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‘More tears are shed over answered prayers than unanswered ones.’


~ Attributed to St Teresa of Ávila


‘Men were deceivers ever.’


~ William Shakespeare, Much Ado About Nothing












CAST OF CHARACTERS


THE REV. MAX TUDOR, former MI5 agent, now vicar of St Edwold’s Church in Nether Monkslip, England


AWENA OWEN, Max’s wife and the owner of Goddessspell, a village shop of amazing things


PROFESSOR SIR COLIN WINDMILL, principal of St Luke’s College, University of Oxford, where Max Tudor was an undergraduate


THE REV. ACE GRAYBILL, the chaplain of St Luke’s, found dead in the college chapel in what his widow insists are mysterious circumstances


AGNES BOTHWELL, college porter. She sees much of what goes on in the college.


MAVIS DODGE, college scout. She sees even more.


JACK DIAMOND, an architect specialising in historic preservation and renovation and a former student at St Luke’s College. Ace Graybill worked closely with Jack on the long-planned restoration of the college chapel.


DR IVAN GUSSETT, director of development and alumni relations for St Luke’s College


HILDA WOLF GRAYBILL, widow of The Rev. Ace Graybill, whose pleas to the authorities to investigate his death have fallen on deaf ears


ANNA BELAROSA, Hilda’s friend from the United States. A former Rhodes Scholar and a graduate of St Luke’s College, she and her husband are now among its major benefactors.


DR MALCOLM COX, bursar of St Luke’s College


MRS MARY LUCAN, head of human resources for the college


DETECTIVE CHIEF INSPECTOR OLIVE HOPPS. She rudely dismisses Max Tudor’s concerns about Ace Graybill’s death, setting a strong-minded Max on the path to unravelling the truth.


BEAU MOREHEART, wealthy husband of college alumna Anna Belarosa


GEORGINA COX, wife of the college bursar


DR GRACE PAGET, college librarian. She complains to Max Tudor that ‘her’ books have been misfiled and one obscure book in particular has gone missing.


LOUISA SCHMIDT, St Luke’s chef de partie. Ace Graybill often complained about her cooking, but could that have led to his death?









DAY 1









Chapter 1


THE SUMMONS


The Rev. Max Tudor was expecting only good things to happen that unseasonably warm day, with England nearing the end of a fitful summer. He and Awena would leave Nether Monkslip early in the morning, taking a leisurely drive through the countryside, headed for their weekly ‘big shop’ in Staincross Minster. The trees might just be starting to dress for autumn, but the green hedgerows – thriving from England’s recent, abundant rains – would be humming with life, and cows, sheep and horses might be grazing in the fields as he and Awena drove past in the Land Rover.


Max had come to enjoy not just the drive but the shopping itself, having developed a keen eye for the freshest fruits and vegetables at the best prices. He would stride about the shops and the market square clutching a shopping list provided by Awena, looking for the best ingredients for the coming week’s dinners. He wasn’t above a spot of haggling over price, but only when he wasn’t wearing his priest’s collar, which he felt would give him an unfair advantage at the greengrocer’s.


But the truth was, most people in Staincross Minster recognised the handsome priest, who was often in the news, both local and national. Having deliberately left worldly concerns behind for a quiet life, Max found that the noisy world sought him out, despite his best attempts at obscurity. There had even been talk of a Netflix documentary of his life, which, had he come to hear of it, would have horrified him.


Thinking that a small parish priest might be stretched for cash at the best of times, the shop owners and farmers often let Max think he had won the skirmish over the last of the summer’s leeks or cabbages. Everyone wished him well, and Max was known as a good man to have in one’s corner.


But before Awena set Max loose in the marketplace while she went to buy yarn and supplies for Goddessspell, they would have lunch with a pint and a glass of wine at The White Hart. Sometimes, they’d meet up with friends for lunch, but more often they’d find a quiet corner of the pub and catch up on each other’s doings throughout the previous week.


It was their version of ‘Date Day’ – a Monday, the only day of the week a clergyman could call his own. Mrs Hooser, their housekeeper, would mind their son Owen, and insist they take their time getting back.


Max could only wonder at his good fortune. Not long after he had taken up his position as vicar of St Edwold’s, he had recognised his growing attraction to Awena, even as it complicated his investigation into the murders that winter at Chedrow Castle. Now here they were, many seasons later, married and with a small child they both adored. Max tried to shake off the superstition that overtook him when things were going too well. It was no doubt a leftover from his MI5 days, when it had been drilled into him that there was no such thing as good luck, only good planning, and mere brief lulls in the global storms generated by forces beyond his or anyone’s control.


