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  Chapter 1


  ‘Ah, Miss Quy!’ said the Master of St Agatha’s College, Cambridge. ‘Imogen! I’m glad I’ve caught you. I want to ask a favour of you.’


  Imogen Quy, closing behind her the door of the room in Fountain Court which served as her office, went across the court towards him, smiling. She liked Sir William; between Master and college nurse there was long-standing affection.


  ‘Whatever it is, the answer’s yes,’ she said.


  ‘I’d be grateful if you would dine at High Table next Thursday.’


  Imogen didn’t often dine at High Table, though as a fellow of the college she was entitled to do so. Usually she had supper at home with her lodgers Fran and Josh.


  ‘I’m afraid there’s an ulterior motive,’ Sir William said. ‘It will be particularly helpful that evening to have with us a good conversationalist who is also a pretty woman.’


  ‘Flattery, flattery,’ said Imogen. She was thirty-five and didn’t regard herself as a beauty, though more than one man had been attracted to her in his day. ‘And isn’t High Table conversation supposed to be noted for wit and brilliance rather than feminine charm?’


  ‘It’s an unusual occasion. We have a rich and important man dining with us, who may be heavy going. He doesn’t have much in the way of cultural interests, or so I’m told, and he wouldn’t be entertained by college gossip. I’m sure a female face and voice will cheer things up.’


  ‘Won’t Dr Longland-Smith be there? Or Mrs Mayhew?’


  ‘Sue Longland-Smith is away on her sabbatical, and ­ Belinda Mayhew will be giving a lecture at Bristol.’


  ‘So I’m a fallback. I’m inclined to think I should feel insulted.’


  Sir William was embarrassed. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I do seem to put my foot in it these days.’


  ‘Don’t worry,’ Imogen said. ‘I shall look forward to being there. It sounds intriguing. Who is this very rich man whose presence seems to be a problem?’


  ‘He’s actually an alumnus of the college. You must have heard of him. Sir Julius Farran. He heads the Farran Group. It’s a big financial conglomerate which he built from scratch. Somebody called him the Takeover King. He buys and sells whole companies, and is massively wealthy – although, to tell you the truth, it makes me feel a little uneasy to think of concerns that are making real things, using real skills, employing real people and providing livelihoods, being bought and sold over the heads of the people who work for them.’


  ‘It doesn’t sound as if you approve of Sir Julius.’


  ‘Well, perhaps I should be careful about jumping to conclusions. I don’t really know a great deal about the world of business. The new bursar, Peter Wetherby – have you met him yet? – says that Farran is a genius in his way, and often does a company a power of good. Shakes it up and makes it perform.’


  ‘And he’s coming to dine in college.’


  ‘Yes, at Wetherby’s suggestion. It’s the first time Farran has been here since I became Master, and I believe the first time since he went down, all those years ago. Actually he has a right to dine in college. Any of our MAs can do so twice a year if they care to arrange it. I understand Farran didn’t distinguish himself as a student and only scraped a third. He was busying away outside, though, and I gather had made quite a lot of money by the time he went down. In due course he paid the fee and took his MA. He hasn’t shown any interest in the college since then, so far as I know. But anyway, he’s coming next Thursday, and bringing young Andrew Duncombe with him. You remember Andrew, of course. The most brilliant economist we’ve had in years. He left us; threw up his fellowship to join the Farran outfit. You’re looking startled, Imogen.’


  ‘Yes, I am, a little. I remember Andrew Duncombe well. Very well. But I wasn’t expecting to see him.’


  ‘Perhaps you thought, as many of us did, that Andrew wouldn’t show his face here again, having left us so suddenly, without warning. But we shouldn’t bear malice, should we? I believe he’s become Farran’s right-hand man. He rang me the other day to warn me that the great man would be coming and to give me a few tips on how to deal with him. The tips, he said, were off the record. Ply him with plenty of wine, keep the conversation general and lively, don’t let him get on his high horse, don’t argue with him, because he can be difficult if crossed ...’


  ‘And make sure you have a resident pretty woman.’


  ‘Oh, really!’ said Sir William. ‘I’ve apologised once. Once is enough.’


  ‘It sounds like an irresistible occasion,’ Imogen said. ‘Thank you very much. I’ll look forward to Thursday. And it will be – er – interesting to see Andrew again. I liked him rather a lot.’


