tasting of the College wines was added to the program. The Secretary of the College Wine Committee, an attractive man with a gift for smooth repartee, was on hand to answer questions on these occasions, where cases of College port and sherry were offered for sale, with free shipping thrown in for the Americans. 


If all went according to plan, purse strings (and tongues) would be loosened, and the coffers of St Mike’s would once more fill to overflowing.


This, in any event, was the plan, a plan that had been successful, in varying degrees, for many long years. It has since been largely agreed that no one could have foretold the calamitous events which took place during the particular reunion that is the subject of this story.


No one, after all, had ever suggested that the alumni of St Mike’s be invited back for a murder mystery weekend.





CHAPTER 2



A Hive of Activity


It was the upcoming Open Weekend that was the subject of a special meeting of the College Bursar and the College Dean, convened by the Master in his dark, Tudorish study one unseasonably warm evening in late June. The wealthy graduates were due to start arriving on July 4, and despite problems with the antique plumbing that had prompted some last-minute rearrangements and tested the bedders’ patience, everything looked set for a memorable weekend – more memorable, as has been mentioned, than anyone could have anticipated.


There was a general bustle of activity as the three settled in their accustomed places. The Master, having surveyed his small assembly with his habitual look of contempt, took his own seat at the head of the rectangular table, first flinging aside imaginary swallowtails like a concert pianist. He then offered his brethren a wintry smile, folded his hands in his lap, and turned with a nod in the general direction of the Bursar.


Ten minutes later, a student with the cheek to peer in through the mullioned windows of the study would have seen that the Bursar was just reaching the end of a list of projected events.


‘Let’s see now. Croquet set up on the lawn. Tennis courts and equipment made available. Yes, I think that’s it for the sporting activities. If they want to hire a punt they can easily walk into town. We could offer them access to the sculls . . .’


‘They’re getting too old for that, although they won’t think so,’ said the Master, a man long-boned, pale, and gray, like something thrown up on the tide. He was the kind of person who even if forced into jogging togs would manage to look as if he were wearing a suit and tie. He had a wife, rumored to be sickly. She was seldom trotted out, looking when she was like a spouse at the press conference of a politician who has just been caught in a prostitution ring, appearing dazed and disoriented as if shot through with tranquilizer darts.


‘It’s a young person’s sport. I’ll not have the weekend spoiled by the sound of rescue sirens piercing the night air,’ continued the Master.


The Dean – the Reverend Otis – nodded his agreement, the overhead light glinting on his polished head and setting his dandelion hair aglow, giving him a halo of sorts.


‘No, indeed. We wouldn’t want sirens to spoil the fun,’ he said in his earnest way. ‘Will there again be a tour of the Gardens following Wilton’s lecture? I do so enjoy that.’ He tapped fingertips together in a happy little pitty-pat of anticipation. He was a man who talked slowly and with extreme care, searching for each word, examining each thought before releasing it dove-like into the air. ‘Like a man with a bullet lodged in his head,’ the Master had been heard to say, most unkindly, behind his back.


Ignoring him, the Master again turned small, watery eyes the color of tarnished silver on the Bursar.


‘The dining arrangements?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’ The Bursar flipped open a new folder. This one was red to signal its importance. ‘Afternoon tea in the garden of the Master’s Lodge, weather permitting . . . a four-course dinner with wine in Hall at eight p.m. on Saturday accompanied by musical entertainment provided by our more talented undergraduates’ (‘When you find some, just be sure they’re told to be well out of the room before pudding is served,’ the Master interjected. ‘One can never know how they’ll behave.’) ‘. . . followed by a gathering for port, chocolates, and coffee in the Senior Combination Room. I say,’ the Bursar looked up from his spreadsheet, ‘do we have to give them chocolates? This is getting rather expensive.’ The Bursar, true to his calling and training, was a man with a keen eye for the bottom line.


‘Yes, Mr Bowles, we do. Belgian chocolates.’ The Bursar’s hand flew to his mouth to stem a cry of horror. He had been planning, as the Master had rightly surmised, to fob the guests off with something from the Christmas sale bin at Sainsbury’s. ‘This is no time to be penny-wise,’ continued the Master.


‘ “And is there honey still for tea?” ’ quoted the Reverend Otis.


