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HOLT COLLEGE
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What an irony! 1286. As long ago as that, the college had been founded by Elias de Holt as a chantry for the souls of the departed and as a fraternity for the Christian education of its members. He ordained in its statutes and ordinances that the college should provide for the instruction and education of twenty poor students or commoners and house for the proper purpose of study, prayer and scholarship, twenty fellows. The fellows were to constitute its governing body, one of their number should be elected their Principal, another his deputy the Vicegerent, and the collegiate governing body should be answerable during his lifetime to Elias, the founder. Thereafter, the college would be subject to the periodic visitation of the Bishop of Winchester who would oversee the administration and general discipline of the institution.


All members of the college were to be “sufficiently instructed in grammar”, and in logic and rhetoric. They were then to proceed to the learning of arithmetic, geometry, music and astronomy. Then they would master philosophy and theology. Such was the achievement of several of the college's early fellows and students that it quickly attracted powerful and wealthy patrons. Walter Grimmond, Archbishop of York, and William, Earl of Chester, were both minded to give money and land to the foundation in acts of piety that were intended to secure its long-term stability. As the college grew through the centuries in size, reputation and accomplishment, it attracted other gifts and benefactions, most notably the patronage of its Visitor in 1649, the then Bishop of Winchester, who enabled an expansive building programme that included a capacious chapel, the size of an abbey church, and a tall, dominant bell tower. He laid down an endowment for the provision of singing clerks and choristers.


It was in this way that by the beginning of the twenty-first century Holt College had grown to become one of the wealthiest, most fashionable, and most successful of Oxford colleges; but it was infected by the various evils of ambition, greed, and corruption. I found myself in what I came to believe was a basket of snakes, a pit of vipers. Yet that description is too extreme. Most of my colleagues were plausible rogues, self-seeking and wily, products of a British political education that comprised a combination of egocentric Thatcherism and Blairism. Far from a dedication to the promotion of good learning and intellectual discipline, the men and women who occupied the present day fellowships were mostly intent on furthering their own careers and wanting to exercise power over others.


Thus it was when, after a year or two in post as Fellow in Economics, I was assailed by manoeuvres of political intrigue. The college, it appeared to me, mirrored the nation; it was a micro state. The Principal seemed to regard himself as the equivalent of the Prime Minister, elected into a position of almost unlimited power. That was an enigma for me; I belonged to an old tradition that saw him as elected to be chairman of a collegiate body. Willoughby Morris's principalship had developed, been transformed by him, into an autocratic rule. The majority of fellows had lost their capacity or will to hold him to account. I witnessed his gradual accumulation of power, his disdain for collegiate discussion and decisions, his diktats, his cronyism, and exploitation of the generosity of the original foundation. That's what I mean by drawing attention to the irony of the situation. Our founder and benefactors, “entombed in the urns and sepulchres of mortality”, I felt, must have been ruing the day of Morris's election.
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Walking towards me across the quad, she came, poised, beautiful, elegantly tall, like a model on a catwalk. Estelle taught English; she had written definitively about Dean Swift, his poetry and prose, but particularly about his letters. She had publicised his terms of baby-like endearment to his mistress, at odds with his hardbitten satire of society and its mores. She was in her early thirties and at once in conversation with her you knew that she was sophisticated, charming and, above all, manipulative. Her attraction to all but a few was magnetic. Those who knew her called her Est; by the verb to be she was known. I was always reminded of the fine Italian wine, Est! Est! Est! Di Montefiascone. Legend has it that a twelfth century German bishop on his way to the coronation of the Emperor in Rome, sent ahead a scout to discover houses and inns with the best wine; where the servant found it, he was to write on the door of the tavern, Est! So good was the wine in Montefiascone made from a fusion of grapes, Trebbiano, Malvasia and Roscetto, that he emphasised the endorsement thrice. My association of Estelle with the famous wine was appropriate. It was light, dry, straw coloured. It matched both her temperament and the colour of her hair.


Before I had a chance to greet her she called out, ‘Johnny, lovely to see you,’ and she had kissed me on both cheeks. Instinctively I put my right arm round her and felt her warmth. She never failed to excite me. Her presence engaged all of my senses. It is what I mean about her magnetism. She was someone you wanted to be with. To part from her was to experience a deep feeling of loss. Of course, that particular magic made her a highly successful tutor. Her students wanted to be with her and they listened to her mesmerised by every word.


‘What about coffee later? Are you free later on? I’m doing eleven thirty to twelve thirty. Eleven for coffee?’


She always organised her tutorials that way, three in the morning from nine to eleven, then eleven thirty to twelve thirty, and two in the late afternoon, five until seven. That was on the days when she taught, two and a half days each week during term. The rest of the time she devoted to her research and, of course, the machinations of college politics. She had resisted administrative positions, the equivalents in my analogy to offices of state, cabinet positions, and preferred a backbench position, a sort of power behind the throne.