  ‘You manage to like most people, don’t you, Imogen? An endearing characteristic. Most of the fellows don’t like him at all; they say he sold out. But there, you were just on your way home, weren’t you? Ride that bike of yours safely, my dear. We can’t afford to lose you.’


  Imogen left the college by the Chesterton Lane gate and pedalled home to Newnham. Her way was along the Backs, beautiful even now on a bleak day of late winter, but all her attention was needed to preserve her life in the heavy traffic. She entered the relative peace of Newnham Croft with relief. Her own house, on one of the streets that led off Grantchester Street, was a welcome refuge from a job that she loved but that could be demanding. It was just a week into the Lent term, the peak time for sporting injuries. Undergraduates were notably remiss in protecting their own persons. And there was always somebody needing relief from a minor ailment, or a shoulder to weep on. In addition, she’d allowed her off-duty hours to become a little too fully occupied with voluntary activities. Today she had to feed somebody’s cat, visit an old lady who was in good health but low spirits, and telephone friends to arrange a meeting of the Quilters’ Club. It was pleasant to get home and find that Fran, a research student at St Agatha’s and by now a close friend, was in the house and fixing herself a scratch lunch out of the fridge.


  Fran cut a rough cheese sandwich and a large tomato in two, and passed half across to Imogen.


  ‘What’s the news from college?’ she inquired.


  ‘Fascinating, as a matter of fact. I have to help to entertain a tycoon, Sir Julius Farran. Know who he is?’


  ‘I’ve heard of him. Isn’t he supposed to be a bit of a crook?’


  ‘I wouldn’t know about that. He’s incredibly rich, and he’s a St Agatha’s man.’


  ‘And potential benefactors are always welcome?’


  ‘Come now, Fran,’ said Imogen sternly, ‘how could you harbour such unworthy thoughts?’ That particular unworthy thought had in fact occurred to her during her conversation with the Master. But it was not Sir Julius who was uppermost in her mind.


  ‘And would you believe it, Andrew Duncombe is coming over, too.’


  Fran sat up, interested. ‘Andrew Duncombe! I went to his lectures at one time, as an undergraduate. We all thought he was brilliant. And ... have I got it wrong? Isn’t he the Andrew you used to talk about a lot? The one who was ... close to you?’


  ‘Yes, he was close to me,’ Imogen said. ‘Perhaps too close.’


  ‘But it ended when he left the college?’


  ‘How do you know there was any “it” about it? He was a friend.’


  ‘There are friends and friends,’ observed Fran sagely. ‘And there are “just good friends”. I’ve always supposed he was one of those. You were fond of him, weren’t you?’


  Yes, I was fond of him, thought Imogen. And that was the right phrase for it. She’d been fond of Andrew; she hadn’t been in love with him. Yet he’d been her lover for more than a year.


  It hadn’t been the tempestuous passion of her youth, the passion that had cost her such devastating agony, to say nothing of a medical career, when she had given all for love and been brutally abandoned. That passion had seared her, left her wretched for years, still made her wretched when she thought about it. She had known she couldn’t go through all that again, felt she would never again trust any man. Maybe, she’d felt then, she would be celibate for the rest of her life.


  She’d taken the job at St Agatha’s. Then Andrew had arrived, a young lecturer of her own age, married but in process of divorce. Andrew had confided in her; people always did. His experiences had paralleled hers. For him, too, there had been a passionate and prolonged affair, but for him it had ended in marriage. And the marriage had been disastrous; a few months later his wife had contemptuously left him for a man who had lots of charisma but was, in Andrew’s opinion, intellectually null.


  He and Imogen had comforted each other, and the comfort had led, before very long, to bed. It hadn’t been a passionate relationship, but it had been quite a satisfactory one. There was attraction enough to make it work on the physical plane. Andrew had turned out to be a deft and considerate lover. They hadn’t lived together and hadn’t seen any need to tell the world about themselves; if whispers got around the college or the neighbourhood, they didn’t get to Imogen’s ears. They had made a point of not being committed to each other; if they weren’t committed neither of them could be let down.


  When, after a year, Andrew told Imogen he was joining the Farran Group and would be leaving Cambridge, he’d made it clear that this would end the affair; he’d offered a somewhat muted apology and she’d told him there was nothing to apologise for. After he went, she missed him more than she’d expected, but it was nothing like a replay of the earlier disaster. She had settled down to being on her own again and been tolerably content, though well aware that for a childless woman in her mid-thirties the clock was ticking. They sent each other Christmas cards.


