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Imogen Quy looked out of her office window into the Fountain Court of St Agatha's College. It was just after nine in the morning. The famous turf maze of the court, with the ‘Arab’ fountain in the middle, was shining with dew in the soft sunlight of a February morning. The exquisite Jacobean brick of the court, with its Barnack stone windows and doors – reputedly the finest door cases in Cambridge – showed, she thought, better in the cool fenland light of winter days than in the warmth of summer. Imogen liked her view. So many of her colleagues, college nurses in other colleges, had offices in dark basements and remote, ugly corners. It was not so much the rooms themselves, she often thought, but the clear indication they gave as to what degree of importance the senior members of college attached to the health and welfare of themselves and their students. She had had her share of bad luck in her thirty-two years, but she was lucky in St Agatha's.


Sir William Buckmote was coming towards her down the southern side of the court. She frowned. She was very fond of the Master, and she could see at once that he was very agitated. He seemed in haste, but he was walking a wavering course, as though his right foot were taking a different direction from his left. His hands were flapping about. Imogen sighed, and used the little key on



her châtelaine to open the medicine cupboard. Before the Master had got halfway across the court, his tranquillisers were on her table, and she had counted out a day's dose for him. She frowned more deeply. She would have liked a word or two with the doctor who had started the Master on these.


The Master was trying to get himself off the things. They damped him down, and took the cutting edge off his wits when he was working. They were, in fact, a disaster for him. But he had so many worries. The crisis over the Wyndham audit was barely over, and now he was intolerably harassed by a possible benefactor to the college, whose generous intentions were hedged round with detailed conditions, and who seemed to think the Master should be at his beck and call for days on end. So Imogen had charge of the bottle of pills, and kept them under lock and key. He had made a rule for himself that he was to take them only one day at a time, and only when he could give his college nurse a reason for being under special pressure. She confidently expected him to arrive in her office, sit down, push his glasses up on to his forehead, and tell her some tale of woe, before taking two with water, and departing with the rest of the day's pills in his pill-box.


But she was wrong. The Master stumbled in without knocking, and said, ‘Miss Quy, you must come at once, please! There has been a calamity in the library – oh, do please hurry!’


Imogen was hurrying. But she was not going anywhere leaving pills on the desk and the cupboard unlocked. ‘I'll be right with you,’ she said, putting the pills away and turning the key.


‘What has happened, Master?’ she asked him as they descended the staircase on which her room was located, and emerged into the court.




‘I hardly know – I hardly know – I shudder to think!’ he said. ‘We must be quick!’


Imogen turned through the arch towards the Chapel court, but the Master seized her sleeve and drew her the other way.


‘You said the library?’


‘Not the real library; the Wyndham Case!’ He broke into a lumbering run.


They reached the door to the Wyndham Library, with its elaborate decoration, and the words FINIS EST SAPIENTIA carved above it.


Imogen's duties did not take her into the Wyndham Library very often. It was a large vaulted room, lined down one wall with the famous ‘Wyndham Case’ – a huge two-storey bookcase of ancient oak, with a set of steps at one end, and a little gallery running along it from end to end to give access to the upper shelves. It was glazed and polished, and the magnificent books it contained in sombre bindings scented the whole room with a fragrance of old leather, saddle soap and dust. There was no time to admire it now; the Master almost pushed her through the door, stepped after her, and locked it behind them. The room was not deserted. Crispin Mountnessing, Wyndham's Librarian, was standing by one of the tables provided for readers, with a shocked and tense expression on his face. At his feet, spread-eagled on the floor, a young man was lying. He was wearing a lilac silk shirt with a narrow white tie, and a black leather jacket with a wilted white carnation in the buttonhole. He had long, tousled, mousy hair. His bland, unlined face wore an expression of mild surprise. His right arm was extended, palm upwards, at shoulder level. Under his head there was a large pool of bright red blood, which had flowed widely, towards and around the leg of the table. It was now edged with a darkening rim,



like an island on an old map. All three of the people in the room knew very well who he was. He was Philip Skellow, a first-year undergraduate, the first student St Agatha's had ever taken from his provincial school: a very bright young man, who had been expected to get a first.


‘I found him like this when I unlocked the library this morning,’ said Mr Mountnessing.


‘We can't rouse him,' said the Master.


