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To Caroline


1

Typical, William Dougal thought. How bloody inconvenient.

He was standing just inside the door of his supervisor’s room in the History Department. Three yards away, a corpulent, tweed-covered shape sprawled on the oatmeal carpet, to the right of the desk. The eyes and the tongue protruded from its bloated face towards Dougal in the doorway.

No doubt about it: the life had been sucked out of Doctor Gumper. Its absence left a chilly vacuum in the overheated atmosphere.

Dougal felt lightheaded and detached. Don’t panic. It must have been a heart attack, he told himself; Gumper had always been pink with comfortable living and irritation.

The angle-poise lamp on the desk was switched on, spilling a puddle of light over the body. Did that mean that Gumper had died recently? Probably not – the lamp would have been on for hours, for the room was badly lit and the dull February day outside had been drab and overcast.

Suddenly Dougal caught sight of a detail he had missed before. The light was glinting on a filament of nylon which dangled from Gumper’s neck, to the left of his Adam’s apple, down to the floor. Dougal’s mind clouded with the monstrous necessity of believing what he was seeing.

Not a heart attack: murder. He grappled with the idea, but it refused to succumb. Why should Gumper be killed – a dogmatic lecturer in paleography, whose only distinction was a belief that the proper study of mankind was a medieval script called Caroline Minuscule? And why did he, Dougal, have to be the one to find the body?

The nylon dug deep into the flesh of the neck. Dougal could trace the line of its passage. A garotte made the whole business so much stranger, he thought, as shivers shot through him. It suggested a degree of professionalism or premeditation on the part of the killer, which didn’t tie in with a domestic crime of passion committed by a jealous wife, a disgruntled student or a competitive colleague.

A killer was the natural corollary to Gumper’s corpse; he had forgotten that until now. Fear took over, and his mouth went dry, as if the moisture there had been scooped up by a powerful vacuum cleaner. The symptom was almost reassuring in the familiarity of what it portended. He kicked the door open – it was still ajar, as it had been when he came in – and stumbled across the linoleum of the passage to the lavatory opposite. He knelt like a supplicant before the bowl – he noticed gratefully that it was clean – closed his eyes and lost his lunch.

He pulled the chain and washed his hands, scalding them with the hot water in his nervousness. He dried them on the roller towel, feeling faintly surprised that routine should assert itself at such a time: toilet training must go deep.

The future stretched uninvitingly before him. What the hell was he going to do? Decision making was not his forte and he had a horror of situations which forced him to make them rapidly. He looked at the pale face in the mirror and it stared back at him, blank with uncertainty.

The police? He imagined how it would go – walking down to the Departmental secretary’s office; trying to explain what had happened, which would take time because at first she would be more interested in doing her nails and then she would think he was trying to make a fool of her; the typist would gawp; they would ring the police and wait uncomfortably together before and after they came; there would be pots of tea, awkward silences, questions and statements, all of which would probably drag on into tomorrow.

Dougal swerved away from this unpleasant scenario. With his hand on the doorknob of the lavatory, he considered the alternative – a discreet withdrawal, which would inconvenience no one (certainly not Gumper) and save him a ruined evening. It could hardly affect the police’s investigations. Nobody had seen him slipping away. And Doctor Gumper’s desk diary would support the innocent deception, for it contained no record of an appointment with Dougal today – the arrangement had been vague: that he should drop in at some point before Friday with the transcription he should have done last week, prepared to discuss the general progress of his work. To go now would be like seeing someone shoplifting and doing nothing about it. It wasn’t important.

The thought of Amanda hardened his resolve. She was doing the cooking tonight – beef Stroganoff at Dougal’s request and under protest. Missing dinner could prove worse than tactless, whatever the reason.