  ‘I heard something about him a few weeks ago,’ she told Fran. ‘I was told that he had a glamorous girlfriend. Maybe he’s going to marry again.’


  ‘And you wish him happiness?’


  ‘Why not? He hasn’t done me any harm.’


  After Fran had gone, she went on thinking about Andrew. So now he was rising rapidly in the Farran empire. Making lots of money, probably. And with a girlfriend who was no doubt beautiful and fashionable.


  She’d heard it said that Andrew had sold his soul. Had he really? It would be interesting to see him again. And to meet the man who’d bought it.


  Chapter 2


  With help from Fran, Imogen applied unaccustomed make-up to her face and wriggled into her one and only long dress, a rather slinky green silk. This wasn’t suitable attire for cycling to college, and her car was currently on loan to a friend two counties away, but Fran’s boyfriend Josh gave her a lift in his decrepit Skoda. Her return time being uncertain, she would go home by taxi. Josh, who held mildly left-wing views, was a little shocked at the thought of Imogen hobnobbing with capitalism, but at the same time he and Fran were eager to hear what Julius Farran was like at close quarters.


  It seemed that someone had got wind of the great man’s visit, for a small demonstration with a couple of placards denouncing global capitalism was forming up at the main gate. Josh threatened, not too seriously, to abandon the car and join the demonstration, but relented and drove Imogen round to the side gate in Chesterton Lane, from which she could enter the college without having to run a gauntlet. She arrived early for sherry, traditionally served in the Parlour from seven to seven thirty, to find the Master already there, with two or three of the senior fellows and the new bursar.


  ‘I’m still having pangs of conscience,’ said Sir William, ‘at getting you into this. But I’m sure you will improve the occasion and if necessary have a civilising effect. And if I may say so, how charming you look!’


  Imogen was aware of Sir William’s generosity with his compliments and regarded it as an amiable weakness. But it had its effect; from being a little nervous she was suddenly confident, feeling that she looked good and was equal to this or any other occasion.


  ‘You know Dr Barton and Professor Sunderland, of course,’ Sir William said. ‘But I don’t think you’ve met Peter Wetherby. Peter, this is Miss Quy, whom we are lucky enough to have as our college nurse.’


  ‘Imogen,’ said Imogen.


  She looked at the new bursar with interest. His predecessor, though kind and considerate, was generally thought to have been insufficiently worldly for the appointment, and to have let the college finances slide. There had been relief when he retired. Wetherby looked to be made of sterner stuff. He was a man of a little over average height, fiftyish, trim, immaculately turned out. He had a clipped, decisive voice, a small ­ moustache, and a faintly military air. He had, she thought, a cold eye; and he didn’t seem impressed by Imogen.


  ‘I shall hope not to trouble you,’ he said to her with a little smile, and turned back to the Master.


  The room was filling up, but, to the expert eyes of those present, rather slowly.


  ‘It looks like being a low turnout,’ said Dr Barton. ‘Some of the younger fellows are conspicuously absent.’


  ‘They don’t want to break bread with Julius Farran,’ said Professor Sunderland. ‘But,’ – as two new figures appeared in the doorway – ‘the Terrible Twins are here.’


  The Master looked round. ‘So they are,’ he said. ‘Conspic­uously present. Damn. I hoped they’d be among the absentees.’


  ‘I’m afraid they’re here in disgust,’ said Dr Barton. ‘I have forebodings.’


  Imogen knew the Terrible Twins well. They were junior fellows, and were the college’s resident extremists. They were a contrasting pair. Carl Janner was smooth in speech and manner, and dressed with a touch of dandyism. Imogen suspected that under the misleading exterior was a sharp and focused mind. Clive Horrocks was slight, pale, with thin, carroty hair, reedy voice, and a tendency to sarcasm. Both were probably in their late twenties.


  ‘But where is our distinguished guest?’ asked Barton. ‘Are we sure he’s going to turn up?’


  ‘Frankly, it would be a relief if he didn’t,’ said the Master.


  Sir Julius, mindful perhaps of the rigours of college accom­modation as it had been in his youth, was not staying in college but at the Garden House hotel. He arrived in the Parlour five minutes before the summons to hall. Andrew Duncombe, the fellow who’d defected, was with him, a tactful step behind. It was undoubtedly an entrance. The people nearest the door fell back; the Master advanced with hand outstretched.