Max liked to spend his day off away from his parish in Nether Monkslip whenever possible. Otherwise, parishioners had a way of popping in ‘for a chat’ and once dug in by the fireplace with their cares and worries and a nice cuppa, were difficult to remove. Max loved his calling and he loved all the members of his flock (some perhaps more than others). He just found them all easier to love after a day away from them and their problems, most of which could have waited until Tuesday.


But just as he and Awena were getting ready to leave for the market that Monday morning, the vicarage phone rang, and in Max’s position, ignoring the ring was never an option.


The patrician voice at the other end of the Bakelite phone carried bad news and conveyed an intriguing problem. Even before the voice identified itself, Max recognised it as belonging to the principal of St Luke’s – Max’s undergraduate college at Oxford.


‘Had you heard, Max?’ asked Professor Sir Colin Windmill in the rich, commanding tones of a man born to wealth and leadership. ‘Our chaplain has passed away.’


‘Oh, no. Not Ace Graybill.’ Max remembered the chaplain well, although it had been years since Max had matriculated at St Luke’s College. The Reverend Dr Acerton Graybill, M.A., D.Phil., Dip. Theol. (Oxon), was legendary in his way, part of the warp and woof of the ancient college after so many years as the spiritual guide for thousands of students.


Perhaps more shoulder to cry on than guide, thought Max. Nonetheless, he had been responsible in some way for Max’s leaving MI5 to study for the priesthood – a move Max had never regretted. For one thing, he doubted he would have survived the next car bomb, which surely would have been aimed at him.


‘I’m so very sorry to hear this,’ he said to the principal. Even though Ace must have been nearing the end of his useful life, there was always hope that people as good as he would be granted a reprieve.


And Ace, in Max’s memory, had been one of the very good ones.


‘Was it his heart?’


‘Only in a manner of speaking.’ Professor Sir Colin Windmill proceeded to fill Max in on the details, as much as he knew of them. ‘And his wife telephoned me almost right away,’ he concluded.


‘Hilda?’


‘Yes, that’s right. What a memory you have. Anyway, Hilda insisted something was amiss. She continues to insist that, although the coroner was satisfied that it was not unexpected that a man of the chaplain’s age and – how shall I put it? His dietary habits – should pass on. Ace liked food and wine, perhaps more than the next man or woman. His idea of heaven – apart from the real heaven of his beliefs, I mean – was having a chat over cheese and port in the Senior Common Room, a chat that could carry on into the small hours.’


‘No post-mortem,’ said Max. It was not a question. The coroner would not order a post-mortem of such an elderly man unless the circumstances surrounding his death were indisputably suspicious.


By this point Awena had entered the room and stood quietly, waiting, one elegant dark eyebrow arched quizzically, a shopping bag slung over her shoulder. She knew from long experience that the day’s plans were being disrupted.


‘He was eighty-six and taking medication for his heart,’ the principal told him. ‘But she – Hilda, Mrs Graybill – felt something was wrong.’


‘Surely the Oxford police— ’


‘Thames Valley Police, to be precise. They won’t touch it, Max. They looked into it initially, of course, because she’d kicked up such a fuss, but since then they’ve rather given her the brush-off – politely but firmly. I can see their point, can’t you? While crime rages, the death of an elderly man, a death officially from natural causes, is hardly a priority. They say there’s no evidence pointing to anything but a dicey ticker, which Hilda admits he had. Angina in a man his age … you know.’


‘But he had seen a doctor?’


‘Of course he had.’ The principal was using the imperious voice he generally saved for the undergraduates. ‘That’s where he got the medication. But I gathered from Hilda … Well, she won’t admit it plainly now, but I did gather Ace wasn’t religious about taking his prescribed medicine, if you’ll pardon the expression. I mean, he’d forget, skip a dose. You know.’


‘Well, there you are. I—’


‘But she insisted I ring you, Max. I’m rather afraid she’s not going to let this go until “a real expert” – her words – has had a look. She’s called your bishop already, I’m afraid. I thought I’d give you fair warning.’


‘My bishop?’


‘Yes, of course, he is an old friend of her family’s, didn’t you know? She is a Wolf – you know, the famous Wolf family, always in and out of favour at Whitehall. Not to be confused with a pack of wolves, of course. I’m told they’re rather pleasant once one gets to know them. Anyway, the bishop promised her he’d send you out, apparently. She said she wanted “someone who could be trusted to be discreet and to get to the truth”. When can you get here?’