‘No!’ said the Bursar, nearly shouting.


‘We’re going to be asking these people for donations in the hundreds of thousands of pounds,’ said the Master. ‘We’re frightfully lucky to have alumni who have done so well for themselves.’


He added this last sentence grudgingly, for the Master, who was a tremendous snob, was also extremely sensitive to the fact that St Mike’s was a college so small and obscure as to be invisible in the pantheon of notable Oxbridge colleges. He longed to be Master of a college in the grand tradition, to be able to boast of famous scientists and diarists nurtured upon the college’s bosom, but it was not to be. Neither a Nobel laureate nor an Archbishop of Canterbury had ever swollen the college’s ranks. Not even a prime minister. St Mike’s, although hundreds of years old, at the darker moments of its history had been remarkable only in that so many third-rate minds had managed to assemble under one roof.


When the Master looked at the competition – Peterhouse, founded 1284; Queens’, 1448; St John’s, 1511 – it was with the sinking sense of inevitability that however many centuries St Michael’s was in existence, and even if it one day managed to produce a Nobel Prize winner or two, it would never belong truly in the lineup of really old, really famous colleges. Even at two thousand years of age, it would remain young and somehow, forever, not quite the done thing.


Somehow this train of thought led him to face another anxiety that had been niggling at the corners of his mind for some time.


‘That old business of the scandal,’ he began. ‘I’m a bit concerned, you know.’


‘Quite,’ said the Bursar, catching him up immediately. ‘When I saw how the guest list was shaping up, I did wonder whether . . .’ As noted earlier, the Bursar, tasked with providing a list of candidates suitable for a genteel shakedown, had realized the students living in college in 1988 had turned out to be a remarkably successful lot. So he had subtly altered his usual methods of assembling his list: Those invited for this particular Open Weekend had not necessarily matriculated in the same year and were in fact a collection of former graduate and undergraduate students of varying ages.


‘That kind of thing can’t be encouraged,’ said the Master.


‘Not for one single moment. No indeed,’ said the Bursar.


All of this was moving right past the Dean, like leaves scattering before a gentle breeze.


‘Scandal?’ he said, his gentle eyes wide. ‘I don’t recall anything like that.’


The Master was not surprised. There could be nightly orgies and Black Masses on the High Table, and the Reverend Otis, almost childish in his innocence, would be the last to notice, or to understand what was transpiring if he did notice.


He gave the Dean a shriveling glance and said, ‘Well, you were here at the time, and they made little secret of it. It’s incredible that even you didn’t notice the drama.’


Typically, the Dean took no offense at the ‘even you.’


‘Let’s see. The year 1988, you say . . . I think I do remember something about it now. The blonde woman, wasn’t it? Two blondes, actually – isn’t that right? It was all so long ago. Surely . . .’ He didn’t finish the sentence. Otherworldly or not, it registered with the Dean that having all the players in such a story under one roof might make for an uncomfortable time, at least for some. Determined, as always, to put the best face on things, he continued, ‘Surely all is long forgiven now.’


The Master and the Bursar wiggled raised eyebrows at one another over the Dean’s head. Everyone except the Master held the Dean in the highest regard but he was without question the most useless Fellow about the place.


The Master said, ‘Even without that particular complication, I do so hope there won’t be any friction. These old boys – and now, of course, girls,’ he added, mournfully, placing an emphasis of distaste on the word. He was one of the old school that remained unreconciled to the admission of women to Cambridge. He might have been discussing an infestation of mice. ‘These old-boys’ get-togethers . . . I do wish we didn’t have to be bothered, really – bound to be trouble, however minor.’


‘Why do you say so, Master?’ asked the Reverend Otis, again wide-eyed, this time at the thought that anyone would choose strife when peace was such an easy alternative.


‘Because,’ the Master replied with exaggerated patience, knowing it was breath wasted, ‘only a certain type is drawn to these weekend reunion events, don’t you see? People with something to prove, people with something – whether a spouse or a car – to show off, people with . . .’ His voice trailed off.


‘With?’ prompted the Bursar.


The Master had been about to say, ‘People with a score to settle.’ The thought had emerged in his mind full-blown, unbidden. Uncomfortable thought. Thank God he had not spoken it aloud. The Bursar was a solid man, if a bit excitable at times. As for the Dean, well . . . The Dean had been born to demonstrate the meaning of the word ‘suggestible’.