His briefcase, though – that was still in Gumper’s room. The thought of having to go back tempted him to change his mind and face the lesser evils of the secretary and the police. And what about fingerprints? . . . But no, he’d only touched the door on the outside. Anyway, he had been there perfectly legitimately last week. (Well, Mr Dougal, your contribution to . . . um . . . scholarship this term hardly constitutes an auspicious beginning to the New Year’s . . . um . . . labour.) But perhaps the police could estimate the age of fingerprints by the degree of clarity they had, or the presence of others overlying them.

Some part of his mind, which had nothing to do with the semirational assessment of pros and cons, made its judgment: go, while it was still possible. He hadn’t touched the doorknob . . . thank God the door had been left ajar . . . by the murderer.

Another factor supported his decision to retreat: he hadn’t liked Doctor Gumper, a balloon-shaped man with colourless eyes behind sandy eyelashes, inflated to bursting point with the unstable gas of his own pomposity. Gumper’s book-lined study reflected the man he had been – it was a cocoon of stale air where it was impossible to imagine anyone laughing or crying. It was on the first floor of the History Department, but Dougal had always thought of it as the concrete bunker beneath the ivory tower. Doctor Gumper, revelling in his status as an expert, had not been content to patronize kindly those with inferior intellectual attainments. His sarcasm had been gratuitously unpleasant; he had used his complacency as a weapon of offense. His muted spite hinted at failed ambition – a professorship, perhaps, or even a CBE for services to scholarship.

Dougal realized with a slight jolt, as old assumptions cracked like ice in the sudden thaw of new certainties, that he was really rather grateful to the person who had killed Doctor Gumper, despite the problems he had caused. It would be a relief to have to find a less abrasive supervisor.

One thought nagged him, though – what if someone had seen him in the building this evening? It was unlikely, he knew, but he decided to forestall the possibility of suspicion by going up to the Graduate Common-Room on the second floor before leaving the college.

He slid back the bolt on the lavatory door and braced himself for the regrettable necessity of going back to Gumper’s room. In the corridor, he stood listening for a second, holding his breath. A typewriter was clattering somewhere below – from the secretary’s office? – like hail-stones in slow motion on a tin roof. He heard a laugh which he recognized upstairs – it grated on his ears: Philip Primrose must be making the Common-Room unfit for human habitation again. Too bad.

Dougal shouldered open Gumper’s door and stepped quietly into the room.

His briefcase lay on the chair between the desk and the door. He looked at it for an instant as if he had never seen it before, noticing its brown shabbiness, the stitching in an advanced stage of dissolution and the leather torn and scuffed.

He looked involuntarily past it and realized for the first time that Gumper’s body was surrounded by a sea of scattered papers. He bent closer – most of them were photographs or photostats of manuscripts, mainly written in Caroline Minuscule. Prospective plates for Gumper’s forthcoming book? All periods of the script seemed to be represented, from its blotchy origins in Merovingian cursive to the intimations of angularity in Protogothica. Better not touch anything.

Dougal shrugged. It was none of his business and it was stupid to stay here. He picked up the briefcase and edged back towards the door. He was glad to discover that, while the sight of Gumper was hardly attractive, it no longer made him retch. Progress of a sort.

He pulled the door to behind him, but didn’t close it; everything must be as he had found it. Moving softly and swiftly, he headed for the stairs. The clock on the half-landing said a quarter past five – shit, the whole thing could only have taken two or three minutes.

The passage on the second floor was identical to the one below – a bare expanse of linoleum with half a dozen dirty cream doors opening off it; like the one below, it was also empty. Dougal slipped into the Graduate Common-Room – the door at the end. It was large and shabbily furnished; scuffed armchairs stood in clusters, flanked by severely rectangular coffee tables on the resiliently grey carpet. A hot drinks machine loomed uninvitingly in the corner by the window. It produced hot water for its clients, offering a generous choice of six shades of brown. On good days it provided plastic cups as well. The walls, painted with the regulation pastel green of the college, had been partially covered with glowing travel posters depicting the sort of places which were generally better in two dimensions than in three or four.