  Julius Farran was in his later sixties: a large, bulky man. He wore a new-looking MA gown, which obviously wasn’t his natural garb. Academic gowns, Imogen had long suspected, were designed for the lean, impoverished scholars of long ago, and always seemed slightly absurd on the corpulent. But Farran had presence and looked what he was: a man of power, accustomed to dominate the company he was in. A bit past his best, though, she thought. A big, heavy face, a dangerously high colour, bags under the eyes; but the eyes themselves were small and shrewd.


  He was not, at first, in a good mood.


  ‘I suppose the show of force at the main gate is in my honour,’ he said. ‘Not quite the welcome one would have chosen.’


  ‘We can’t stop a peaceful demo,’ the Master said, ‘and I don’t suppose we’d try to if we could. They’re entitled to let off steam. I’m sure there won’t be any violence.’


  ‘I should hope not,’ said Sir Julius. But he was thawing. ‘Thank you, Master,’ he said, accepting a glass of sherry, ‘for not showing me the cold shoulder, reappearing in the college after all these years.’


  ‘A pleasure for all of us,’ said the Master, courteous even if on this occasion untruthful.


  ‘It was Wetherby here who suggested I should come,’ said Farran. ‘And young Duncombe as well. An excellent idea. I should have thought of it long ago.’


  The Master introduced two or three senior fellows and Imogen, on whom Sir Julius’s eye rested appraisingly for a moment or two. And after brief courtesies had been exchanged, Sir William led the way in to dinner, signalling to Farran to take the seat on his right, and to Imogen to sit on his left. The senior fellows and the bursar were also at the top of the table; a rather small number of their juniors, including the Terrible Twins, were lower down, and with them Andrew Duncombe.


  At the head of the table, conversation went reasonably well, though a little stiffly at first. Farran asked the Master questions which the Master had answered many times and was quite willing to answer again, on perennial academic issues: the threatened independence of the university and of its colleges; the sources of its funding; the criteria for appointment of fellows and the admission of undergraduates. Farran propounded the view, commonplace but always acceptable at high tables, that Britain’s top universities needed their freedom if they were to stay in the world’s premier league and that they must contrive to admit as students the brightest and most promising young people, wherever they could be found. He didn’t, as Imogen had half expected, set a cat among the pigeons by claiming that universities would be more successful if run as commercial enterprises by captains of industry.


  Imogen noticed, however, that he was pushing his glass forward rather frequently to be refilled with the college’s good claret, and as the meal went on he relaxed into informality and reminiscence. He recalled his own undergraduate days, which seemed to have been enjoyable if undistinguished. He gave it to be understood that he had been fined for a couple of minor misdemeanours, had rowed in the college’s third boat, and had enjoyed the favours of more than one young woman from Newnham or Girton. He hadn’t gone to many lectures or done much work, he admitted, which no doubt was why he’d got a poor degree, but it hadn’t done him any harm in life.


  Over pudding and a fine dessert wine, he turned to Imogen, looking at her with some interest. He inquired about her life and duties, and expressed the view that the college must feel itself fortunate to have her.


  ‘Indeed we do,’ said the Master. ‘Continually.’


  Further down the table, the talk was less harmonious. From where she sat, Imogen could hear little of what was being said, but it sounded first disapproving, then angry. Much of the anger seemed to be directed at Andrew. The rounded baritone of Janner and jarring reedy tenor of Horrocks stood out. Andrew was being accused by his former colleagues of treachery, of prostituting his talents, and of pushing his snout into the capitalist trough. He was defending himself quietly and steadily, but clearly not enjoying the experience.


  At the end of dinner the Master said grace and led the way into the senior common room, where port, Madeira and fruit were laid out. Seating in the room was arranged, as was the custom at St Agatha’s, so that the party could break into three or four conversational groups. This was where the Terrible Twins carried out their coup. By a neat and swift manoeuvre they guided Sir Julius into a group consisting of themselves and like-minded colleagues.


  Carl went straight in to the attack. ‘Sir Julius,’ he began, ‘I believe you made your first million while you were still an undergraduate.’


  Sir Julius, not knowing what he was in for, smiled wearily and said, ‘Yes. Everyone knows that. It’s brought out whenever I’m mentioned in the newspapers.’


  ‘And may I ask how you did it?’