Imogen knelt beside Philip, and took his wrist between her fingers. He was quite cold. She tried gently lifting his head. His neck was stiffening. Blood flowed over and between her fingers, cool and shocking. Looking up, she saw there was blood and hair on the corner of the table above him and a little to the left.


‘Too late, I'm afraid,’ she said. ‘No one can rouse him now.’


The Master put a hand to his eyes. ‘Dead?’ he said.


‘I'm afraid so. Master, I'm afraid you must call the police,’ said Imogen. She noted with clinical detachment that she herself was trembling very slightly. She was surprised. The eminent and unworldly men in the room had probably never seen a dead body before; but Imogen had. She had seen injuries much more gruesome than the violent blow of head against table that had apparently killed Philip Skellow, and though death is an extreme kind of injury, and always, she knew, an outrage, she had seen many deaths. Only, of course, though on very slight acquaintance, she had liked young Philip, and... She looked at her blood-smeared right hand, baffled.


‘A doctor?’ the Master was saying. ‘The next of kin?’


‘The police, Master. This looks like murder.’ She had never seen murder before. This was different from other deaths.




‘Murder?’ wailed Mr. Mountnessing. ‘Oh, no! Surely he just fell, and...’


‘I do not see how a fall could have been hard enough. I think he must have been pushed. But we do not decide; we just call the police. Master, you absolutely must call them at once. Think of the scandal.’


‘Yes,’ said the Master. ‘I see that. Where is there a phone?’


‘I have one in my study,’ said Mr Mountnessing.


‘We should not touch anything,’ said Imogen. ‘Where can I wash my hands?’


The three of them went through a doorway at the end of the room into a side-room where Wyndham's Librarian had a cosy study. A little lobby with a tiny window had been made into a kitchenette for him. While Imogen washed her hands, the Master picked up the phone. He seemed not to have dialled 999 but the number of the local police station. Imogen had spotted an electric kettle on the side-table, and was hastily making therapeutic tea. She thought the next hour would be rough on everyone.


The Master was saying, ‘We have found a body in a locked library at St Agatha's... Yes, there was a college feast last night... What do you mean, tell you another? No, I do not read detective stories...’


Imogen took the handset from him. On impulse she asked for Sergeant Michael Parsons, the only police officer in Cambridge whom she knew.


‘Who shall I say is calling?’ demanded the voice on the other end.


‘Imogen Quy. No; it rhymes with “why” but it's spelt Q-U-Y. This is a very urgent matter...’ To her relief, the operator put her through to her friend. ‘Mike, this is Imogen Quy. I'm sure you remember me from that St John's Ambulance training course. ‘Good. Mike, there's been a... an accident. It might be foul play. Please get



someone over here as quickly as you can.’


An hour later, Imogen was sitting in Mr Mountnessing's study, overhearing conversations in the library next door, and sunk in misery.


‘But who could have done such a thing?’ the Master kept asking. ‘A perfectly inoffensive young man like that!’ His interlocutor was a policeman – Detective Inspector Balderton.


‘First find out why, and then it's usually easy to find who,' said the Inspector. ‘What do we know about the body? Debts? Girlfriends? Enemies? Supporter of silly causes?’


‘You must talk to his tutor,’ said the Master. ‘Mr Benedict will tell you anything the college knows about him.’


‘Later,’ said the Inspector. ‘When the pathologist and the fingerprinting boys have done their stuff. Hallo; what's this?’


Someone had found a book. It was lying on the floor, under the lethal table, and wedged against the skirting, as though it had been projected from the outflung right hand of the dead young man.


‘Where does it belong?’ asked the detective. ‘Was he stealing it, perhaps?’


‘No,’ said the Master.


‘Why do you say that, sir?’


‘Well, it would be such a wicked thing...’


‘Does it come from one of these shelves?’


‘I'll tell you if you let me look at it,’ said Mr Mountnessing.


‘Look without touching, please, sir. There may be prints.’


‘Nova et Antiqua Cosmologia. Yes: it belongs in the Wyndham Case.’


‘Valuable, is it?’




‘Fairly. Not by any means the best book here.’


‘This room kept locked?’


‘Always. It is a condition of the Wyndham Bequest.’


‘Can I see the keys? Strewth! That might be the bloody murder weapon! Where the hell did you get one like that?’


‘It's Christopher Wyndham's own design. Made in 1691.’


‘If you could possibly do without me...’ said the Master. Imogen walked back to her office with him and shook out three more of his pills. He sat in front of her little fire, sunk in despondency, while she tried to comfort him.