The room was not full. Philip Primrose, who seemed to live in the Department, was effortlessly dominating a little group in the corner by the hot water machine. A few individuals sat elsewhere, sheltering behind newspapers – protective screens, thought Dougal, and counted two Guardians, one Times and one defiant Daily Mirror. Primrose glanced up in mid-sentence, as if scenting fresh prey, but no one else even looked at him.

Dougal walked casually to the notice board, his muscles feeling as taut as piano wires. It was so tempting to give way to the urge to confide: oh, by the way, someone’s gone and strangled Gumper downstairs. He pretended to read the small ads on the board instead. Usually they fascinated him: they were peepshows on other people’s lives, glimpses of alien mythologies – ‘Vegetarian (Vegan) nonsmoking Feminist seeks flat share with similar . . .’; ‘Will the person who stole my briefcase from the library PLEASE act like a rational & responsible adult . . .’

Today, though, while his eyes were on the board, his attention was elsewhere. Had the killer been looking for something among that jumble of papers on Gumper’s floor? Had he found it? Did its presence (or absence) provide the reason for Gumper’s death? Perhaps Gumper had lived a double life.

Dougal forced his mind away from the problems downstairs. With luck, they wouldn’t be his. But he wasn’t safe yet and he couldn’t afford to ignore his surroundings.

Philip Primrose was telling an anecdote about Oxford, his favourite subject (apart from himself), which involved much slapping of his plumply tubular thighs. Dougal had no need to listen or to look. He knew the story and could visualize the way it was being told and received – Primrose’s audience (a good one: four people) was like habitual television viewers, watching and hearing without concentration, almost without interest: a vacuum was being filled, and that was sufficient.

Dougal turned away from the notice board and sat heavily down in a nearby armchair, which a previous occupant had angled away from the rest of the room. He found himself facing a poster showing sunset over the Atlas Mountains – a surreal landscape with a romantically clothed Arab perched on a camel in the foreground, brandishing a musket invitingly at the camera. Underneath, the caption read, MOROCCO: REALM OF TIMELESS BEAUTY; someone had added a comma with a red felt-tip pen, and the words BAKSHEESH & BUGGERY. He wished he could be there, away from that disgusting object downstairs which had forced its way into his life.

He opened his briefcase on the assumption that it was better to look as if he was doing something. It contained a green envelope file with his notes, an eight-by-ten photograph of a page of manuscript, which he should have returned, together with his transcription, to Doctor Gumper last Thursday, a library book – Sandys’ History of Classical Scholarship in the Middle Ages, volume 1, and a green-jacketed Penguin crime novel.

Without hesitation, he chose the latter. His place was marked by a photograph of Amanda. He tried to read, but Gumper in memory and Primrose in actuality kept intervening. Dougal glanced at his watch: seventeen minutes past five; in five minutes he would start walking to the Marlborough and get there for opening time. He wanted a pint of beer in the padded security of the pub more than he could ever remember wanting anything; he hoped to God that no one discovered Gumper before he had time to leave the building and anaesthetize the nightmare with alcohol.

The rambunctious bellow of Primrose’s laughter rolled over the Common-Room – he had evidently reached the climax of his anecdote. Dougal had a sudden craving to leap up and hit Primrose over the head with a coffee table. Or, more subtly, to whisper in his ear that everyone in the Department called him Madame Pee-Pee behind his back (which wasn’t true – only Dougal did).

Oh, God, Primrose was starting up his seduction routine, prefacing it with a story from Cambridge, where his parents lived. Dougal had watched the routine in action several times during the last few months. It never varied, though its object altered, usually for the worse, every week or so. Primrose had started in October with the prettiest postgraduate female in the Department. The technique involved the closest physical proximity (without any breach of decorum), cups of coffee from the hot drinks machine, a breathless résumé, or rather extended exposition, of Pee-Pee’s academic career to date and The Invitation. The intended victim would make her excuses – husbands, boyfriends, previous engagements and, on one glorious occasion just before a seminar, a blunt dismissal from a student from Texas: ‘Ah, piss off, pruneface, you make me wanna puke.’ Primrose had reached the spots and spectacles at the plainer end of the spectrum, but his ardour was undiminished.