  ‘That’s common knowledge, too. I was a poor boy from industrial Yorkshire, here on a scholarship. I saved a hundred pounds from my first year’s grant and bought a big old house on a mortgage to rent out to other students. It made a profit; I branched out into other ventures and gradually they got bigger. It wasn’t difficult. That’s what I say when people ask me the secret of success. A little talent and a lot of application, I tell them. The rest will follow ...’


  ‘You had a state scholarship, I believe, and they came with generous grants in those days. Do you think that using the university as a launching pad for a business career was a proper use of the public money that financed it?’


  ‘There were no strings to the grant,’ said Sir Julius. ‘I think I used it rather well.’


  A junior fellow came round offering port or Madeira. Sir Julius took the Madeira. Carl Janner leaned forward with the air of an inquisitor.


  ‘So you went down already rich,’ he said. ‘Soon after that, didn’t you bring off your first takeover of a company?’


  ‘Yes, I did,’ said Sir Julius. ‘Why are you asking me? All of this is on the record. Could we not talk about something else?’


  ‘The first company you acquired was a finance company, Loan-Easy or some such name. It lent money to poor people at high interest, didn’t it?’


  ‘At a rate appropriate to the market,’ Sir Julius said.


  ‘Moneylending!’ put in Clive Horrocks.


  Sir Julius made no response, but was now looking irritated.


  Carl Janner went on: ‘Then you took over West Midlands Engineering, and within weeks you sacked four thousand employees.’


  ‘It was that or liquidation.’


  ‘And you sold the company at a profit of nearly five million!’


  Carl’s tone was moving from questioning to assertion. Obviously he had prepared his brief. He went on to speak of property deals, of donations to political parties, of compet­itors either bought up or driven out of the market. The Madeira came round again, and Sir Julius accepted a refill. By now he was growing angry.


  ‘This has gone on long enough!’ he declared. ‘I didn’t come here to be interrogated!’


  Andrew Duncombe said to Carl, ‘Why don’t you put your questions in writing? Sir Julius will gladly answer them. This is not the time or place.’


  Carl took no notice. ‘Companies that you own are importing cheap goods at the expense of our jobs and our economy. And outsourcing their call centres to Asian countries that pay Third World staff at a fraction of what you would have to pay them in this country.’


  Sir Julius, furious now, rose to his feet. ‘They are well paid by the standards of their own countries!’ he declared. ‘We are giving them a livelihood. And now, once and for all, will you please let this subject drop!’


  He had raised his voice. Other conversations in the room died, and everyone listened. Out of the silence came the thin, abrasive voice of Clive Horrocks.


  ‘The subject,’ he announced, ‘is racist exploitation!’


  Sir Julius, face redder than ever, struggled to speak.


  Peter Wetherby said, loudly and angrily, ‘This is a disgrace! How dare you treat a guest like this?’


  ‘Sir Julius is not a guest,’ said Carl Janner. ‘He is a member of the college.’


  ‘Master!’ Sir Julius appealed across the room. ‘Can you not put a stop to it?’


  Sir William had risen to his feet, but was clearly at a loss. The Master of a college is not like the chief executive of a company. Essentially he is a first among equals, with little power to give orders and less to see them carried out. He hesitated.


  Imogen had already been alarmed by Sir Julius’s florid complexion. Now he was breathing hard and obviously under stress. Without stopping to think, she plunged in. She had once been a ward sister, and knew what an air of authority could achieve. She marched across to the Terrible Twins.


  ‘Just pack it in, you two!’ she told them. ‘Do you want to give the man a heart attack?’


  There was a brief, startled silence.


  Then, ‘Piss off, Imogen!’ said Clive.


  But Carl, quite relaxed, leaned back. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘We’ve made our point. There’s no need to go on with this. Come on, Clive, let’s not waste any more time!’


  The two of them stalked out. The Master went across to Sir Julius.


  ‘I am so sorry,’ he said. ‘Please don’t think that display was typical in any way. I doubt whether anything like it has happened before in the history of the college, and I hope it never will again. Perhaps Miss Quy and I could take the empty seats and we could turn to more pleasant matters.’


  Sir Julius was not to be mollified. ‘No, thank you,’ he said. ‘Enough is enough. Andrew, will you call the Garden House and get my car and driver sent round? And, Master, I suppose there’s a loo somewhere at hand? I’m afraid I’m not feeling too well.’


  ‘There’s one close by, in Fountain Court. Just through that door and down the steps. But do be careful.’