‘That's great,’ I said. I held her hand briefly. It was the most natural thing to do. There was no self-consciousness about it either on her part or mine. ‘In the common room then. See you there.’ We went our separate ways, she to her rooms, and me to the plate glass greenhouse box of the Social Sciences Library in Manor Road, a building whose architecture I detested but by force of circumstance I had to use.


By five to eleven I was back in college. I liked the walk; it took less than ten minutes and the fresh air enlivened my mind. There was nothing like the incentive to see Est; it was a spur that quickened my life force. I felt alert, eager and excited. I don’t know if she knew that she had that power over me. In a way, I hoped she did; but if she did, she hid it well and appeared to be indifferent. I usually managed to convince myself that she thought I was just run-of-the-mill, a person she worked with, a colleague, no one special. Yet the prospect of seeing her and just being in her presence enabled me to work in concentration and to great effect. The certainty of seeing her at a particular time always made me work hard.


I went towards the chapel and then into the cloisters. Staircase 4 was the gloomy approach to the common room. As you were embraced by its shadows, you felt that you were entering Hades. On your return to ground level, coming down, you were relieved by the open view through ancient arches to the cloisters’ green lawn in the middle of which there stood a sundial on a stone plinth. In different times and different settings, you could imagine playful monks with their skirts tucked up into their corded belts, stringing a makeshift net across the grass and playing the royal game of tennis.


At the top of the stairs I met our butler, a Spaniard, who had been in the service of the college for forty years. I knew all about his family, his grown-up children who were totally anglicised. He had never lost his heavy accent. His wife had recently died. The college was everything to him, and now that his wife was no longer with him, he devoted all his waking time to the institution and to us.


‘Is Est here, Antonio?’


He replied formally. He adhered to old-fashioned manners and did not believe in familiarity. ‘Good morning, sir. Miss Treisman is not here yet. She did say she would come. She spoke to me earlier.’


‘Good. I’ll get myself some coffee.’


‘Let me bring it to you, sir.’


Although I was unhappy to be waited on in such a way, I knew better than to rebuff Antonio. He enjoyed his role. He relished being a facilitator, being helpful, being useful. His years of service had set him in his ways and if he could not perform his perceived way of doing things properly, he was offended. My feelings, and most of my colleagues’, gave way to his. Thus we always enjoyed being looked after by him in a most lavish way. It was as though we were back in the eighteenth century, or at least, in the Edwardian era.


I went across the panelled common room to a broad, high window that looked out and down on to gardens that fell away towards a colonnaded neo-classical building. I sat down on the cushioned window seat and swivelled to look out. The garden beds were mostly herbaceous borders, but at that early summer time of the year they were full of clumps of late flowering tulips, primulas and primroses. An Old Member of the college had established in the twentieth century a college garden fund. It endowed a gardener's post and allowed for an amount of money each year to be spent on stock plants for the beds. With the college's maintenance resources boosted by such generosity the gardens always looked superb. The head gardener, with an extra hand added to his team, kept to the highest of standards.


In the half distance stood an ancient oak, some of its lower limbs, so huge and heavy, supported by iron crutches. I wondered who had, over time, sat in its shade. Then, in a moment, I experienced a frisson, a slight shudder of excitement, run down my spine. Immediately Keats's lines came to memory, ‘He knew whose gentle hand was at the latch/Before the door had given her to his eyes.’ Half turned as I was to look out of the window, and dreamily far away pondering the beauty of the scene, I suddenly felt a hand on my shoulder. ‘Johnny, you’re here before me. Let me get you some more coffee.’ Est was standing there. I felt a privileged thrill; her touch, familiar, comfortable and casual in its gesture, somehow made me feel intimate with her, as though we shared something that others did not. On the other hand, it immediately occurred to me that maybe I was cherishing an ill-founded illusion, and that she treated everyone like that. I could not be sure; and that meant that I was unsettled, slightly insecure in my relationship with her, and therefore nervous.


‘Thanks. I should be getting it for you. Let me. Sit here.’ I indicated the window seat. ‘Admire the view. It is, as usual, just fantastic.’


She sat down. I went to the coffee machine in a far corner of the room. Typical of the new regime in the college, Principal Morris's new broom approach was to economise. Our fresh coffee had been replaced by a machine that could offer from an electronic lit-up menu on its facia, espresso, double espresso, regular with milk, decaffeinated, and, remarkably, even hot chocolate. The only remotely drinkable potion was the strong espresso. The reformed coffee provision was a constant source of complaint, which the bursar sought to extinguish by ignoring any criticism. Nevertheless, Est and I thought that pressure was building up that would inevitably see the old coffee-making procedure reinstated. It was another example, though small, that contributed towards dissatisfaction with the college's ruling elite. The machine had been introduced without consultation. It had been a coup; but minor irritations develop into major confrontations.