‘Nothing, nothing,’ the Master said now. ‘I do rather wish the whole thing were over and done with this time, I must say.’


‘Soon enough,’ said the Dean, beaming on him kindly. ‘Soon enough.’





CHAPTER 3



Arrivistes


It was early July, usually nature’s cue for everyone to have long since decamped a University town for the beaches, the lakes, or the mountains. But Cambridge is so much more than a University town. For every student who leaves, five tourists tumble out of trains and buses and other conveyances to take his or her place. This yearly migration and renewal system is a welcome trade-off for most of the town’s tradespeople, students by and large having no money.


The curved staircase in the entrance hall of St Michael’s College also seemed to smile a greeting, sweeping up from either side of the walk-in fireplace to the landing – a landing from which the Master liked to issue the occasional sonorous proclamation; a landing which had been the scene of many an impromptu, ribald undergraduate performance. The elegance of the carved-wood balustrade, the stained-glass depiction of the college arms, and the thickness of the carpeted stairs were lost on most of that weekend’s visitors to St Mike’s, however, occupied as they were with their own thoughts. Even the sight of the academic gowns hanging on pegs in the entrance, reminders that they were entering an established if not hallowed seat of learning, went unnoticed and unremarked. Besides, they had seen it all before, years before, several times a day over the course of their studies.


Two of the visitors, Sir James Bassett and his wife, having arrived not by train but by Bentley, were already in their assigned room in the Rupert Brooke wing, continuing a conversation that had begun in London and kept them occupied all the way down the M11 to Cambridge from their much-admired town house (which, to their mutual delight, had been featured just the month before in Tatler). Rather, they were in India’s room, the college never since its monastic days (and never until the last trumpet sounds) being organized for couples. Sir James would spend the weekend in the room next door to his wife. Needless to say, there was no adjoining door.


‘What I don’t understand,’ Lady Bassett was saying now, and not for the first time, ‘is how you could not have realized?’ She held up a gauzy peignoir in a shade of dusky rose and gave it a good shake, staring at it critically as if she couldn’t quite decide what to do with it. This was likely true, as she was not used to unpacking: She always left all that to her maid. She gave the garment one more critical squint, then rolled it in a ball and stuffed it inside one of the drawers of the room’s massive oak bureau.


‘I mean, you must have known she was going to be here,’ she continued.


She held out to him a sheet of paper letterheaded with the college’s crest. Shook the list at him, rather, as if it were another puzzling garment from her suitcase. It contained the names of people attending the weekend gathering. With one finger, which trembled with outrage, she pointed at the offending name halfway down the list: Lexy Laurant.


Foolish of me not to have told her before, Sir James thought now. That was a miscalculation. But he’d been hoping to avert or at least delay the scene that was almost certain to arrive. He’d really doubted Lexy would attend, and couldn’t believe it when he saw the name on the final, official list. Even now he thought there was a chance she might not show. She’d claimed an undying hatred for the place at one time. It was the type of dramatic statement Lexy was given to. He spoke the thought aloud.


‘She spoke of her “Undying Hatred” of the place, India. Capital U, capital H. I never dreamed she’d even reply to the invitation.’ He shook his head ruefully. ‘Dear old Lexy. Always one for melodrama.’


‘Yes, dear old Lexy,’ repeated India.


‘She may not show up.’


‘She will, if only to annoy me. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have come. I’ll spend the whole weekend avoiding her, or being forced to pretend how thrilled I am to see her. And after the letters she’s sent you, I would think you would be less than thrilled, too.’


Sir James sighed. ‘I know. She can’t help it, you know. She gets depressed, and she was used to thinking of me as someone she could talk openly with. “Share her feelings”, is I’m sure how she’d put it.’


‘You shouldn’t have burned those letters she sent. I have a bad feeling about this. It’s like she’s, well, stalking you. Us.’


He took her hand in his, and traced the blue veins showing against the sun-warmed skin. He didn’t think India’s concern was whether or not he loved her – that she knew. India was not a woman given to jealousy, one of the reasons he had grown to love her more than life. But he told her now, just in case.