  Sir Julius lumbered across the room. Imogen realised that he was slightly drunk. There were only three steps down, but they were too many. He stumbled, there was a cry of alarm, and he was sprawling at the foot of them. The Master and Dr Barton went to him and lifted him up, but he couldn’t put his right foot to the ground and seemed unable to move on his own.


  ‘Oh, my God!’ groaned the Master. ‘What a night of disasters! And thank Him once more for Imogen! Where is she?’


  ‘Here I am,’ Imogen said.


  Five minutes later, Sir Julius Farran was in a chair in Imogen’s little surgery; she had given him painkillers and was attending to a sprained and already swelling ankle.


  ‘I’m putting this cold compress on it,’ she said, having stripped off shoe and sock and rested Sir Julius’s foot in her lap. ‘We’ll give it half an hour or so and then I’ll bandage it up. I’m pretty sure there isn’t a fracture, but you ought to have it seen by a doctor.’


  ‘It isn’t going to be,’ said Sir Julius. He seemed to have been more physically than mentally affected by what he’d drunk, and was certainly sober by now. ‘I’ve had enough trouble without that. It was bad enough having to be attacked by those two young slobs, and now this ... Those steps are a menace. I’ve half a mind to sue the college. Serve it right if I did.’ He laughed, then winced. ‘You’re a good girl,’ he said. ‘I like you. I’d give you a job any day. Why don’t you follow Andrew and join me at Farran Group?’


  As if on cue, there was a tap at the door and Andrew, who was familiar with Fountain Court and knew Imogen’s surgery well, came in.


  ‘How are you now, Julius?’ he inquired.


  ‘Surviving. Do you know this young lady?’


  ‘I do indeed,’ said Andrew.


  ‘I’ve just offered her a job.’


  ‘I have a job already,’ said Imogen. ‘Please don’t try to get up, Sir Julius. I want you to rest a bit longer.’


  ‘The car’s outside, when he’s ready,’ said Andrew. ‘It’s roomy. It won’t be any trouble getting him into it. And the demo has melted away.’


  Imogen found another chair, and the three of them sat in silence for a few minutes. Sir Julius looked as if, relieved by the painkillers, he might be nodding off. Imogen studied Andrew. It was only a year since she’d last seen him, but he’d changed. The thick black hair was tinged with grey, which suited him. The thin, clever face had filled out a little. He’d obviously left his gown in the car; his collar and tie were immaculate and his suit was of a cut and material not commonly seen in St Agatha’s. Subtly he seemed to have modulated from academic to businessman. But when he cast a glance at her and half smiled, there was a sudden glimpse of the Andrew she’d known so intimately. She smiled in response without thinking, then reminded herself sternly that he belonged in her past, not in her present life.


   


  Sir Julius had not gone to sleep after all. He was looking at both of them through sharp, heavy-lidded eyes. Though sober now, he seemed shaken.


  ‘I’m not worried about those two idiots,’ he said. ‘They’re not going to assassinate me; they can’t even damage me. But there are those around who can, you know, and would if they got the chance. You don’t have a life history like mine without making enemies, real enemies. There are some who’d blow my brains out, or more likely stick a dagger in my back. And some of them aren’t far away. I have to be on the alert all the time.’


  ‘I’m not going to take that seriously,’ said Imogen. ‘You’re upset.’


  ‘I’m perfectly serious,’ Sir Julius said. ‘Andrew could tell you. Luckily, I’ve managed to gather a few people around me whom I can trust. But if I were an insurance company I wouldn’t insure the life of Julius Farran.’


  ‘Perhaps we should drop this subject,’ said Andrew. His tone of voice made it sound like a polite ‘Shut up.’


  Sir Julius wasn’t shutting up. ‘I’m sure Miss Quy – I shall call her Imogen – is the soul of discretion,’ he said. ‘You have to be discreet in your profession, haven’t you, Imogen? I’m a judge of character, I know I can trust you. And,’ he added with emphasis, ‘my life is not secure. My enemies are cunning. If one of these days you read that I have fallen under a bus, remember these words!’


  ‘I’ll try to forget them,’ said Imogen. ‘You’re not yourself tonight, Sir Julius. And now I’m going to bind up that ankle. I’ll give you some more paracetamol; you should get home and to bed. And tomorrow morning I really do think you should see your doctor, to make sure it’s nothing serious.’