Dougal stared at his book and monitored the conversation behind him; it was preferable to listening to his own thoughts, after all. At present Primrose’s affections seemed to be directed towards a fat girl with lank black hair and a pendulous lower lip. Dougal thought she was called Muriel. Pee-Pee was sympathizing with her, at great length, on the misfortune she had suffered – getting her first degree at a red-brick university. ‘Of course,’ Primrose consoled, ‘while Oxbridge undoubtedly marks a chap for life, it doesn’t mean that the quality of the academic experience is any less valid elsewhere.’ Big of you, thought Dougal.

He saw with relief that his five minutes were up. He closed the book, returned it to his briefcase and struggled out of the low-slung armchair. Primrose looked across the room at him, his gold-rimmed spectacles twinkling with sociability. Dougal avoided his eye and sidled out of the Common-Room into the corridor. He began to run down the stairs, three at a time, in his relief, but slowed to a more decorous pace as the thought occurred that it might look as if he was running away from something. He resisted the temptation to glance at Gumper’s door on the first-floor landing. It wasn’t difficult. As he went down the last flight of stairs, he realized that he had automatically pursed his eyes to thin slits. See no evil, or at least not too much evil.

His habitual optimism was returning; it didn’t obliterate the events of the last few minutes, but it rearranged their contours in his mind. It was going to be all right: no one would connect him with Gumper’s death – his presence in the building was explained by his visit to the Common-Room. The worst he need expect was routine questioning by the police at some point, for presumably they would check all Gumper’s students as a matter of course.

The corridor on the ground floor was empty, too. Dougal skipped out of the building, feeling like a reprieved prisoner, and turned left into the dimly lit alley which led to the college’s side entrance. There was no one in sight.

He set out briskly, swinging his briefcase. He was only ten yards away from the Department when a burly shape slid out of a darkened doorway into his path.

‘Hullo. I’ve been waiting for you.’ The stranger moved a little closer. ‘I’d like to have a chat.’
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The second shock of the evening was worse than the first. Dougal stood like a statue, rigid with fear. It couldn’t be the police already, and knowing who the man must be, he wanted to run. But the weight of his knowledge was like a physical impediment to movement.

‘Please,’ the stranger said.

The monosyllable changed everything. The man might have been asking him for a light. Dougal looked up at the man’s face – he was several inches taller – faintly illuminated by the light over the doorway. It told him nothing.

‘What do you want?’ Dougal heard himself saying. He was rather surprised that he was able to say anything at all.

‘To talk to you. Wouldn’t take a moment. We could have a drink?’

Damn it, thought Dougal, why was the man being so polite? You don’t expect probable murderers to specialize in old-fashioned courtesy. It was unsettling. It was also reassuring – he was in a position to refuse (he hoped) and rush off home by way of a crowded, well-lit tube train. Perversely, this drove him to accept. Afterwards he wondered why he had done so, but at the time it seemed natural – frighteningly automatic, almost – to prefer the stranger’s company to his own.

The man suggested going to the Lamb. ‘It’s a bit of a walk, I know, but I imagine we’d both be more comfortable away from all this.’ He waved his hand vaguely in the direction of the History Department. Dougal nodded.

The stranger led the way down the alley and they walked without obvious haste out of the college. In the street they walked side by side, a yard apart, down to Russell Square. It had begun to drizzle; the garden in the middle of the square looked dank and uninviting. Dougal’s companion put up his umbrella and sheltered them both.

Neither of them spoke – Dougal had the uncanny sensation that they were both too busy sizing up each other’s physical presences, like strange dogs uncertain whether to sniff or snarl.

Lamb’s Conduit Street appeared on the right. They crossed it diagonally and walked into the crowded warmth of the pub.