I went back to her with our coffee, my cup refreshed by a single espresso, and her double espresso with a dash of milk. Est took hers.


‘Thanks, Johnny. Why do we put up with this? It's our choice, not Morris's, not the bursar's. Why does Eedes go along with it?’


Jeremy Eedes was the bursar, the financial officer in charge of expenditure and economy. Est added, ‘He can’t like it any more than the rest of us.’


‘He doesn’t take coffee here,’ I said. ‘Needless to say, he has it percolated in his room. This is for the rest of us. Therefore it doesn’t matter to him. Anyway, he's Morris's man. He allies himself with what he sees as the governing party. If the Principal thinks it a good idea, Jeremy will implement it.’


Est sipped from her cup and grimaced exaggeratedly. ‘We must occupy the kitchens, sit in the hall, march on the Principal's lodgings. What are we doing? We’re supine. Let's rise up. We have a just cause. The coffee's lousy.’ She giggled, put down her cup and rested her right hand on my arm. I felt the warmth of her touch.


‘Well, one day something will happen, something will snap. But it's not time for revolution yet. Too many of our colleagues are uninvolved. They want a quiet life. They have to be fired up. What happens here has to affect them radically and beyond endurance. That has not happened yet.’


‘I know,’ Est replied. ‘It almost certainly will; it will. The time is not yet ripe. The pot of turmoil must came to boiling point, unlike that coffee machine which never will; hence the lukewarm-ness.’


Again, she giggled, put down her cup and patted my arm.


Meanwhile a number of people had been coming and going. Rodney Bennet, a nuclear physicist, waved to me across the room. He rarely appeared in college in the morning; he was usually to be found in the lab in the science area. Often he was away at some institution abroad such as CERN; much of his teaching was covered by post-graduate and post-doc students. That was a pattern among scientists. It was more difficult for tutors in subjects like mine, although I did have the assistance of a part-time college lecturer.


Rodney came across. ‘Morning, Estelle. Hi, Johnny. How are things? What's it like this term in the People's Democratic Republic? Is the generalissimo behaving himself?’


‘If you are referring to our glorious enlightened leader, Wil-loughby, he continues to act unilaterally. He simply doesn’t realise that he is accountable to the governing body. So, there's no change there.’ Est sipped her coffee and glanced at the carriage clock positioned on a sideboard where some of the magazines were laid out.


‘It's time you came to a governing body meeting, Rod. You should air your views. After all, you can give an objective view, someone looking in from the outside, as it were.’


He registered my satirical barb. ‘I know you think I should be around more often, but work in the national interest and all that. Where would you lot be without me and nuclear weapons?’ He looked at Est. ‘I rest my case, madame judge.’


‘Will you be here much this term?’ I asked him.


‘Most of the second half of term. I’ll try to make sure that I attend the fellows’ meetings. Still, I’d better be off. I’m flying to Frankfurt this evening.’


He put down his cup and saucer on a small Jacobean side table. Antonio, ever watchful, immediately collected them and took them to another table by a service door to the pantry and placed them on a tray. Rodney picked up a leather document case and left.


I said to Est, ‘That's good news. We need him. He has the right view and he's not afraid of speaking his mind. I think this term will be crucial. If we don’t do something now, the Principal and his cronies will absolutely dominate this college. It’ll be the usual story of nepotism and petty corruption, acceded to by the silent majority who want a quiet life to get on with their research. Anyway, you know what I mean.’


‘I’d better go,’ Est said. ‘It's odd. Willoughby seems to see himself as a CEO, the boss of some sort of company, when in fact he's just the elected chairman of a collegiate committee. I think with him it's a power jag; and he loves dispensing patronage.


‘Look, we must continue this anon.’


I took the prompt. ‘Shall we meet later?’ I suggested. I was a little tentative, slightly nervous.


‘Yes, why not? I’ve got to go to a Faculty meeting at five, but from seven onwards I’m free.’


I panicked mildly. I could not remember what I was supposed to be doing later that day. Did I have any promised engagements? Was I meeting anyone else that evening? It did not matter; I decided that it was an opportunity not to be missed. Never before had the initiative come from Est. I had once asked her to have dinner with me but she had declined.


‘OK, where shall we meet?’ she asked.


‘Why don’t I come to your room? We could go up the High to Quod and have a drink, a cocktail or something.’