‘Would you like me to contact his parents for you?’ she asked.


‘No, no. That's my responsibility. Can't shirk that. But thank you. A kind thought,’ he said.


The day was getting worse and worse. And the Master had hardly left her for five minutes when a girl undergraduate appeared, looking upset. ‘Miss Quy, could you come, please? There's someone locked in the girls' toilet on E staircase, crying her eyes out, and we can't make her come out.’


Imogen accompanied the girl to the toilets. The sound of racking weeping filled the chill, tiled little room.


‘Who is it?’ she asked.


‘We think it's Emily – Emily Stody – but we haven't seen, only heard her,’ the girl said.


It took Imogen ten minutes of exasperating pleading to talk Emily into unlocking the door and emerging, tousled and red-eyed, a picture of misery.


‘What's it about, then?’ Imogen asked, kindly enough.


‘Philip's dead,’ said one of the bystanders.


How had it got round the college so fast? The body had not yet been covered and taken away. ‘Oh, well,



colleges are like that,’ thought Imogen.


Emily at once began to weep again, gasping for breath between sobs.


‘Emily, you'd better come to the sick room,’ said Imogen, leading her away. Emily was a healthy, a positively glowing young woman who had never visited Imogen's ‘surgery’, not even for the kind of advice young women in a mixed college usually requested, so Imogen knew nothing about her except by repute. Her friends were an assortment of classy youngsters – Jack Taverham's crowd – given to wild parties about which wild rumours went around. A confident and dominant sort of girl. But she was certainly in something of a state now. Imogen – with a motherly arm round the girl's shoulder as they walked – could feel her trembling. And yet, once she was sitting comfortably in Imogen's room, with a cup of hot sweet tea in her hands, and confronted with Imogen's professional kindness – ‘Now, what is all this about? Can I help you in some way?’ – Emily suddenly sobered up, and clammed up.


‘Miss Quy, I'm awfully sorry. I'm a bit of a pig to take up your time like this. I'm all right now, really.’


‘Don't worry, Emily; that's what I'm here for. Of course you don't have to tell me what has upset you, but you can if you want to. I keep people's confidences, and often I can help.’


The girl said nothing. Imogen risked, ‘Is it about Philip?’ At that Emily looked up at her, as if startled. Her pale blue eyes met Imogen's.


‘Everyone is upset,’ she said.


‘But not everyone is bawling in the loo,’ thought Imogen, though she said only, ‘Were you fond of him?’


‘No,’ said Emily. ‘Why should I be? I hardly knew him. Only at parties.’


‘But you did know him; and now...’




‘Oh, Miss Quy, people are saying he's been murdered! That's not true, is it? It can't be true!’


‘I honestly don't know what happened, Emily. The police are here to find out.’


Emily's face looked about to crumple into tears again.


‘Anyone would be upset the first time someone they know dies very suddenly,’ Imogen said, gently. ‘It's perfectly natural.’


Then, when the pause she left open in case Emily changed her mind about confiding in her was left in silence, she returned to her brisk manner and insisted on taking Emily back to her room, and helping her to bed with a hot-water bottle.


‘You honestly don't have to bother,’ said Emily. ‘I'm all right.’


But she obviously wasn't all right. Imogen escorted her back to her room, which was in the Garden Court, high up; a pretty attic with sloping ceilings and a view of the castle mound rising from the immaculate lawns and trim flowerbeds which were the pride and joy of the college gardeners. The room was chaotic, full of discarded clothes and scattered books, but the bedder had cleaned around the mess, and the bed was made. Emily dropped her culottes to the floor, pulled off her Benetton sweatshirt, and climbed into bed in her peach satin undies. ‘I expect I've got flu,’ she said.


Imogen opened the cupboard in which the architect concealed the washbasins, looking for a tap to fill a kettle for a hot-water bottle. The basin was heavily stained, and there was a large number of test tubes and glass bottles around. A strange and pungent smell was released into the room by the open door. On the mirror above the basin a sticky note bore the message:


‘Please conduct experiments in the laboratory, not in your room. M. Hillaston (your bedder).’




Imogen was hardly surprised at this. She filled the hot-water bottle, and brought it to Emily with two aspirins and a glass of cold water.


‘I can't go to sleep,’ said Emily. ‘I've got a supervision this afternoon.’