‘What can I get you?’

‘Special Bitter, please.’ Dougal changed his mind. ‘No, better make it Ordinary.’ There were two empty high stools by the window ledge just inside the door. Dougal put his briefcase on one of them and straddled the other. ‘I’ll keep these for us.’

‘Standing and drinking is so uncomfortable,’ the man said. ‘I’ve never been able to understand why some people actually prefer it. Shan’t be a moment.’

The stranger nudged his way skillfully into the ebb and flow of drinkers popping in for a quick one or two after work. The atmosphere was smoky and loud with conversation. Dougal watched the back view of his companion as far as intervening bodies allowed him to do so. It was the first time he had been able to see even part of him clearly. The first impression was one of size – he was comfortably over six foot and the navy-blue raglan overcoat he wore made him look broad to match. Dougal caught a glimpse of dark blue pinstripe trousers beneath it, and gleaming black shoes.

The man turned and weaved carefully through the crowd. He put down the drinks – a pint and a double whisky – on the window ledge. Dougal felt envious of the way his hands were steady.

He sat down, raised his glass and drank. He looked with frank curiosity at Dougal, who felt he might as well do the same. If the man’s back view had suggested a prosperous professional of some sort, the front view amply confirmed it. His hair, flecked with grey and thinning at the temples, was neatly cut; the face radiated a well-fed, anonymous respectability – the man looked distinguished, thought Dougal, though it was odd that he had so few lines. He was wearing a silk shirt, a pair of plain gold cuff links, and the sort of tie which has school or regimental associations.

His companion noticed the direction of Dougal’s glance and, surprisingly, chuckled. ‘I’m from Charter-house today.’

Dougal laughed.

‘My name’s Hanbury – James Hanbury.’

‘William Dougal.’ They shook hands solemnly. Dougal wondered where the hell this was all leading. Had he been stupid to give his own name?

Hanbury ran his finger round the rim of his glass. ‘I was in that . . . seminar room, is it? – the room next to Gumper’s – half an hour ago. The door was open, so I could hear very well.’ He took a long sip of his whisky.

The pause gave Dougal time to think of the implications – as he suspected Hanbury had intended. Hanbury must have heard him go in and out, twice, of Gumper’s room; if he had been able to see as well, he would have noticed Dougal’s indecision – possibly seen him wiping the door handle. But it didn’t make sense: if Hanbury was the murderer, why should he go out of his way to meet Dougal? Supposing Dougal’s arrival had prevented him leaving the building, why hadn’t he slipped away while Dougal was in the Common-Room?

‘You knew Dr Gumper?’ enquired Hanbury blandly.

Knew. So Hanbury probably had killed Gumper. Dougal fought an instinct to recoil physically; this was the first killer he had met and he was surprised that the urge to recoil was so weak. In fact, he realized, the only thing which really concerned him was the worry about his own safety: where and why does a killer stop killing?

‘He was my tutor,’ he said at last, because there seemed no reason not to.

‘Really? What’s your subject?’

Dougal felt suddenly oppressed by the unreality of the situation – this could be an interview with a prospective employer, or a heavy-going chat with an elderly relative.

‘The influence of the Carolingian court on the transmission of pagan Latin literary texts in the early Middle Ages.’ The words rolled out mechanically: so many people asked this question, and most of them changed the subject when they heard the answer.

‘Dr Gumper was an expert on the period?’

‘Yes, I suppose so. He thought so, and I suppose he was. He knew most about the script, of course.’

‘Would I be right in thinking’ – Hanbury took another long swallow of his whisky – ‘that you yourself have a . . . working knowledge of the subject?’

Dougal suspected the conversation had reached a crossroads of some sort – Hanbury had spoken like a chess player making a gambit which might prove crucial. He hesitated before replying, choosing his words with care.