By this time she was by the door. ‘Good. See you then.’ She turned and touched her fingers to her lips and gently blew me a kiss. Once again I felt extreme elation. She had never done anything like that before. It occurred to me that we were into a new stage of a rapidly developing relationship.
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It is difficult to describe the exhilaration I felt. For a long time I had wanted to get closer to Est. I had dreams, fantasies, of an intimate relationship with her; but somehow she always seemed unapproachable. She was friendly enough but everything was on a professional level. We were merely colleagues at work. There was a neutral distance between us, a sort of no-man's-land where nothing happened. Now there was a change. She had made the first move. At least, that is what I thought. In fact, I kept stopping myself and thinking that I was deluding myself. I was misreading the signs perhaps. What she was saying was just that she would have finished work and that on her way home she would simply have a drink with a colleague about whom she had no particular feelings. On the other hand, she did blow me a kiss; that had never happened before.


That morning I returned to my rooms and met my young French student. He had been educated in English schools; his parents were, unusually, Anglophile. He was extremely bright and aimed to go on to postgraduate work. For that he needed a first class degree. I knew that he was capable of that and so did he. The teaching was therefore easy. The hour passed quickly and the tutorial went on until five to one.


I looked on my desk at my diary and pondered my afternoon's schedule. I could work in the Social Sciences library until four and then give another tutorial from four thirty to five thirty. I could then relax. At around five past one I went to the senior common room dining room for lunch.


The Principal was there, self-important and expansive as usual. On one side of him there was Eedes, on the other Knowles, the senior tutor. Knowles was Morris's most powerful acolyte. He was an Australian, an academic lawyer and an MBA. Somehow he had worked his way into academic administration. We liked to think that he was not good enough to earn himself distinction and a prestigious professorship in law and so had changed course. A couple of years previously, Morris had insisted on creating the senior tutor's position and had found Knowles through a contact in Sydney. Knowles came with the recommendation of the head of the law faculty and we subsequently thought that the high praise was a device to get rid of Knowles.


Knowles was gay. There was no objection to that. Oxford has always had a distinguished array of colourful homosexuals; and Knowles was, superficially at least, pleasant and accommodating. At the same time he was manipulative and Machiavellian. Within a year of his appointment he had a favourite, a companion, a young fair-haired research student, who accompanied Knowles everywhere on social and even on some official university occasions. Ordinarily, not even that would have proved a problem, a cause of complaint and annoyance, but when it involved precedence, there was immediate resentment.


An example had occurred just a week ago when the college had entertained the Mayor of London to a lavish lunch, and who, after a suitable interval, had gone on to the Sheldonian Theatre to give a lecture on cabinet government of a large city. There had been a procession over the short distance from college to the Sheldonian, an official affair, the beadle carried the mace, the Vice-Chancellor wore robes, the Principal followed, and then the college fellows in order of seniority. Knowles was placed number four after the Principal, the Vicegerent, and the senior fellow. As the procession reached the approaches of the Sheldonian, Knowles's catamite inserted himself into the proceedings next to Knowles in front of the rest of the fellows. He accompanied the senior tutor into the auditorium and took his seat next to him. Needless to say, there were some very cross fellows who resented the presence of this upstart who had no right, in their view, to be in the party at all.


Nevertheless, Knowles was capable and efficient. So far as I was concerned, he served the college well in the detail of his work. Yet I could see that his mode of operation might annoy the majority. He was no diplomat. He did not recognise, no more than the Principal himself did, that in order to secure his position, he had to carry the majority of the fellowship with him. It was a collegiate body that he was part of; voices were equal and, in the final analysis, it was the vote that counted.


Anyway, that lunchtime, Morris was seated with his chief supporters, one either side of him. I took a seat opposite them.


‘Johnny, dear boy,’ Morris called out as I sat down, ‘how are you? I trust all is set fair in the economics factory. You must give us some advice.’ He gestured towards each of his acolytes. ‘Remember there will be a finance committee meeting on Thursday.’


‘I shall be there. I have it marked,’ I assured him.


It would be true to say that the Principal customarily ignored me unless a finance meeting was in the offing or he needed advice on his personal investment portfolio, advice which I usually managed not to give. I found his greeting patronising.


‘The senior tutor is going to need a personal assistant. We’ve got to find resources to pay for him or her. We’ll have the bursar on board.’ Morris looked over the top of his glasses at Eedes. ‘You’re happy with that. Aren’t you, Jeremy?’


Eedes nodded his assent.


‘Do you think that you can go along with that?’ Morris continued.


Antonio had come to the table with a jug of tap water. I helped myself to a glass. I hesitated to answer.


‘You’re not going to drink that awful stuff, are you? It tastes of chlorine, positively lavatorial.’ He beamed at what he considered to be a witticism and went on, ‘Have something better.’ He offered me a bottle of Hildon sparkling water.


‘No thanks. I prefer this,’ I said raising my tap water to my lips.


Morris cut into a lamb chop, forked a piece with some salad into his mouth, and spluttered, ‘What about Timothy's PA?’