Well, that was his agenda set for him, thought Max. Once his bishop was involved, ‘no’ wasn’t really an answer. He thought it interesting how the bishop had gone from dreading the publicity engendered by Max’s murder investigations to actively sending him out on missions to solve crimes in the area – and beyond. Now it was Thames Valley. How the man thought Max’s pastoral duties were being fulfilled was anyone’s guess. Too much was already falling on the shoulders of his curate, Destiny.


Max offered a feeble protest that came out sounding rather like a bleat to his own ears, even knowing that once he’d been ‘activated’ by his bishop – exactly like some action figure in a priest’s collar, now he thought about it – there was little he could do or say that would prevent the inevitable.


Still, he gave it one last shot. ‘I can’t just show up and start asking questions about the chaplain’s death,’ he said. ‘Won’t people wonder what I’m doing there, anyway?’


‘I’ve got a solution to that, Max. I’ll appoint you as the Interim Chaplain, so you can move about the college freely and ask questions under the guise of settling in and getting to know people. It’s rather a perfect solution, since we’ll need time to find Ace’s replacement, anyway. Let’s see … You’ll need a list of names of the people who were here at the relevant time. Fortunately for our purposes, there aren’t many people around in summer vacation. The undergraduates have mostly gone home and only a few loose graduate cases hang about. The people in administrative positions – the bursar, and so forth – must, of course, be here, preparing for the next intake at Michaelmas term.’


‘I’m not sure I c—’


‘It was your bishop who suggested it. He seems rather taken with his role as spymaster.’


This Max knew from previous experience. Max’s exploits shone a positive light on a Church often perceived as irrelevant at best, mired in corruption at worst.


‘Do you suppose he’s bored?’ asked the principal. ‘I would have thought the Anglican Church would have given him lots of things to fill his time. Anyway, mustn’t disappoint him, Max. Or Hilda.


‘There’s a good chap.’









Chapter 2


THE JOURNEY


Max caught the train from Staincross Minster that very day, since he ‘wasn’t doing anything, anyway’ – the bishop’s words. Tempted as Max was to repeat what the principal had said about the bishop’s boredom levels, he knew that wisdom lay in holding his tongue. The bishop had his faults, but a touch of the glory hound in his nature was a manageable one. Probably.


And it suited Max better than being called on the ecclesiastical carpet to be chastised about his sleuthing activities, as had been the case earlier in his time at St Edwold’s.


It was a long trip under molten grey skies, for the promise of verdant, drawn-out summer days receded as the train moved east towards London. His journey required a change of trains at London Paddington so as Max waited for his connection he downed a cup of tea and a pebbly scone. He’d brought his sermon to work on en route, but as he was stuck for anything original to say about the Sermon on the Mount he felt time passed slowly. He’d also brought along a paperback thriller someone had left in the Nether Monkslip Little Free Library maintained by the Women’s Institute (rumours of censorship were rife, as the head of the WI was not a popular woman, and the library’s offerings tended towards outdated textbooks) but the story failed to hold his attention. How likely was it a shy botanist would be recruited by a government cabal and planted (so to speak), because of his special knowledge of insecticides, inside the corridors of power, meeting a gorgeous but undoubtedly treacherous woman in the process? Max spotted her as a wrong ’un before the end of the third chapter.


His mind kept turning to his memories of Ace Graybill. Max could easily call his face and form to mind. He’d also seen the occasional photo of him in the alumni magazine.


The chaplain always looked the sort of man who might have gone into comedy if he hadn’t chosen a different path, with his ready smile and lopsided, engaging features beneath a wild halo of frizzy hair. To Max’s young and jaded eyes he’d seemed ancient, although he must have been only in his sixties. He’d been of medium height with a round build and a rolling gait which suggested early arthritis or sports injuries. Recent photos showed his still-abundant hair had turned the purest white over the years.


He’d been popular with the students, attracting religious sorts, nihilists and avowed atheists alike, for he was always open to the sort of jejune debate on the meaning of existence so beloved by the young, as if they alone had invented these timeless doubts.


It had been two decades since Max had seen the chaplain in person, and age had probably taken its toll, but Max knew Ace Graybill was the sort to ignore infirmity, putting any discomfort aside in the cause of helping others. How such a man came to meet a violent end – if that was, in fact, the case – was anyone’s guess in a wicked world.


On his arrival that evening in Oxford Max bundled himself and his baggage into a black cab from the taxi rank at the station. Perhaps fifteen minutes later, having expertly and rather thrillingly dodged the weekday city traffic, a journey punctuated by the blare of car horns as the taxi sped through traffic lights, the driver deposited Max with a screech of brakes at the august gates of St Luke’s College. Max wasn’t sure if he should applaud and tip him handsomely or rebuke him for his recklessness. He was used to the quiet rhythms of tiny Nether Monkslip, with its own ancient streets and twisting alleyways, with horse riders and the occasional wayward sheep causing the greatest hazard to traffic. He realised he would have to adapt quickly. In his absence, Oxford had become a miniature London.