  Later, in the taxi going home, Imogen recalled the fierce intensity with which Sir Julius had made his last remark. She’d said she would try to forget it, but she knew she couldn’t. She would have a lot to tell Fran and Josh about the events of the evening, but the discretion he had imposed on her would prevent her from telling them that.


  Chapter 3


  Next morning, Sir Julius telephoned Imogen, without the intermediacy of any secretary, to thank her in terms at once apologetic and cordial for her attention to his ankle. It transpired that he had already telephoned Sir William Buckmote, and their apologies had been mutual. They had agreed, said Sir Julius, that the events of the evening were to be put out of mind. It was to be as though they had never happened. The relationship between Sir Julius and St Agatha’s was valued on both sides and would continue in happier circumstances.


  Sir Julius then surprised Imogen by inviting her to the boardroom lunch that took place on the first Thursday of each month at his offices in the City. It was just a get-together of his top management, he said, not an occasion for talking shop, and they liked to have a guest. She might find it interesting, and his colleagues would be sure to enjoy her company. The next occasion was in the following week.


  Imogen thanked him politely. She didn’t decline the invitation, but pleaded pressure of work and put it on hold. And she had hardly hung up when Andrew rang, to add his apologies for the previous night’s embarrassment.


  ‘I can’t help feeling,’ he said, ‘that if it hadn’t been for my suggesting it Julius wouldn’t have been there and it wouldn’t have happened.’


  ‘A bright guy like you should be able to spot an elementary fallacy,’ Imogen said. ‘If all sorts of things hadn’t happened, this wouldn’t have happened. If the Terrible Twins hadn’t set on him, and he hadn’t got upset, he wouldn’t have fallen down those steps. Or he might have fallen down them anyway. Or he might have been run over as he left his office. You’re not to blame, Andrew.’


  ‘Of course you’re right, I’m not culpable. It’s just that “if-only” feeling. Never mind. The truth is, Imogen, I’m ringing because I want to talk to you.’


  ‘You’re doing so now. Go ahead.’


  ‘I’d like it to be more than a phone call. There are things I’d like to discuss with you face to face. Why don’t we have lunch together some time soon?’


  ‘Well ... what are the headings for discussion?’ Imogen asked cautiously.


  ‘Some are to do with my working for the Farran Group. I don’t know whether I can go on doing so or not. It all depends on Julius, and I’m worried about him, for reasons I’ll explain to you. And I have personal difficulties that I’d find easier to discuss with you than with anyone else.’


  ‘Easier with me than with your girlfriend?’


  ‘That’s part of the problem. She and I are in process of breaking up. I have to talk to somebody who’ll understand. And that’s you. So perhaps for old times’ sake ...’


  ‘You know we can’t go back, Andrew. That affair’s over. But if you need a shoulder to weep on, mine’s always available.’


  ‘As many an undergraduate can testify,’ said Andrew. ‘I’d still like to talk things over with you. It’s that gift of yours.’


  Imogen was touched. She’d been fond of him, after all. A recollection of the old intimacy moved like a shadow across her consciousness.


  ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘As for lunch, did Sir Julius tell you he’d invited me to the boardroom lunch?’


  ‘I didn’t know that. Julius acts on impulse. But I’m glad. I hope you accepted.’


  ‘Actually I played for time.’


  ‘Well, do say yes. You’ll find it interesting and you’ll get an idea of the way things are at Farran. I shall be there, and we can get together for tea afterwards. Pencil it in your diary now.’


   


  ‘So I let him fix it,’ Imogen told Fran.


  ‘Really!’ said Fran. ‘Sometimes I think you aren’t fit to be allowed out by yourself. You just can’t see a stile without wanting to help a lame dog over it. What’s in this for you?’


  ‘Well, nothing much,’ Imogen admitted. ‘But Andrew seems to be in trouble, and I can’t just behave as if it had nothing to do with me.’


  ‘I don’t see why not. You don’t owe him anything. Men! Just you watch out. Don’t let him start things up with you again.’


  ‘I’ve made that clear to him. I don’t suppose he’ll want to, anyway.’


  ‘His marriage failed. You restored him to sanity. So then he walked out on you ...’


  ‘He didn’t walk out on me. He walked out on the college.’


  ‘Same thing, in effect. Then off he went and leaped into another relationship, and that’s failing too. You know, once might be a misfortune, but twice looks like incompetence.’