‘Good point,’ I said. ‘Thanks for alerting me. It needs thinking about. Let's discuss it at the meeting on Thursday. There's quite a long agenda. I reckon expenses will take up a lot of time.’


‘Precisely, dear boy. That's why I thought I’d do some groundwork beforehand. Maybe we could fix this without having to waste time in committee.’


I immediately saw what his game was. He hoped to pass this measure without reference to the control and scrutiny of the finance committee.


‘Well, I think it will probably have to be discussed on Thursday. We are going to have to keep track of expenditure more and more in the present climate. Don’t you agree, Bursar?’


Jeremy Eedes did not look at me but made an evasive answer. ‘Yes, it's true; but I’m sure the Principal has thought about that and the money spent can be justified. So perhaps we can just get the committee to rubber-stamp it.’


Eedes knew as well as I did that the move would be highly irregular but then he was one of Morris's men, a placeman.


‘We can rely on you then?’ Morris added.


‘Not exactly,’ I said. ‘It will need some thinking about as I said. I think the bursar will agree, we are in for a period of financial constraint. We must do our accounting carefully.’


‘Oh, Johnny, you’re such an old stickler. Flow with the tide, dear boy. If you do that, in the end it's so much easier to get what you want.’


That remark really annoyed me. Morris was clearly pointing out that my compliance with his present wishes would make matters better for me personally when in the future I might need his support. Again, he was being patronising and exposing his scheming streak.


I retorted rather icily, ‘I’m sure that whatever I might want in future will be decided on its merits; and I would not expect the college to overstretch its finances on my behalf.’


Morris noted my tone. ‘Come, come, dear boy. Nobody's being held to ransom. You’re far too sensitive.’ He tried to cover his tracks with blusterous bonhomie.


Fortunately, at that moment, my immediate colleague, the politics fellow, came in and joined us. The seat next to me on my right was empty and she sat down. Antonio was at her elbow and poured her some water. Jane Templeman taught the politics course for the PPE degree. The initials stood for politics, philosophy and economics; thus we saw much of each other and cooperated in our teaching. What was particularly crucial at that lunchtime was that she sat with me on the finance committee, and she was puritanical about accountability and transparency. Willoughby Morris changed the subject.


‘Will you be at the drinks party on Friday evening?’ he asked Jane.


‘I shall try to be there,’ she replied. ‘It's an awkward time for me. Six is not good. I have a tutorial from six to seven. I’ll have to try to move it. If I can, I’ll be there; if not, sadly not. Thank you for asking me.’


I had already replied to Morris's invitation and declined it: I had to be in London that night and planned to leave Oxford at around four. In a way I regretted missing the party. The Principal's parties were always good fun. Throwing parties, entertaining, was what he was really good at. As well as being a leading scientist at the top of his discipline, he was an irresistible social animal. He loved mixing with people and on such occasions mixing them around. I thought I saw beneath the veil which hid his real milieu, that where he was able to fix and arrange bits of business confidentially and amiably between different people who were feeling well disposed towards him. He was adept at manipulation and a master at disguising his motives. I knew of so many deals of one sort or another, academic, administrative, business, fundraising, that had been made in those circumstances but all of which had been to his personal advantage. They boosted his position, embellished his profile, or even increased his wealth. Nevertheless, the parties were always great.


Morris was first to finish lunch and leave. Rather insidiously, he rose and said, ‘Can’t delay. I’ve many things to do. I’ll leave you all to your leisure. I know Oxford afternoons are not conducive to work.’ He nodded to me and remarked, ‘Don’t take it seriously, Johnny. You know that if there's anything you want, anything pressing, a word in my ear...’ He went, around the long table, across the room. As he approached the door, his shadow followed him reducing at an angle to nothing, and he vanished, as it were, through the oak panelling. Why he should have imagined that his last remark to me was either mollifying or encouraging, I failed to understand. It simply made me think that he misjudged me, and, at the same time, reinforced my view that he achieved what he wanted by manipulation, secret deals and unilateral decisions.


When he had gone, I turned to Jane and said, ‘Jane, you’d better try to go on Friday. You need to keep an eye on him, otherwise there's no knowing what he and his cronies will get up to. I’m sorry I can’t be there. If I were, I’d have my pocket tape-recorder and hidden camera with me.’


‘You’re absolutely right. I’ll do my best; but it's annoying when you have to alter your teaching schedule to keep an eye on the guy who's supposed to be in charge.’


‘Make damn sure that you’re at the finance meeting Thursday afternoon. I get the feeling that Morris, Eedes and Knowles are up to something. And you know that Bradshaw has put travel expenses on the agenda.’


‘Oh, don’t you worry. I’ll definitely be there for that. We have to appoint new auditors as well. We don’t want anyone Willoughby recommends. He's just the sort who would take a backhander.’


‘Who's the Old Member who runs an accounting firm in the City? He was here at the last Gaudy.’