He stood on the pavement before St Luke’s, his small black wheelie bag at his feet, staring up and down ‘The Turl’ – never Turl Street, but ‘The Turl’. The austere beauty of the stone walls of the college had of course not changed, probably not in centuries. The golden glow of Cotswold stone seemed to have become burnished by age, as if polished to a high gloss.


Max had rarely set foot inside the massive gates of the place since his undergraduate years. When he had returned to Oxford to study for the priesthood as a mature student, following his stint in MI5, he had read theology at nearby St Barnabas House. He wondered if he would have time to visit his old haunts there, if his tutor would still be around.


And if the same sense of time standing still, awaiting his return, would hold true there as well as it was holding here.


While at St Barnabas House he had briefly visited St Luke’s as a tourist would have done, and he’d had dinner one night in hall at the invitation of his former tutor, long since retired. But all his energies had been focused on an exhausting daily regimen, training for a career he never dreamt he would aspire to.


He stepped through the raised threshold of the pedestrian gate, hoisting his bag behind. It was like being pulled through a time portal. The locked bulletin board to the right of the entryway, with its colourful notices of students’ doings; the door into the porter’s lodge to his left; the breathtaking initial view of the serene First Quad, empty of students for the moment.


He introduced himself to the porter on duty in the lodge, saying he was there at the behest of the principal. He waited, peering into the quad as a call was put through to the office.


It was impossible but St Luke’s seemed to have grown, the stones of its walls bigger, higher; its ancient leaded-glass windows more intricate and imposing, concealing rather than revealing the secrets within.


This trick of the mind was, Max imagined, opposite to the experience of people visiting a childhood home after a long absence. St Luke’s did not carry its historic weight lightly but was massive and ponderous and designed to intimidate the brash young things that swarmed in and out of its medieval gates each year. Unlike in olden days, when places at the college were reserved as a matter of course for gentry – and for males only – Oxford now strived to lure the brightest stars from every firmament.


The empty First Quad looked like a film set for an Inspector Morse or Inspector Lewis caper, the velvety grass and surrounding stones waiting expectantly for actors John Thaw or Kevin Whately to arrive and survey the murdered corpse, found either stabbed in its rooms or flung from the rooftop or poisoned at High Table. Soon Dr Hobson would come with her medical bag and, after swapping a few quips with the policemen standing about and having flirted madly with Lewis, she would pronounce the estimated time of death within a four-hour range. She would always couch this estimate in language that left as much wiggle room as possible. Max knew from experience this was still the best a pathologist could do at first glance.


From there the detectives would swing into action, asking witnesses to quit messing about and tell them what they really knew about the deceased, and who would want to harm him or her, and why.


Which pretty much described his own mission.


The series had made the Oxford colleges seem timeless, but most certainly the city of Oxford had changed, as he had just had time to notice on the chaotic drive in from the station. The main streets where the tourists flocked looked to be an ever-changing array of trendy coffee shops, patisseries, hotels and restaurants, jammed into spaces designed centuries before for bookshops, taverns and gentlemen’s outfitters.


The porter behind him put down the phone and told Max the principal was waiting for him. She began trying to point him on his way.


‘Thanks, I think I remember,’ he said with a smile.


Max strode to the principal’s office to the right of First Quad and sprinted up the narrow stairs to the third floor, still carrying the bag that held his overnight essentials. He was optimistically planning to stay only a day or two. After all, he had obligations awaiting him at home.


And in his heart, he thought the chaplain’s wife, as well as the principal, were probably just too grief-stricken to accept that the obvious explanation for the demise of the chaplain was undoubtedly the true explanation.


Max had seen it countless times in people mourning a lost one. Facing the truth was easiest for those not blinded by love.


The white-haired principal, still an unusually tall man, greeted him at the door, thanking him effusively for coming and saying, ‘I’ll be right with you, Max. I just have to think of a thoughtful sign-off that commits me to nothing and then hit “send” on an email. No rest, you know.’


Max nodded amiably. He had never been inside the principal’s private sanctum and welcomed the chance to have a look around.


The oak-panelled walls cocooned the space in a golden Tudor ambience, the deep fireplace set off by leather chairs inviting long hours of reading. The principal’s desk, however, was piled to its edges with files and books, and suggested industry rather than idle perusal of long-forgotten tomes. The sleek laptop computer was festooned with sticky notes peeping from its sides.