  ‘A misquote from Oscar Wilde,’ said Imogen. ‘Don’t be so heartless, Fran.’


  ‘You bring out the cynic in me,’ said Fran.


  ‘And I’m a bit worried about Sir Julius,’ Imogen said. ‘He seemed last night like a man getting to the end of his tether. He shows all the signs of stress and high blood pressure, and I’m sure he drinks too much.’


  ‘I despair,’ said Fran. ‘Incurable and indiscriminate helpfulness, that’s what you suffer from. Probably terminal.’


   


  There were always things to be done in London, and it was a fine day. Imogen’s programme included coffee with an old friend, an art exhibition, and a little window-shopping for things she couldn’t afford. At half past twelve she turned up at the premises of the Farran Group, in a street in the City that bore an ancient name but was now a narrow canyon between monuments to unimaginative modernity. The Farran building had branches of three or four banks among its compan­ions, and seemed to have done its best to look like one. The lettering over its doorway was in discreet Roman capitals; the lower part of its facade was in a granite the colour of pale cheese, flecked with spots of marmalade. The lobby was of heel-clicking dark green marble, the reception desk of solid mahogany.


  Imogen gave her name, waited for five minutes, and was greeted by a fashionably dressed young woman who announced herself as Fiona and led her to the lift. She was attractive, indeed stunning: convincingly blonde, with expertly styled hair, grey-blue eyes, a perfect complexion and an air of friendly superiority. She explained as she escorted Imogen to the floor above and along a short carpeted landing that she was Sir Julius’s personal assistant. Imogen, trained by experience to pick up minor indications from expression or gesture, noted almost unconsciously the perfunctoriness of Fiona’s tap on Sir Julius’s door and the hint of familiarity in her address to her employer.


  Sir Julius’s room was more like a spacious and comfortable study than an office, equipped with a sofa and two armchairs and lined with bookshelves. A massive desk, singularly free of paperwork, occupied only a corner of it. Sir Julius lumbered across to greet her, guided her to a seat, and thanked her gravely for coming.


  He looked a different man from the one who had stumbled into her surgery, flushed, distressed and breathing hard, a few nights earlier. He was on his own ground here, dominating the room, wearing a suit that did all a suit could do to disguise his embonpoint. And he seemed pleased to see her.


  ‘I’m glad to see you’re not limping,’ Imogen said.


  ‘No, the sprain went away, thanks to your ministration.’


  ‘And I don’t suppose you saw your doctor.’


  ‘No, I didn’t. I don’t believe in calling in the medics if I can help it. We’re programmed to recover naturally from most things, aren’t we? I like to leave it to nature.’


  Imogen, noting afresh his high colour, suppressed a ­ momentary impulse to ask him whether he’d had his blood pressure checked lately. He was undoubtedly sober, but his eyes were slightly bloodshot and there was just the faintest suggestion of an aroma around him, perhaps of whisky.


  He went on, ‘It was rather an unhappy evening at St Agatha’s, I’m afraid. However, I hope I’ve mended fences with Sir William. It’s an association I’d like to develop.’


  Imogen let that pass.


  ‘Apart from meeting the Master,’ Sir Julius said, ‘the one thing that redeemed the evening, to tell you the truth, was making your acquaintance.’


  Imogen let that one pass, too.


  ‘So it’s a personal pleasure to see you here today. But it may have occurred to you, as an intelligent woman, that I could have an ulterior motive. It wasn’t a passing whim when I talked of offering you a job. I would very much like to have you with me here. In the Farran Group, I mean.’


  Imogen was startled. She hadn’t taken the remark about a job seriously. ‘I’m very happy with the college,’ she said.


  ‘We need a bit of beefing up in the personnel department,’ said Sir Julius. ‘We’re supposed to call it Human Resources these days. Employee health and happiness and all that. And you showed just the qualities I would look for. Decisiveness, as when you dealt with those two young men. Obvious competence in your profession, a sympathetic way of dealing with people, a gift, I would surmise, of intuition, and under it all just a touch of steel, a toughness that would be there if really needed. Am I right?’


  ‘It’s not for me to say,’ said Imogen.


  ‘How much does the college pay you?’ Sir Julius asked.


  Caught on the wrong foot by the suddenness of the demand, she told him.


  ‘I can offer you three times that,’ he said. ‘With prospects, if you do well.’


  ‘I’m afraid ...’ Imogen began, but Sir Julius stopped her.
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