I was trying to remember the name of a Holt College graduate who had attended the last reunion. The dinners on such an occasion are called Gaudies deriving from the Latin ‘Gaudiam’, ‘merrymaking’, ‘rejoicing’. The idea is to celebrate the good fortune of the college by feasting and entertainment. Always supplementary to that purpose is an implied continuing support for the institution by generous giving, that is to say the day or weekend becomes a fundraising device.


‘Eliot I think you mean. A very nice chap. He told me that he makes sure his firm makes a donation to Mencap each year. He has a son who was afflicted in his teens, so he has an interest there. He would be fair and efficient. Roy Eliot. An old pupil of old Mayhew, the mathematician who retired the year before you joined us.’


‘Good. We might suggest that soundings should be made. We can be pretty insistent. The Principal and his party will be outnumbered in a vote. Morris is bound to have some crony he wants to appoint.’


I made my excuses and left. I needed to escape into the real world, if that is what you would call it. I left the common room with the sun low in the sky illuminating the central Persian carpet and casting shadows on the panelling. I descended the narrow stairs into the dark, gloomy cloisters of the chapel.


To the right, the cloisters gave out on to the first quad of the college, the one that you first came into when emerging from the lodge. The head porter, a man from Iffley village who cycled in each day, was on duty with a new recruit whom he was training. He called through his window, ‘Afternoon, sir. The sun's come out. It should be good for a walk in the fresh air.’


‘You’re right, Archie. I think I’ll take a stroll.’ I could never tell whether Archie Rook was being sarcastic, ironic, gently satirical, or not. There was a general feeling that he felt we did not do much work. He belonged to the general majority who viewed a don's life as one of ease and idleness. I knew he believed that because on more than one occasion I had light-heartedly discussed his prejudice with him. He was not to be shifted in his opinion; and he was not aggressive about it. Rather he was amused by the way of life we led. He was good at his job. He was hard-working, conscientious and loyal. It might sound as though I am writing him a job reference, but he does not need one. He was well off in the college's employ, a pillar of its establishment, and we all valued him enormously.


I stepped out through the lodge to the pavement that one way led into town, and the other led over the bridge towards the suburb of Headington and thence eventually to London. The High was fairly busy with traffic. Once past Holywell, vehicles were largely confined to buses and taxis. A re-organisation of road plans had banned private cars and commercial vehicles from the High during the day; the aim was to keep the city centre less polluted and to preserve for the discerning eye the beautiful architectural sweep of the High and its bordering buildings, the skyline spoilt only by the central heating chimneys of St Edmund Hall.


The low sun shone on the range of houses, shops and colleges that stood on the northern side of the street. The view was magnificent, enhanced by a tree here and there whose buds were late in breaking into leaf. I walked briskly and as I passed the church of St Mary the Virgin, the official university church, I saw crossing the road, an old friend, Malcolm White. He had retired a year ago from being a top civil servant to a life of contemplation and perambulation in Oxford. He was a tall, fair-haired, upright man, despite the years he must have spent crouched over piles of paperwork on his various desks. In fact, over the years, he had maintained his prowess as a good sportsman, a cricketer and tennis player. He had started out as a diplomat, but in the latter part of his career he worked for the Cabinet Office as chair of the Joint Intelligence Committee. He had been knighted for his trouble.


He was preoccupied in his walk, his head was bowed, his eyes down. I hailed him. ‘Malcolm, how are you? Good to see you.’


He looked up somewhat slightly bemused but immediately registered my call. He was alert at once and his eyes sparkled.


‘I’m fine. OK,’ he said. ‘And you? I was a bit lost in thought. They want my advice about whether we should use military force in one of the southern Caucasus states. Can’t tell you which one; but use your imagination. Usual story: the Yanks are gung-ho. The Russians say they are complicit; but you never know. Can’t see it doing any good, to tell the truth. Just mess things up a little bit more. Anyway, they ask and never listen. I could tell them anything and confidently know that I’ve wasted my breath, or rather my pen and ink, as it were.’


He enjoyed these verbal rambles and I always enjoyed listening to them. He liked teasing too. He never told you the whole story but seduced your interest with hints and clues. You had to work out the rest for yourself.


I did not feel like a long chat. Malcolm was prone to digress into long biographies of anyone he knew who cropped up in conversation. You had to be in no hurry when you met him. I felt it was a reaction to his years of clipped, efficient decision-making.


‘Look, I must get on. Lovely to see you. Let's meet for lunch. Perhaps next week, say Wednesday. Pencil it in.’


‘Can’t do Wednesday, I’m afraid. In London. Let me call you. It's time we discussed matters of grave import.’