The beautiful old rooms, lined with carved linenfold panelling, were further graced by a view across the quad from two tall windows. Max imagined the size of the windows had been expanded from early medieval days when glass would be at a premium and keeping the warmth within the room was worth more than providing a scenic vista.


In term, with all the students gathered, the views without must have been for the principal rather like watching television, with scenes of mayhem, burgeoning love and simmering rivalry playing out against a backdrop of mellow stone walls. Max wondered if the elaborate pranks against nearby Exeter College continued. In his day they’d been infamous, and more than once the relevant college chaplains had been called in to negotiate a truce. Had poor Ace been dragged into such a spectacle? No doubt he had.


In the centre of Second Quad, where Max would be staying that night, the Minotaur fountain with its ornamental pond – stocked with Koi carp in Max’s day – had been the frequent scene of playful, usually drunken dunkings by members of the Junior Common Room despite repeated admonitions, threats and fines designed to halt the practice. The principal had joked it didn’t worry him that they all tried to drown each other but the fish didn’t like it, and that was what mattered. In fact, the college had given up stocking the pond: it was simpler than hoping to dissuade the celebrating students.


The fountain itself, Max recalled, was a memorial to a famous eighteenth-century author who was rumoured to be buried beneath the pond. He’d been a generous benefactor of the college – so generous the college name had been changed in his honour – but when he died the name was changed back to St Luke’s. Max still recalled the inscription carved onto the base of the fountain: ‘Sic transit gloria mundi.’


All worldly glory is fleeting, as the author may have come to learn.


Now the mullioned windows presented an empty, beautiful calm. Max thought a leader trying to keep this massive ship afloat would find this peaceful setting nearly as distracting as inebriated students.


The principal snapped the grey laptop shut and folded his hands on the lid. ‘I’ve ordered tea to be brought up for you. And some sandwiches if you’d like?’


‘Very kind,’ Max murmured, the cheese and pickle sandwich on breeze-block bread he’d had in transit but a faint memory. ‘I’d very much appreciate it.’


‘The trains do try to serve but it’s not like having a proper supper, is it? Brandy?’


‘Yes, indeed. Most kind.’


The principal lifted the receiver on an old-fashioned telephone and made his amended request to someone at the other end. The two men then settled themselves against the plump, tasselled cushions of the chairs in front of the stone fireplace, where a small fire burned merrily behind a brass screen. The mantel was carved with the shield of the college, its outlines blurred by centuries of cleaning.


As they waited for their food and drinks to arrive, they chatted of things in the news and the doings of the college fellows. One was leading a team on the quest for a global vaccine that held the promise to eradicate not just certain influenza viruses but all of them. The media recently had made much of him and the promise his discovery held for humankind.


‘He is doing his best to react with humility to the notoriety,’ the principal observed with dry humour. Professor Brayer was known to hide his insecurities behind a shield of bluster and bombast. ‘But it would be a boon for mankind if he succeeds in his goals, so we mustn’t discourage him.’


‘Perhaps just a little?’


‘We have tried.’ The principal smiled. ‘I personally have pointed out to Professor Brayer it would be nice if he could find a cure for the common cold while he’s at it.’


‘I must say, I wouldn’t mind meeting him.’ At least, thought Max, unlike with some of the fellows, there would be little heavy lifting required on his part to keep the conversation going. Brayer simply ran on, never noticing or caring if his audience was listening or able to take in what he was saying. ‘Perhaps I could come up on the next formal occasion? It fascinates me – all the advances being made in medicine in recent years. I wish I’d had the patience – and the brains – for that sort of study.’


‘You’re too modest, Max. You had the brains of twenty men of your year.’ He hesitated. ‘Perhaps you didn’t always apply yourself …’


Max, astonished the principal had noticed the doings of a mere undergraduate, one of thousands who had been under his care over the years, laughed. ‘That’s certainly true. And don’t think I haven’t regretted it here and there.’


‘Oxford is about learning things not on the curriculum. I’ve followed the news of your exploits with a certain paternalistic pride, if you don’t mind my putting it that way. Anyway, I’ll be glad to try to arrange a meeting with Brayer while you’re here if you’ve time. Science and religion, hand in hand – all opportunities for that sort of exchange are to be encouraged.’


‘That would be splendid,’ Max said. ‘But … if there’s time. I will need to get back home as soon as possible.’