‘I’ve an overall grasp of it, you could say. Nothing like Gumper’s, though. I know a fair amount about the script – Caroline Minuscule. I know where to look for information.’ On impulse he added, ‘One of the reasons I chose the subject was its obscurity. The less work that’s been done on something, the easier it is to produce adequate research without too much effort. You don’t have to bother with so many secondary sources. Big fish and little ponds.’

Hanbury looked at Dougal reflectively. ‘That’s very interesting. Have a cigarette.’ He pulled out a packet of tipped Caporals.

They both had one. Dougal inhaled the pungent tobacco with relief; he hadn’t noticed how much he wanted a cigarette. The conversation lapsed: the second round will start in ninety seconds, thought Dougal. What was going through Hanbury’s mind? He was probably a murderer and knowing that made him, Dougal, some kind of an accessory after the fact. If Hanbury was trying to incriminate him, he was taking a great many unthinkable risks in order to – what? – how did this conversation groom Dougal for the role of culprit? The simple answer was that it didn’t. The only conclusion that Dougal could see, not that it seemed a plausible one, lay in the one common link between himself and Gumper – knowledge of the Carolingian period. But it was unbelievable that someone should be killed for that knowledge – and that the killer should risk discovery by immediately approaching another source.

His own reactions puzzled him, too – he should be running for the police, or at least away from here, instead of having an amicable drink with a person who he had every reason to suspect was a murderer. He was scared, yes, but the fear was of the vicarious sort induced by a good horror film – no, it was more real than that. In a way, he supposed, the most frightening thing was the absence of any revulsion towards the act or the man who had done it. If he was going to be honest with himself, his predominant emotions were curiosity and a muted but noticeably euphoric sensation of excitement; the latter, no doubt, was not entirely unconnected with a pint of Young’s on a recently emptied stomach.

Hanbury was massaging his fingers, Dougal noticed, as if the process gave him pleasure. He had well-kept hands – long and graceful, with none of the wrinkles or brown spots of age; the nails were large, square and obviously carefully manicured. He stroked his hands as if they were a cat on his lap – Dougal found it vaguely disturbing.

Hanbury spoke again, almost apologetically: ‘You look rather older than the average student.’

It took Dougal a second or two to catch the question mark which dangled unobtrusively from this remark; Hanbury wanted some background information, but was trying not to be too blunt about it.

‘I’m twenty-nine. I was left a little money by an aunt last year and decided to do another degree. Or do some work towards one, anyway.’

‘No grant? How very self-sacrificing!’

Five years ago Dougal would have blushed; now he just blushed internally. ‘Not really. I’d been away from education for seven years and I thought it would make a change.’

‘What had you done before then?’ Hanbury was openly curious and it surprised Dougal: why should it matter? It was, in any case, a question he disliked answering.

‘Oh, this and that. The sort of things which don’t make up a nice curriculum vitae. I travelled abroad quite a lot; worked in a library; drove a minicab.’ All true, if misleadingly selective.

It was time to take the offensive. ‘How about you? What do you do for a living?’

‘Jack of all trades,’ said Hanbury with a smile. Something told Dougal that he disliked the question as well. ‘At present I suppose you could say I’m in the lost and found business. Gumper was helping me look for something, but he backed out at the last moment . . . between you and me it caused a great deal of inconvenience. My employers were paying him very adequately for a small service – all quite above board, though perhaps not the sort of thing one need mention to the Inland Revenue – and he had accepted their terms, and they his. Mutually beneficial. Then he started being difficult. He was a greedy man, you know.’

Dougal did know; he could imagine cupidity blinding Gumper to all other considerations. It wouldn’t have been greed alone, though – Gumper had liked to make himself felt, to stamp the world around him with his image.

‘Really very silly,’ Hanbury continued. ‘I don’t think he realized the sort of people my employers are. They tend to react rather sharply to threats of any kind.’

React with a well-dressed executioner, thought Dougal; when in doubt, garotte. He would be finding it increasingly difficult to take the conversation seriously, were it not for the silent witness of its seriousness which lay in a first floor room less than a mile away.