He went off through to Radcliffe Square where the side of the church bordered the southern edge. The crypt and spacious vestry room had been turned into a vegetarian restaurant. Outside, in the small churchyard, a few tables had been set up, some disturbingly on ancient tombstones laid flat. I tended to avoid that little area; a close friend, a manic depressive, had jumped to his death from the top of St Mary's tower.


I continued up the High. Tourists mingled with shoppers. In the Cornmarket representatives from a Palestinian organisation solicited signatures for a petition against Israeli settlements on Arab land. Bundles of literature were laid out on a wooden trestle table. A neatly dressed young girl, aged in her middle twenties, sang an operatic aria accompanied by music from a CD player. A little crowd of curious and appreciative onlookers stood around her and one or two put money in a box on the ground in front of her. In the closed service doorway of a bank, a West Indian evangelical preacher expounded the good news of the New Testament and exhorted sinners to recognise their waywardness; Jesus loves and Jesus saves.


How different was all this, I thought, as I went into the HMV store, from the secluded precincts of the college and the internal politics driven by the machinations of Willoughby Morris.


There were two CDs that I wanted to buy. First, I went upstairs to the classical music section. I sorted through the Chopin disks and found what I was searching for, Preludes played by Evgeny Kissin. I had recently listened to Prelude 19 in E flat while I was driving back to Oxford from London and had been entranced. That was the usual prompt for me to buy such music; listening, by chance, to something on the radio.


Then I headed for the Indie Pop department. An old student of mine had given up academic pursuits and established a band called, for some reason I had never fathomed, Foals. It had succeeded and he had just won the New Musical Express award for the best single track, ‘Spanish Sahara’, from the album Total Life Forever.


I presented the two CDs to the assistant, a long-haired semi-Goth male in his mid-twenties, dressed in black T-shirt and low-slung black jeans, with the obligatory logo-branded waistband of his underpants visible. ‘Eclectic taste, mate,’ he commented.


I countered with, ‘Incongruous vocabulary. Not what I would expect.’


‘Part-time. Trying to write my doctorate.’


That, I suppose, was no more nor less than I should have expected in a university town. I walked out into the cool sunshine.


As I had half planned and anticipated, I spent the best part of the afternoon in the library. Then I gave my tutorial, run-of-the-mill, rather uninspiring. My thoughts were mostly preoccupied with the prospect of meeting Est a little later. At around twenty-five to six, my tutorial undergraduate left me alone with my own thoughts. I took the cellophane wrapping from the Foals CD and listened to it for about thirty minutes. ‘Spanish Sahara’ was the only track I liked. The rest did nothing for my sense of appreciation or enjoyment. The Chopin was much more acceptable at that particular time.


I cannot explain why, but I felt nervous. At a quarter to seven I felt an immense urgency to urinate. I went to the lavatory and did so. By five to seven I felt I had to do so again. I knew, of course, it was all on account of meeting Est. Subconsciously I set great store by liaising with her and everything being a success. I did not want the beginning of this relationship, which I had so much wanted for such a long time and which had customarily been gently rebuffed, to fail. This time it had been instigated by Est. It was important not to misjudge or mishandle the situation. That was the reason for my nervousness.


I allowed a few minutes to elapse after the tower clock had struck seven so that Est's student had time to disappear, and then went to the staircase where her rooms were. The stairs were narrow and wound up. She was at the top on the third floor. I felt like one of her students and by the time I reached her door, I was ready for her tutorial interrogation. I knocked gently on her door. There was an immediate response. I knew she was expecting me. My attendant worries about her forgetting the arrangement, about her not being serious, were banished by her quick call, ‘Come in.’


‘Hi, Est. Sorry; I’m very much on time.’


‘Don’t worry, Johnny. I’m just in here, reinforcing the make-up. Touching up, if you know what I mean.’


With that, I at once relaxed. She spoke from behind the door of her bedroom in that set of rooms. She was on good form, bantering, and easy in her conversation.


‘Take your time. There's no hurry’


‘True. The whole evening lies ahead. I intend to do no work. I hope you propose the same.’


I relaxed even more. That, it seemed to me, was the invitation to the dance, as it were. Then, I began to feel nervous again; a whole evening with Est. It was going to be a test. What would we talk about after the first few minutes? Would she change her mind halfway through and remember she had other things to do? I was haunted by self-doubt, uncertainty, a lack of confidence.


My silence prompted her.


‘Are you still there, or have you gone on ahead?’


‘No, sorry. I’m still here. I was just thinking. Of course I’m free all evening. Let's discuss what to do when we have a drink over the road.’


‘Good idea. I thought you might have tried to get one in before me and I’d have to run to catch up.’


I knew from the tone of her voice that she was determined to enjoy herself.