A young woman entered carrying a heavy tray, and the principal stood to take it from her. She was presumably someone from the principal’s private staff, kept on call for the occasion. After she’d left and they’d sorted the sandwiches and drinks, the principal turned to Max and said, ‘It’s a sad business, this. I think we all felt we’d have Ace Graybill with us for at least a few more years.’


‘Indeed. I was shaken by your news. Tell me, exactly what does Hilda Graybill think happened to her husband, if she thinks he did not die a natural death?’


‘That’s just it, Max. Perhaps you can get more sense out of her than I could. She insists that the chaplain had been involved in something “sinister” – her word. Something to do with money, perhaps. But she can’t say what because she doesn’t know.’


‘Sinister? The Reverend Graybill?’


‘Oh, I don’t mean she thinks he was guilty of any wrongdoing – I wouldn’t for a minute believe him capable of that, and neither would she. It is more that she thinks he witnessed something odd, or became suspicious of someone, or knew too much about something, and that knowledge led someone to, you know …’


‘To take his life,’ said Max. ‘It seems preposterous, put that way. Like something out of a spy film.’ The chaplain was the mildest of men, and while possessed of a certain selfless, idealistic boldness – Max thought he would be first into the river to save a drowning man – to picture him at the heart of something nefarious was impossible. The likelihood was that in all innocence he been caught up in events beyond his control – if, in fact, his wife’s suspicions were well founded.


‘Yes, doesn’t it quite?’ asked the principal. ‘But when you think about it, the only way to deal with a man known to be incorruptible and unbribable is to eliminate him. John le Carré taught us that much. Oh, you needn’t look so surprised, Max; I do enjoy reading books without footnotes from time to time. Of course, what I am saying is – well, you would know all about spies, yourself.’


Max tried to feign ignorance, although the principal was of course referring to Max’s Security Service past.


‘Whatever it is, I know you’ll get to the bottom of it, Max, and put the poor woman’s mind at rest.’


There was a loud ‘pop’ as a spot of resin in the firewood ignited, sending sparks flying up the chimney. Firelight danced in the corners of the room. The two men might have been scholars from a past century, trying to unpick a knotty problem of theology or alchemy.


‘I can try,’ said Max, his voice conveying he knew this was not the positive reply the principal wanted to hear. ‘But she doesn’t seem to have much to go on.’


‘No. She kept talking about women’s intuition. “He was on to something,” she said. “And someone killed him for it.” All that sort of thing. She also seemed to be rather put out that he hadn’t confided in her about whatever was troubling him. She said that wasn’t like him at all.’


‘I wouldn’t discount the intuition thing entirely,’ said Max. ‘My wife Awena’s intuition is often spot on, especially when it comes to people – who can be trusted and who can’t – and their motivations. But sometimes she doesn’t correctly interpret her divine revelations. She’ll know something’s wrong but not be able to say why.’


‘My wife and daughter are the same,’ said Windmill.


Max took a sip of his tea before saying, ‘It would help me a great deal if you could provide the list you mentioned of people I might talk to about Ace and what happened to him. Anyone who was around the college the day he died, anyone who may have witnessed something unusual that day or in the days leading up to his death, anyone who may have special insight into his preoccupations or concerns.’


‘Of course. I’ve prepared a list of names for you to take with you tonight. As I mentioned, very few people are around the college this time of year, which helps narrow the field of your enquiries. In any event, I’m sure you’ll first want to speak with the scout who found Ace’s body in the college chapel. “Ace’s body” – I can’t believe I’m using words like that. Anyway, her name is Mavis. Mrs Mavis Dodge. I’m afraid she’s rather … Well, you’ll see. She’s gone for the day now, of course, but she’ll be here in the morning. I’ll make sure she’s available to you.’


‘She found him after the noonday Eucharist, is that right?’


‘Yes, the service ended around twelve forty, perhaps a bit sooner. She popped into the chapel around three to do something with the flowers or dusting or some such and there he was. Lying near the foot of the altar, still dressed in the robes he wore for the service, and the chalice used during the service on the floor a few feet from him – perhaps fallen from his grasp as he was taken ill.’


‘But whatever happened to him, it didn’t happen during the service? I mean, he wasn’t visibly ill then?’ Max was wondering if there had been something in the chalice that might have affected Ace. He was thinking of a slow-acting rather than an instantaneous poison. Digoxin, perhaps. Something that hadn’t taken full effect until the congregants had left. It stood to reason anyone who took communion during the service would have been affected along with Ace and surely would have come forward to say so.


But what was he thinking? Any notion of anyone’s killing Ace was an absurdity.


‘No, someone surely would have noticed. He must have been straightening up after when – when he fell ill.’