‘I thought you had flu,’ said Imogen. ‘I'll cancel it for you. You just sleep it off.’


‘Whatever it is,’ she added, under her breath.
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When Imogen got back to her room she found Roger Rumbold waiting for her. Roger was the college librarian – ‘the real librarian’ he always called himself, in ironic contrast to the Wyndham Librarian.


‘I thought I'd drop in and see how my favourite nurse is surviving,’ he said. ‘I expect you're having a bloody awful day. Come for a drink?’


‘I mustn't, Roger, thank you. I've hardly been in my room all morning, and I don't suppose the usual crop of student ills is suspended just because of poor young Skellow. Another time. How's your mother?’


‘She's all right in herself,’ said Roger. ‘But her roof still leaks. I can't get our blasted Bursar to do anything about it. Couldn't you mention to him that damp brings on bronchitis, which brings on death in the aged, and the college might be liable?’


‘I could vouch for the damp to bronchitis part of that,’ said Imogen. ‘You're right, Roger, I could certainly do with a drink. If you'd care to have a whisky with me right here...’


‘Yes, please, Imogen.’


She set out two plain medicine glasses, and produced her bottle of The Macallan from the back of the cupboard.


‘Mmm,’ said Roger, ‘Just the ticket. I didn't know you were a secret drinker, Imogen.’




‘I'm very careful, Roger, as it happens. It takes a dire emergency to drive me to drink as a pick-me-up. And I never drink alone. A person who lives alone can't afford to.’


‘That's a touch puritanical for me, Imogen. Your health. Besides, you don't live alone. Your house is packed to the attics.’


‘Well, I do and I don't,’ said Imogen, collapsing into the other armchair in her room, ‘like you.’


Roger lived in college. Rather few of the college fellows did that nowadays, most of them having families to go home to. A live-in fellow was so valuable that when, a few years back, Roger had announced that he would have to live with his mother in future, as she was becoming too frail to manage, the college had hastily found Mrs Rumbold a place in Audley's Almshouses, just a step from the college in Honey Hill, and belonging to some trust entangled with the college by the Wyndham Bequest. Ever since then, Roger had been grumbling in a mild way about the administration of the almshouses, which he said needed money spending on them. Personable and hard-working as he was, he was one of life's grumblers.


Roger was always nice to Imogen. He chose to regard himself, though he was a senior member of college, as, like herself, an employee, and brought a conspiratorial tone to their relationship. Imogen thought of this as a game, and mildly enjoyed it. She also enjoyed Roger's company when, as he did from time to time, he took her in to High Table, or out to dinner or a theatre. Life had rather side-tracked Imogen, although she enjoyed male company as much as anyone did, and Roger's friendship was welcome to her. If, sometimes, she wondered what motivated him, she remembered a line of Hazlitt her father used to quote: ‘The art of pleasing consists in



being pleased.’ Only right now she wasn't feeling pleased by Roger.


‘The whole place is humming with rumours like a wasp's nest,’ he said. ‘My favourite theory is that Crispin did it. The handsome boy rebuffs Crispin's lewd advances, and there, in Wyndham's sacred chambers, the Wyndham Librarian does him in. What do you think?’


‘That you are disgraceful, Roger. I know you and Mr Mountnessing have been feuding for years, but accusing him of murder is OTT.’


‘Perhaps he has flipped his lid. Being in charge of all those books of ancient rubbish might push anyone over the edge, I would think. I would go dotty in his position. But of course, you have the advantage of us all; you may know what happened.’


‘Well, I know that Philip Skellow fell, or was pushed, hard enough to crack his head open on the library table. Mr Mountnessing found him. He was very upset.’


‘I can't understand why that should count as an alibi. Of course the murderer would be upset. I would be upset if I had done someone in.’


‘And, ’ thought Imogen, sipping her whisky, observing her companion, ‘you are a little – not quite upset, but uneasy, Roger.’


‘A murder is very disturbing,’ she said, ‘to everyone's peace of mind.’


‘Why, Imogen,’ he said, suddenly concerned. ‘I believe you are upset yourself. I'm so sorry. How crass of me to joke about it! Forgive me.’


‘There was blood all over my hands,’ said Imogen, suddenly near to tears. ‘Poor young man! It's such an outrage, Roger!’


‘There, there,’ he said, leaning forward from his chair and taking her hand. ‘Couldn't it have been an accident?’