We walked the short distance from the college, up the High, to Quod. Through the double-fronted glass doors I could see that about a quarter of the tables were taken. Inside it was quite noisy. There was a party of ten or so people, some sort of office outing, drinking champagne, laughing and shouting. Est and I turned left in the restaurant and went to the area where the bar was. We settled ourselves into a corner on a leather sofa with a small table in front of it. Behind us on the wall was a huge painting, a close-up of three girls on a beach, Nice perhaps, St Tropez. The proprietor, whom I knew, was quite an art collector. Surprisingly, all his paintings that hung in his three restaurants were noteworthy and ought to have commanded more than a sidelong glance which most of his clients gave them. There was one collage picture of an African township that, he told me, attracted lots of offers from discerning people who stayed at his adjacent hotel. So far, he refused to sell. Yet like all good businessmen, he said he was waiting until the price seemed right. There were always other paintings to buy, investments to make. He had been recently looking at a Julian Opie in a Bond Street gallery, £75,000, or something in that order.


‘What will you have?’ I asked Est.


‘A dry martini, please, with green olives.’


I went to the bar and ordered from the Scottish bartender who, at the same time, seemed that evening to be in charge of the waiters and waitresses. I had decided on a double malt whisky, a Jura.


Inevitably the conversation turned to the Principal. I had been telling Est about the small music PR firm in London that the daughter of a friend had started. Over the past five years she, together with an old school friend, had established their company in Commercial Street, in the East End, a couple of hundred yards away from Brick Lane. It had not been the orthodox location for people in the music industry; that would have been in west London, Notting Hill or Shepherd's Bush. Yet the enterprise had succeeded. I had been one of the first to put up some money for the business, along with her father and her brother.


I liked the way she ran the outfit. She and her business partner were the bosses. No one was left in doubt about that. The gradually expanding company had grown to employing eighteen individuals. It was because Quod hosted a band on Friday and Saturday evenings that played outside on a landscaped wooden deck, and under an awning if it rained, that the subject came up. The band was advertised, chalked up on a large blackboard mounted high on the wall by the entrance to the kitchens. My friend's daughter had mentioned that particular band the last time I had met her.


I mused to Est about the major difference between running a company and being head of a college. ‘Some of these college heads think it's the same sort of thing. It's not. As a college head, you’ve been elected by the collegiate body of fellows, who themselves have been elected. The Principal, Rector, Warden, what have you, presides so long as he or she enjoys the confidence of the fellows. He's a glorified chairman. Willoughby Morris has got ahead of himself. He thinks he's a CEO, or, worse than that, an equivalent of the Prime Minister.’


Est agreed. I knew anyway that I was talking to the converted. ‘Yes, I know. He's heading for trouble. At the moment, he can rely on apathy and the connivance and support of his few supporters, mostly his creatures.’


She was right. Like many people in similar positions to his, Morris made sure that those he appointed during his tenure so far were sympathetic to his rule; and it was not surprising that they should go along with him. After all, they owed their positions largely to him. Thus it was with Eedes the bursar and Knowles the senior tutor.


‘Of course, what happens in the end, is that the apathetic majority begins to lose its apathy and decides to do something about the situation; but it takes a long time and there needs to be a spark that leads to the conflagration which then consumes the leadership. The coffee machine, of course, is not a big enough spark, although it is a burning issue.’


I realised that I was speaking as though dictating a chapter of an academic book.


‘Sorry I’m being a little pompous,’ I said rather self-consciously.


‘No, you’re right. That's just how it is. Willoughby should listen to his constituency. He's mad not to. I suppose he can rely on the bursar; but Knowles is different. He's entirely self-interested. So long as he sees there's advantage for himself, and perhaps for one or other of his acolytes, then he will remain loyal to the Principal. But who knows what will happen when the mood changes and Willoughby loses momentum, if he ever does.’


‘You’re quite right. Knowles reminds me of one of Colonel Nasser's generals who said in an interview, “I am 110 per cent loyal ... until the time for treachery arrives.”’


We continued to talk about various people in the college and where their loyalties and affiliations might lie. It was clear that Morris's inner core of close support numbered no more than about five fellows. Yet such was the character of the man, his confidence, his determination, his dominance in debate and conversation, his assumption that he knew best, that he usually got his own way. Eventually I wearied of the topic; it was like talking shop. I wanted to know more about Est and her life, which was much of a mystery to me.


‘Anyway, enough,’ I said. ‘Tell me about you. Morris is a bore.’ The Jura started having its effect. ‘What have you been doing all your life? Why have you been avoiding me?’


She took a sip of her martini and looked at me somewhat askance. ‘What do you mean? You know very well. And I don’t like mixing my social life with my work. If possible, I like to keep them separate.’ Then, flirtatiously, she added after a little pause, ‘Mind you, in your case I might just make an exception.’


I have to admit that I thrilled at that, although I thought that it might have been the martini talking. I had told the barman to make it strong, three parts gin, one part vermouth. She delicately stabbed an olive and speared it in one try.
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