‘You know you are my life, my heart, and my soul. Don’t worry. It’s only for a couple of days. It will be fine.’


She disagreed, but she kissed him anyway.


Several doors away, the topic of this marital conversation had indeed shown up and was removing her clothes from the scented tissue in which her maid had wrapped them for the trip. She wasn’t thinking of Sir James, however, or even of India (whom she refused, in any case, to think of as Lady Bassett. Stuff that). She was thinking of all the bullshit mantras her astral therapist had given her. She’d tried, really she’d tried. The gods and goddesses knew she’d tried. But what good had it done, really?


May good befall me. Sure, fine, all right.


May I be fit for perfection. Well, she was already a size four, wasn’t she? She worked out every day. Her clothes and hair were perfect, and widely imitated. She was perfect. It wasn’t helping, though. None of the Eastern religions, in fact, seemed to have grasped the essence of her particular set of problems.


Most annoying and useless of all were the little platitudes. You must learn to be in the moment, Madame Zoerastra had told her, completely missing the point. It was the moment that Lexy so often couldn’t bear to be in. The past was better, painted rose-colored over time as only Lexy could manage. And dreams of the future were way better.


It was the Now that sucked.


In the distant and unexplored recesses of her mind, she knew her unhappiness was, on its surface, irrational. She lived in a big, white Kensington town house of light-filled rooms offering views into the gardens of her millionaire neighbors. She had a hectic and well-documented social life. She had, if not friends, people she could call on to take her places. She was young and admired. Sought-after, even. What more could anyone ask?


Leaning into the mirror, she took stock: bright red lips, flawless white skin, bright blue eyes. Check. Blonde hair feathered about her face and neck in a much-imitated style that had become her trademark. Check. Uncapping a tube, she darkened the cherry red stain on her full lips. Thoughtfully, she pressed her lips together as she snapped the cap back into place.


She’d tried the traditional therapists, as well. This had advantages; they could write prescriptions, for one thing. But it wasn’t, she told herself, like scoring pills for a party or whatever. Not an addiction.


Doctor Mott, one of the traditionalists, had told her she must confront her demons of the past. But some demons were best left undisturbed, surely? Even Lexy knew that. Let sleeping dogs lie. That was the ticket. What was important this weekend was that everyone see that she was over it. She really was, too. The water had long gone under that bridge. They’d see her with her dishy Argentine, who was unpacking next door at the moment and no doubt flexing his muscles as he did so. The man flexed his muscles as he brushed his teeth, for God’s sake. If seeing her with Geraldo didn’t signal to the world the end of her interest in that poo-wipe James and his donkey-faced wife, she didn’t know what did.


She reached into one of the elastic pockets lining either side of her suitcase. These, she’d packed herself. She pulled out a sheaf of financial statements that had come in the post from her broker just as she’d left for Cambridge. Yes, that would need seeing to this weekend. Keep an eye on things. Never completely trust the experts – one would have to be a fool to do that. Stashing the pages back into the pocket, she rootled around some more. Success.


She unscrewed the cap from a plastic vial, shook out a tablet.


One extra couldn’t hurt. It was going to be a long weekend, after all.


‘Part of the thrill of the whole weekend is that we’re all allowed to use the SCR, a room from which we were roundly banished when we were students here,’ Gwennap Pengelly was saying to Hermione Jax. The women were sitting on a bench in the Fellows’ Garden, basking in the filtered sunlight. ‘Personally, I can’t wait. I may take off my shoes and run barefoot through the carpet. And to have allowed us the use of this heavenly garden! They must really be quite hard up for donations. Before you know it they’ll be letting all of us walk on the grass, Fellow of the college or no.’ She paused to adjust the tortoiseshell slide holding back the caramel-colored curls from her square face. The teeth of the thing bit into her scalp; it felt as if it were cutting off circulation to the brain. What price beauty.


Hermione, who held Gwenn’s intellect in no high regard, might have agreed. She was shocked at hearing this truthful assessment of the college’s financial situation spoken aloud, and merely said repressively, ‘No indeed. I believe the Master’s only thought is that we should all enjoy ourselves.’


‘Make a change then, won’t it?’ Seeing her companion’s aghast countenance – she’d forgotten how Hermione worshipped the Master – she tried to jolly her along. Always rough sailing with Hermione, but still, worth a try.