So whatever had happened to Ace was sudden – hopefully, it had been a swift passage. And it had happened before he’d had time to change out of his robes in the vestry room. Had he met someone after the service? Had someone stayed behind?


‘I shouldn’t think many people were there this time of year,’ said Max. ‘I mean, attending the service.’


‘Only five people.’


No cloud of witnesses, then. ‘And did they notice anything unusual?’


‘They all said Ace seemed agitated – dropping things, nearly knocking over the chalice, forgetting the order of the service – which, of course, he knew by heart. And they all said they’ve no idea why.’


‘But they didn’t think he was being taken ill.’


‘No. It wasn’t anything as evident as that – that he was having a stroke or heart attack or something of that nature.’ The principal paused, his gaze sombre. ‘One student told me the chaplain was the most “peaceable” man he’d ever met. I would agree. The whole idea of any violence being done to him is outrageous. I cannot bear to think of anyone deliberately harming him.’


Which reluctance certainly would get in the way of any investigation, thought Max. If Ace had been harmed, someone had to have been responsible.


However, Max had to admit he felt the same way. Ace Graybill existed in a sort of bubble of sanctity, safe from all mischief. Rather, he should have been safe and have died a quiet death in his sleep.


‘Their names are on the list you drew up for me?’


‘There were only four students and the bursar,’ replied the principal. ‘The trouble is, the students have all left for the summer. Of course, I have their information ready to pass along to you, but any contact with them will have to be by phone or email, I’m afraid. They really are scattered to the wind this time of year.’


‘I’ll do what I can. I gather the students didn’t observe anything unusual that day apart from Ace’s agitation?’


‘Not that was brought to my attention. No.’


‘The police didn’t interview them?’


‘I would be amazed if they did. No one thought there was anything to interview anyone about, you see. By the time Hilda raised a fuss, they’d already left.’


‘It really is too bad they’re not here to talk to in person.’ Disembodied voices over the phone could hide any number of anxieties, and of course email was even more unsatisfactory for sensing the emotion behind the words.


‘But there’s the bursar,’ said the principal. ‘He’s still around. Sound man. Dr Malcolm Cox. Anyone in the bursar’s position generally has an eye for detail.’


Max had by now switched over to drinking the brandy, and the principal reached over to top up his glass.


‘Thank you,’ Max said. ‘Now, I understand that just before the service, the chaplain was seen leaving the Fellows’ Library, is that right?’


‘Yes. I had a word with the librarian – just covering all bases in case there was some connection, you know. Anything to follow up on. Ace had apparently been reading a Greek Bible of 1545, one of the college’s treasures. Also, a first edition of Harvey’s Circulation of the Blood from 1628. The librarian complained that he left without returning the books to their proper places. Further, that he left one book open to whatever page he’d been reading. Dr Paget is rather particular, perhaps given to complaining over trifles, but it was odd behaviour for the chaplain, it must be said. He adores books – Oxford is that kind of place, of course; it attracts the bibliophilic types who cherish everything about the written word – and he would never be careless with them.’


‘Dr Paget. It’s good to hear she’s still on duty.’


‘She won’t leave. I suppose we could force her, at her age, but who would want to try? She knows where all the bodies are buried— Oh, sorry, a poor choice of words, given the topic.’


Max considered. ‘It was quite an eclectic range of interests Ace had, judging by the books. Blood and the Bible. I wonder if it’s relevant?’


‘Everything fascinated the man,’ said the principal with a shrug. ‘It’s what set him apart – his boundless curiosity. Even for an Oxford man, he was … inquisitive.’


Max was certain the word the principal wanted to use was ‘nosy’, and he wondered if the chaplain’s native curiosity had led him to open doors he should not have opened. But perusing old books in the library hardly seemed a sinister enough pastime to lead to his demise. The chaplain would likely have had enough Greek to make out whatever was in a Greek Bible, however archaic the language, and perhaps he’d wanted to verify some fine point for any religious argument he may have been engaged in, but would that explain his later agitation, as described by those attending the noon service?


As for the medical tome, if Ace had had a question about the circulation of blood, surely he’d have chosen a more modern text?


The principal was saying, ‘You know this is my last year at St Luke’s as principal, Max. I will soon pass the torch to Dr Margie Arnold – a first for the college, having a female in this role. It’s an historic occasion and I don’t want to mar her triumph by passing along any unsavoury unfinished business.’


‘Of course, I understand. I’ll do what I can to bring some clarity to the situation.’ Setting down his glass, Max gazed at Windmill and asked, ‘Do you have any theories as to why the chaplain was so troubled? Was there something in those books that may have … you know, set him off?’