‘I'm not sure. Perhaps, just possibly. I think it's almost



as much an outrage anyway, even if only God or chance are to blame.’


‘That's too deep for me, I'm afraid,’ he said, getting up. ‘And one can't help wondering, you know, what the victim was doing in the Wyndham Library. Perhaps he was nicking books.’


‘Perhaps we should not make slanderous accusations until more is known,’ said Imogen, crossly. Just for once she was glad to see the back of Roger.


It was a great relief when her ‘surgery hours’ were over. Imogen locked up and went on her little round. She looked in on Emily Stody, and found her safely curled up fast asleep. She visited a third-year flu victim and released him from bed, starting tomorrow, and then – it was hardly a duty, but she was concerned – she called on the Master.


The Master lived at the far end of Castle Court, rebuilt by Christopher Wren after the depredations of the Civil War, when the castle had briefly returned to military use, and the college had been exiled to Barnwell. An austerely beautiful colonnade led at the far end to a wide black-painted door with an immense brass plate, which Imogen always thought ought to read ‘Mr Badger's House’ but which actually said ‘Master's Lodge’. The Master was sitting at his desk in evening dress. He looked ten years older, and his face was a crumpled ashen grey. When Imogen entered, he looked up at her and said, ‘I've just been talking to the dead man's parents. He was an only child.’


‘How terrible,’ she said. ‘I'm so sorry. Master, forgive me, but do you think you should dine out this evening?’


Behind her the voice of Lady B. said, ‘At last! The voice of common sense. Do listen to her, William.’


‘I can't,’ he said. ‘I'm dining with Lord Goldhooper.’


‘Couldn't you make some excuse? Say you are ill?’




‘But that wouldn't be strictly true, my love, would it?’ he said. ‘I am perfectly well, only a little distraught.’


‘Nobody else I know would worry about a technical untruth like that, in the circumstances,’ said Lady B.


‘Wouldn't the strict truth do?’ asked Imogen. ‘Someone has been murdered.’


‘We don't know that,’ said the Master. ‘And I am in no hurry to tell Lord Goldhooper about it, even if it is true. He would be only too likely to take his three million pounds somewhere else!’


‘That dreadful man!’ said Lady B. ‘I really wish he would do just that! He is leading you such a dance, William.’ She turned to Imogen. ‘Miss Quy, you have no idea! One ridiculous condition after another! Endless meetings with lawyers! The college has perfectly good lawyers, but he will only negotiate with William in person. And whatever he asks, William feels obliged to do, for the good of the college. Lord Goldhooper has the finest astrophysicist in England dancing attendance on him like his valet! It really is too bad!’


‘Don't, my dear,’ said the Master, looking pained. ‘You mean it kindly, I know, but you are merely rubbing salt. How many more of these oblivion pills can I take, Miss Quy?’


‘No more till bed-time, I should say, Master,’ said Imogen.


‘Going to the Pink Geranium at Melbourn,’ lamented Lady B., ’... and driving, in such a state...’


‘Not driving,’ said Imogen. When her professional view of things surfaced she was capable of bossing even the Master. ‘Let me order a minicab for you, and another to bring you back.’


‘Could one rely on a minicab?’ asked the Master.


‘We can rely on Zebedee's,’ said Imogen. ‘I was at school with him; he's a good sort.’




She waited to give moral support until the Master was collected by the cab. A malign coincidence resulted in their having to wait in the gatehouse archway while the ambulance and several police cars at last took their leave. Imogen's friend Mike Parsons was driving the last car. He waved, and wound down the window to greet her.


‘What can you tell us, Mike?’ she asked him.


‘Not a lot,’ he said.


‘Will it be a murder enquiry?’


‘Fraid so. You must have realised. We'll be back in the morning, talking to everybody.’ With that the car ahead of his eased out into Chesterton Lane, and he was gone, leaving room for the cab from Zebedee's.


‘Good luck, Master,’ said Imogen, closing the cab door on him.


And she felt like a wrung-out dishcloth. She just didn't feel like the bike ride home to Newnham straight away, and on impulse she went into the college gardens. She climbed the castle mound, on the zigzagging path. She loved to see it as it was now, lined with crocus and aconite naturalised in the grass. She felt both delight and envy – her own little garden gave no scope for effects like that. She observed with pleasure that the steepness of the path caused her no breathlessness, barely affected her pulse. ‘You'll live, Imogen,’ she told herself.