‘Of course’ – Hanbury pulled his right earlobe reflectively – ‘it is rather awkward for my employers. Gumper was doing a small but important piece of work for them. And, as you say, the literary aspect of the Carolingian era is a relatively obscure field. Which brings me to the reason that I asked you for a drink. I wonder if you would be interested in doing it in his place?’

Silence fell between them again. Dougal appreciated the leisurely pace at which Hanbury was conducting the conversation. The man was staring into his glass, now, as if he found its contents absorbing. He wasn’t rushing it, despite the urgency which the events of the past hour predicated. Dougal’s mind grappled with the choice: it was an impossible one – how much of a security risk would Hanbury consider him to be if he refused? Would acceptance lead to something more dangerous than being an accidental accessory to murder? He blurted out, ‘Look, what’s all this about? I can’t decide without knowing a little more.’

‘My employers had asked Gumper to transcribe a page of a medieval manuscript. He was to have done a translation as well, and to have assessed its date and provenance and so forth. He had already said that the script was Caroline Minuscule. A very straightforward job for someone in your line of country. Not so easy if you don’t know a serif from an ampersand and haven’t the time to find out.’

‘I presume the reason for all this is none of my business?’ Dougal was talking to himself as much as to Hanbury, but the latter nodded. Well, it was easy enough to think of reasons, after all – maybe Hanbury worked for a fence who had been offered a valuable stolen manuscript and wanted a discreet expert opinion on it, though Dougal hardly felt he had reached that status. It was odd, nevertheless – surely there couldn’t be much of a market for stolen medieval manuscripts, unless of course the hypothetical fence had a private buyer already in mind, one who wasn’t overscrupulous.

Hanbury said, slowly and quietly, ‘You have my word that there’s no risk here at all – for yourself or anyone else. And, in return for quick, reliable work, my employers are willing to pay very generously. In cash. Ten-pound notes.’ He was looking at Dougal’s tatty leather jacket as he spoke and it was as if he had added, ‘And you look as though you need some money too.’

It was the detail of ten-pound notes which decided Dougal. It made the whole thing possible, no longer an academic speculation. He asked what sort of amount Hanbury’s employers might have in mind (to have merely asked ‘How much?’ would have jarred in the circumstances).

‘Twelve hundred,’ replied Hanbury. ‘Cash on delivery with a small retainer in advance – plus a bonus for speed, perhaps. Would you be able to drop everything and concentrate on this for a day or two?’

Dougal nodded. He hardly heard the question. The idea of getting 1,200 pounds for a couple of days’ work swam like a seductive mirage in his mind. He owed his landlady two months’ rent. His aunt’s money had somehow reduced itself to double figures. His credit cards were on the verge of changing from flexible friends to implacable usurers. Amanda was an expensive luxury.

His thoughts swerved away from the question of Hanbury’s motives, from the lengths his employers were willing to go in order to get what they wanted; it was none of his business and, if it was, it lay in the province of his conscience which he had always found to be an obliging, biddable organ. It would help no one to bring the spectre of morality into this.

Despite what Hanbury had said, there must be a risk, but he couldn’t for the life of him see where it was; a reasonable degree of caution should prevent the police from linking him with Hanbury, even supposing they succeeded in identifying the latter as Gumper’s killer; Hanbury’s employers were obviously dangerous – but surely they would only get unpleasant if, like Gumper had done, he started trying to cheat them. If he did an efficient job, why should there be any danger?

He looked across at Hanbury. ‘Okay, I’m interested. What would I be working on – the original or a photograph?’

‘A photograph, I’m afraid. We don’t have the original.’

Yet, thought Dougal. Aloud, he said, ‘That shouldn’t matter too much if it’s a reasonable reproduction.’ A question which had been troubling him all the time they had been in the pub, worrying him somewhere below the level of conscious thought, suddenly found words which insisted on being spoken. ‘Look, why did you take the chance? I know I didn’t rush off to the nearest phone when I . . . when I saw it, so you might trust me from that point of view, but I don’t see why you took the gamble that I had the same sort of skills as Gumper. Wasn’t it a hell of a risk?’