‘Hermione, my dear old thing. You don’t seriously think any of us is fooled by this invitation? One only has to look at the guest list to see we’re all what the Americans would call “loaded”. Am I supposed to pretend this was a random sampling of old members drawn up by the Bursar? Names drawn from a hat? No indeed. Much better, really, that we all know what we’re in for. It will save ever so much need for subtlety and subterfuge on the part of the Bursar. I’ve brought my chequebook in anticipation.’


‘Really, Gwenn.’ Hermione stroked the nubby arms of her sweater, as if smoothing her own ruffled feathers. ‘You needn’t always say whatever comes into your head, you know.’


‘Why ever not? It’s an inclination that made me a telly reporter, and a jolly good one. And a highly compensated one, to boot.’


Again, disapproval settled over Hermione’s lugubrious face. Such things were never spoken of when she was a girl.


‘Which brings us full circle,’ Gwenn continued. ‘I don’t think for a minute I was invited along to help this lot parse the Dead Sea scrolls. Neither were you, even though you’re probably the brightest of the bunch. Why pretend otherwise?’


Hermione, unused to praise – in fact, unused to any attention whatever, flushed, tongue-tied. But no matter. Gwenn swept on.


‘You saw who else is coming, of course. How do you think that’s going to play out?’


‘You mean Sir James and Lady Bassett, of course,’ replied Hermione. ‘And Lexy. Yes, I still have reservations about that. I did mention it to the Master. He doesn’t seem to have fully realized until it was too late that there might be . . . a problem.’


‘Too right. To invite both the ex-wife and current wife to a gathering under the same roof with the husband. Well. Bound to end in tears, especially if Lexy hasn’t changed much.’


‘Lexy was always given to letting her emotions rule, yes. But not without cause in this case, as you know.’


‘I never understood, really.’ Giving up on beauty for the moment, Gwenn removed the slide and massaged her scalp, sending her curls flying in all directions. ‘James leaving Lexy for India. It was like trading in a new Rolls-Royce for a beaten-up old Land Rover.’ But he’d gravitated, quite obviously, to his comfort level, she thought. People did.


‘How long do you think they’d been at it before Lexy found out?’ she wondered aloud. ‘Did anyone ever hear?’


‘Really, Gwenn! It’s hardly our business.’


‘Oh, come on. It was the scandal of the year, if not the decade. Don’t pretend you aren’t just a bit curious. All I ever heard was that Lexy discovered the pair of them – in flagrante, no less – and went ballistic. I never quite got the details; it was all hushed up so quickly and I never got a chance to speak with Lexy in private about it before she – before they all – left. Too bad – there’s quite a story there.’


‘You wouldn’t!’ Hermione stared at her friend in staggered disbelief. Gwenn shrugged her thin shoulders impatiently.


‘Who wouldn’t? Once they’re all dead and gone, the truth might just out. The only thing preventing me now, really, is Lexy. I always felt sorry for her, somehow. India is a different story. She was a troublemaker always.’


‘Certainly, there was always a man involved,’ agreed Hermione, caught up, despite herself, in remembered outrage. ‘What basis there could have been for the attraction – indeed, that struck many as a mystery. Pheromones?’ she wondered, calling on remembered reading in her botanical research.


‘Yes, certainly something primitive like that was in play,’ replied Gwenn. ‘But I would call it an uncanny ability to get into the head of your victim – it’s the only possible word, other than “target” – and charm the pants off of them.’ She smiled, a slow lazy smile of reminiscence. ‘I suppose I mean that literally. India always had this ability – seldom wasted on the likes of me or you, I assure you – to talk on whatever subject most interested the object of her affection. It’s as if she herself doesn’t exist – all bug eyes, and little interjections of “ooh” and “ah” at the relevant points in the narrative. I’d say she had no personality at all but of course she has the most powerful personality I’ve ever come across. Not to mention, destructive. That son of hers is much the worse for her brand of mothering, if you ask me. That’s one unhappy kid. I ran into him earlier on the stairs, looking like thunder.’


Hermione nodded. ‘Sebastian is a bit of a worry.’


They sat in silence a moment, contemplating the possible future for the handsome if troubled offspring of their former fellow student.