Below her, in the rapid dusk of early spring, Cambridge lay outspread. St Agatha's was nowhere near the famous Backs and had not even a glimpse of river or river bank to its name; but it had, indeed it encompassed, the highest point in the city, and topped the only hill. From the summit of the mound Imogen could command a view across the rooftops, starting with the backs of a row of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century houses along Chesterton Lane that were now all part of St Agatha's, and the tiny, ancient church of St Giles, with its simple



bellcote – luckily a plan to knock the houses down and replace St Giles by a huge new church in 1875 or so had been rejected by the then fellows. Beyond, the Cambridge roofscape was punctuated by towers and spires and cupolas and the avenue of delicate Gothic turrets along the sides of King's College Chapel. From here the fundamental shape of the town was clear, its two main streets jostling as they shouldered their way towards Magdalene Bridge, to become Castle Street and mount the gentle incline past St Agatha's. Imogen liked to reflect that one of these ancient alignments had carried the Roman road from Colchester to Chester. From the west the open countryside still seemed to come right up to the edges of the town, the massive tower of the University Library was backed by green distance, and the just perceptible rise of the last hills in England before the fen; ahead the gentle wooded rise of the Gogmagogs impinged modestly on the wide sweep of evening sky.


Imogen drank it in, and sighed. She loved this townscape, this town. She was Cambridge born and Cambridge bred. Even her name was that of a local village – Quy, once a Saxon ‘Cow Island,’ in a fen long since drained and dry. All her disasters in life had happened somewhere else; she had usually been happy here. She would never like to live anywhere else. But she was harassed tonight, and a half-remembered quotation was nagging at the back of her mind. Only as she descended again, in quest of her bike, did the quotation surface clearly:




‘...On a huge hill,


Cragged and steep, Truth stands, and he that will Reach her, about must, and about must go...’





A good motto for a detective, Imogen thought, ruefully.
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Imogen's house was in a terrace. The three slotted slabs for parking bicycles which occupied her front garden were all assigned to the lodgers, so Imogen wheeled her bike down the tiny alley between garden fences that led between her road and the next, to the back garden gate, and put it in the shed that leaned against an ancient apple tree. She noticed that the dark buds on the tree were beginning to swell, and smiled at her little colony of snowdrops beside the fence as she walked up the path. Opening the back door into her trim little kitchen, she was reminded at once that one day last week she had found it left ajar.


The comfortable battered chairs beside the Rayburn in the breakfast room were both occupied – it was cheaper to sit beside Imogen's wonderful cosy stove than to put coins in the gas meters in their bedrooms – by two of her lodgers, Simon and Liz, who were amiably arguing about something.


‘Kettle's hot, Imogen!’ Liz called. Imogen hung up her coat, wondering uncharitably whose tea and milk were in the mugs her two scapegrace students were holding, and then, seeing the packet of tea-bags and the bottle of milk they had brought down from their rooms, she was repentant, and opened a packet of chocolate digestives for them. In theory, Imogen's lodgers helped pay the expenses of staying on in the large and comfortable



house she had inherited from her parents; in practice they cost more in biscuits and such like than she would have thought possible, and kept her washing machine running non-stop day and night, though the obsession with clean clothes that possessed them all did not extend to clean rooms. Sometimes she thought it would be easier to stop taking student lodgers. But they had inveigled themselves into her way of life.


‘But the climate must have changed!’ Simon said.


‘Well, but climates just don't change that easily,’ Liz replied. She had done Part One geography before changing to law. ‘It's an ignorant speculation, Simon. Every time the weather changes people say the whole climatic system has shifted for good; but really it has changed very slowly, oscillated between narrow limits, and very slowly, until very modern times. Of course the greenhouse effect is another matter, I grant you, but...’


‘Don't you go throwing words like ignorant at me!’ said Simon, still amiable. ‘The fact is, your assertions are based on nothing but theory, whereas when I say the climate has changed I am basing the assertion on historical documents. Not theory, but fact.’ Simon was a historian.


‘I have a bone to pick with one of you,’ said Imogen. ‘I know I explained to you about the back door. And last week I came home and found it open.’


‘Sorry, Imogen, but it can't have been me,’ said Simon. ‘I was away last week, reading in the Newcastle County Archive for the Prof. Don't you remember?’


‘Liz, then,’ said Imogen sternly. ‘It really is important.’