The principal shook his head. ‘No idea whatsoever. Of course, whatever it was may have contributed to his death in some way we can only imagine. Too much excitement, a strain on his heart. Which is why your looking into things will be welcome, even though I doubt the situation is as … well, as diabolical as the chaplain’s wife seems to think.’


‘I’ll have a word with Hilda, of course,’ said Max.


‘You’ll find her in the grace-and-favour accommodation provided by the college – a house on Woodstock Road. The college have told her she can stay there until the new, permanent chaplain comes on board, which may be many months. I’ve written down the address for you. And while I’m at it, I’ll fetch the lists of names I’ve drawn up.’ Windmill went to his desk to retrieve a business card, on the back of which he had written a Woodstock Road address and a phone number.


Max took the card, tucking it in his pocket.


‘Here are the persons I know to have been in college when Ace passed away. You’ll see they are members of staff. And on a separate page are the names and the contact information for the students who were at the chapel service that day. I’ve had my secretary compile that list for you.’


Max folded the pages into his pocket alongside the business card.


‘You yourself had no idea if anything was bothering Ace in the days before his death?’


The principal shook his head.


‘What do you know of his activities? Did he make any unusual comments, do something out of character?’


‘There was nothing out of the ordinary, Max. He was excited about tackling the chapel renovations at last. He was working with a former student here, Jack Diamond, an historic preservation architect.’


‘Jack Diamond? I remember him from my days as an undergraduate. I didn’t know him well but it’s a difficult name to forget. And he was always rather involved in activities, if you know what I mean. Hard to miss, in other words.’


‘Indeed. An energetic young man with a mad desire to change the world. As an educator one never wants to discourage youthful ambition, you know. Sometimes one just wishes students were a bit calmer and more patient in their approach to things. Anyway, he now has offices in Summertown and he was assisting Ace with designs and materials, recommending the best contractors in the area, bidding out the specialist parts of the job, all that sort of thing. It’s not a project that can be left to just anyone, of course, and I know Ace trusted him implicitly.


‘Yes, now I come to think of it, Jack would be a good person for you to talk to – he might know as much or more about the chaplain’s state of mind in his last days as anyone, including Hilda. Restoring the chapel was a project that had been close to the chaplain’s heart for many years, and it looked as if it was finally coming to fruition. He was planning to consult with our director of human resources about hiring a firm or individuals to do the actual work. Everyone has to be carefully vetted, of course.’


‘Of course. Anything else?’


‘Really, no. I’ve been casting my mind back, Max, and the only conversation I recall clearly was Ace saying Louisa Schmidt, the new kitchen hire, didn’t know a carrot from a turnip and wanting to know where she came from. A few people felt that way but the chaplain did so love his food and was more distressed by the situation than the rest of us. His tendency to overindulge may have contributed to, you know … At his age – or mine, for that matter – one can’t take chances.’ He cast an unwilling eye down on his expanding waistline. ‘Hilda told me his arthritis was becoming a constant torment, making movement more challenging, but he never complained – not to me.’


‘Perhaps I’ll learn more when I have a word with her,’ said Max. ‘At least my being in Oxford gives me a chance to offer my condolences in person.’


The principal nodded. ‘They still talk about you at High Table, you know. That shocking business at the drinking club. A complete scandal to this day, of course. The scion of such a distinguished family … It doesn’t bear thinking about. Of course, they put an immediate stop to the making of the film documentary – their solicitors did.’


Max flushed at being reminded. To once have been a member of an Oxford drinking club was something to be played down these days, even though Max doubted the murder of his fellow student would have been resolved had he not been on the scene.


‘Of course, I thought of you right away,’ the principal continued, ‘when there seemed to be some questions to be quietly laid to rest. And your more recent exploits also have been … quite astonishing. I don’t know how you manage to uncover so much unsavoury business living in such a remote area. One has to wonder at the escalating crime rate.’


Max waved away the praise. ‘Right place, right time, that’s all,’ he said. ‘Villages are not as tame as they appear to be on the surface. Quite the opposite.’ He hesitated. ‘I can’t say I’m proud of my time among the Queen’s Men. We never destroyed any restaurants, but still – the entire thing was an anachronism.’


‘You saved an innocent person from going to prison. That counts for a great deal.’


Max often thought of the young lives derailed or curtailed by the machinations of a cunning young man on his way – as he thought – to the top. It had all ended for him in a life sentence for murder.


The principal gave him a searching look. ‘I think there’s quite a bit more to it than “right place, right time” where you’re concerned, Max. One would almost think … Well, never mind.’
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