‘Have you spoken with Karl yet?’ Gwenn now asked.


‘No. I saw him and Constance arrive, but they must have gone straight up to their rooms.’


‘He’s probably somewhere trying to work the ring out of his nose.’


Hermione allowed herself a delicate snort. She always enjoyed Gwenn’s company, almost despite her better instincts. That two women so exactly opposite should have remained friends was something Hermione always wondered at and, in her way, was grateful for. She had few friends: No one, if she but knew it, felt they could quite live up to her high moral standards. Gwenn, because she didn’t care, didn’t try.


‘She does rather lead him around, doesn’t she?’ agreed Hermione now. ‘Always has done.’


‘I’ve seen Chihuahuas with more courage than Karl.’


Hermione nodded.


‘And I’ve seen Rottweilers better disposed than Constance.’


Constance and Karl Dunning were in the SCR, taking advantage of the rare freedom of the place, he to admire the woodwork and she surreptitiously to take a peek inside the walnut drinks cabinet.


‘They do all right for themselves, these Fellows,’ she said, assessing the paneled walls, the oil paintings, and the two deeply embrasured windows that looked out over the front of the college. Their window seats held padded tapestry cushions, depicting the college shield (goats and unicorns rampant) that had in 1951 been the project of the then-Master’s wife.


From the open windows of the SCR came the sweet fragrance of flowers and newly shorn grass and the faint ‘thwump’ of a tennis ball in play. Tall leaded windows on the opposite side of the room were merely decorative.


‘As for our rooms,’ Constance continued, ‘I’ve seen better accommodation in a stable.’


‘There are parallels in Christianity, of course,’ said her husband mildly.


‘What?’


‘Oh, nothing, nothing. Take a look at this. That’s a genuine Chippendale or I miss my guess.’


She nodded, gray eyes judiciously weighing and measuring, oversized round earrings gleaming. She smoothed her skinned-back dark hair, which she habitually wore shellacked into a tight chignon at the base of her large skull, and straightened the knitted jacket of her suit.


‘There’s mold somewhere in this room,’ she announced. ‘And in my room upstairs. I can feel it, seeping into my pores. My allergies—’


‘There’s mold in most Cambridge rooms. It’s probably what prevents the buildings from collapsing altogether – it acts as a sort of glue. Oxford’s far worse, I hear.’


‘And the food! Remember what you said about the food! It’s all not going to be what we’re used to.’


‘No, indeed, my dear.’


‘We should leave now!’


‘Sweetest, it’s only for a few days.’


‘I’ll be in a hospital by then, I tell you. And, my room is going to be freezing at night. There is no heat coming out of that contraption on the wall. But – you just don’t care, do you?’


‘Darling, I told you: The heat is at the optimum setting already. The thermostat must be broken. But it’s only for the weekend. Besides, it’s summer. Could be much worse, and probably usually is.’ He gave her a hopeful, benign smile.


She leveled at him a venomous look from beneath high-arched eyebrows.


‘Do I look happy?’ she asked him.


As there was no need for reply, wisely, he made none.


‘Then have it seen to,’ she commanded. ‘Ask the Porter or someone.’


People wondered how Karl stood it, and why. He would be mortified to hear some of the theories and rumors that had been bruited about over the years, most of them originating with Gwenn Pengelly. Gwenn had read widely of the tales surrounding the Duchess of Windsor and her baffling hold over HRH. The story had been spread around the time of the abdication, and had gained rapid currency, that Wallis had picked up some diabolical sexual techniques during her time in China, and that she had used these to ensnare the future King. For some reason, foot fetishism was the most agreed-upon outlet for the Prince’s ardor.


But the truth, probably in the case of HRH and certainly in the case of Karl Dunning, was much simpler. Karl, introverted and shy, had been lonely when he met Constance. Insanely lonely and, thanks to his financial acumen and various inventions for which he held the patents, wealthy. Constance, with the sure instincts of her kind, had spotted the weakness and gone in for the kill, unawed by either Karl’s social status or his intellect, where lesser egos had been deferential to his genius. Far from resenting his entrapment, Karl remained grateful and deeply attached to his wife, recognizing the neediness behind the constant demands. He was one of those people who needed to be needed. Most would have agreed that, according to his lights, he’d found the perfect match.
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