Hanbury smiled and Dougal realized that the man was actually enjoying himself, and boggled at the thought that someone could extract pleasure from juggling with dangers. Hanbury only slightly dispelled the illusion by saying, rather in the manner of Holmes to Watson: ‘The risk was minimal, in fact. Gumper and I had a little scene, you see, during which he was unusually informative. Towards the end anyway. He told me that he had given the photograph to one of his students, who should be returning it this week. He mentioned your name. One imagines he would have checked what you had done – presumably he wanted to avoid the donkey work. The very fact that you went to see Gumper suggested you knew something about the subject – paleography is hardly a popular option, I thought. Then, as you came out of his room the second time, you were carrying your briefcase – I could see through the crack of the door of the seminar room – and the initials WD were clearly visible on it. It seemed reasonable to assume that you were you, as it were.’

Dougal laughed. ‘Gumperish to the very end,’ he said and then realized that he must sound flippant; but perhaps it didn’t matter for surely the ordinary etiquette of death would be inappropriate here.
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Dougal went west with rush hour crowds, his mind preoccupied with the necessity of establishing an equilibrium between the memory of Gumper and the reassuring presence of 200 pounds in his wallet. Like an automaton, he changed on to the District Line at Hammersmith and got off at Turnham Green. With his eyes half-closed he walked down to Chiswick High Road, where habit drove him into an off-licence. He bought a bottle of Veuve Clicquot – might as well do things properly – half a bottle of brandy and some angosturas. The Scot who managed the place with a grim disregard for the convenience of his customers scratched his red beard, leant his great belly against the counter and said: ‘Having a party, are we? If you’re going to mix those, you’d be far better off with sparkling wine.’ Dougal was too tired to think of an answer. He took the clanking carrier bag and left the shop, banging his thigh on a monolith constructed of beer cans on the way out. A dry Scottish chuckle followed him out into the night.

Amanda lived on the other side of the High Road, the side nearer the river. You could sense its great grey presence a quarter of a mile away, and even see a tiny square of water, framed by buildings, from the window of Amanda’s room. It was a room with a view, she said, which presumably explained why the Polish landlord felt obliged to charge so much rent for it.

The house was semidetached and had seen far better days. Amanda had a large room at the back of the house on the first floor. The door was open and he went in. Amanda wasn’t there, which sent a wave of desolation over him. He felt an infantile urge to scream, ‘It’s not fair!’ But the room was as welcoming as ever. It was large, dimly lit and cavernous; there were plants everywhere – they hung from the ceiling, crouched on the floor and occupied most of the available surfaces between the two. A gas fire – of the old-fashioned type where, if you stared long enough, it was easy to see glowing Oriental palaces – hissed light and warmth. Dougal liked the carpet best of all – it was Persian, comfortably shabby, with a dark blue pattern on a red background.

There was a step behind him. He swung round to see Amanda standing in the doorway looking simultaneously cross and beautiful; she was one of the few people he knew who could combine the two.

‘Hullo, love,’ he said, aware of relief oozing out of him like sweat. ‘Where have you been?’

‘In the loo. Some bugger’s gone and blocked it again. With the Daily Telegraph.’

The other tenants of the house were a source of endless irritation and interest to her, according to their sex. Amanda was generally on terms of mute hostility towards the women, which occasionally burst into sporadic verbal warfare when Amanda’s record player was thought to be too loud, or when old Mrs Middle, to whom the sweet and sickly smell of death had clung for years, had allowed her portly marmalade pussy to defecate in the bath once more. The male inhabitants of the house, however, venerated Amanda and she returned the compliment by sending them to the doctor when they were ill and disentangling their emotional problems with the clinical competence of a heart surgeon.
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