‘Well, I know,’ said Liz, frowning. ‘But...’


‘No buts,’ said Imogen. ‘I won't have that door left open.’


Liz, who was blonde and rather pretty, usually had that vacancy of very young faces, and looked suddenly



interesting when she frowned. ‘But I'm sure, Imogen, really sure, that it wasn't me.’


Imogen, who had expected denial, realised that Liz genuinely was sure. Of course people can be sure, and mistaken. How many times had someone in Imogen's care been sure they had remembered to take their pills?


But Liz was a steady, trustworthy sort of girl.


‘Well, never mind about last week, just make sure it doesn't happen again,’ she said, and set about making herself her supper. There was a problem there, though. Not that Cambridge was much troubled with burglary; when Imogen was a child every front door in the street was left unlocked. She well remembered her mother saying, when advised to lock up on going out, ‘But one of the neighbours might want to borrow something, and then they couldn't get in!’ However, that was then, this is now. The little alley at the back was not overlooked, and the kitchen door had a defective catch. If it was closed but not locked, it was likely to blow open in gusty winds, and could stand wide all day. She really ought to put a Yale lock on it; no – she could imagine only too well getting locked in the back garden every time she put rubbish out.


‘But there was snow before Christmas nearly every year, for centuries!’


‘Well, whatever the reason was, it wasn't climactic change!’


‘You mean climatic, I think. And don't be ridiculous.’


Imogen put her chop in the oven – she couldn't imagine living without the Rayburn, always warm and ready to cook, and she felt a guilty pleasure every time she used it, since having the coal-fired one which had dominated her mother's life replaced by a gas-fired one. All the benefit and none of the work – whatever would her mother have said? Pretty much the sort of thing



Roger Rumbold said about the Wyndham Librarian!


And while the chop cooked Imogen left the youthful disputatious voices in the breakfast-room, and did what she had done the day she found the back door open: she went up to the top of the house and inspected Professor Wylie's flat. Professor Wylie was in Italy; he usually was. He was a fellow of St Agatha's, but had retired from active involvement and now spent all his time in pursuit of the ancient books he collected. He needed a pied-à-terre in Cambridge, and Imogen's flat suited him as well as he suited her. For him she had broken her usual rule that her lodgers were never from St Agatha's: a good rule usually, she reflected. She would otherwise have come home today not to innocent and irrelevant chat about snow before Christmas, but to more frantic talk of death by violent means.


The flat did not have its own front door; it was simply the top floor of the house with a kitchenette installed under a skylight on the upper landing. Professor Wylie's books filled it; they were piled high on the floor in stacks, carefully made with the spines alternating with the page edges, so that no undue pressure would damage the squeeze on the spines. The rooms were lined with crammed and crowded bookcases, the table was piled high, the piles of books even advanced down the stairs, occupying every tread left and right. To Imogen's eyes nothing looked disturbed: the Piranesi prints which decorated the chimney breast in the room the Professor used as a sitting-room were still there; his bronze of Laocoon with serpents was still on the mantelpiece; his heavily tarnished Georgian silver teapot – full of cold tea, Imogen discovered, picking it up to put it away – was still on the draining board of the tiny sink. If the flat looked chaotic, the chaos was home-grown. Imogen knew the books were hugely valuable; but if several



dozen had been removed she wouldn't have known any different. Reassured by the unfingered dust on every pile – she was absolutely forbidden to dust the books – she rinsed out the teapot, and returned to her chop.


Later, when the young had disappeared on their evening amusements and Imogen had cleared the kitchen, she lit the gas fire in her sitting-room, spread herself in her cosy chair and, at peace for the first time that day, began to think. At first her thoughts were troubled; poor Philip! And what a calamity for his parents! Of course, Imogen knew only too well that not everyone in the triumphant flock of the gilded and gifted young people who won places at Cambridge every year would enjoy it; a considerable minority would spend some or all of their too-brief three years being very miserable, and some would shipwreck drastically – taking their own lives, or getting into dire trouble. Many more would merely disappoint their ecstatic parents and school teachers by getting indifferent degrees, or taking diplomas in sociology, or getting pregnant. Not that that was the problem it used to be now that everyone was so ruthless about abortion. Idly Imogen wondered if Emily Stody's flu was anything to do with being a little overdue. She must keep an eye on that girl.


By and by Imogen got up and fetched a battered notebook from her bookcase. It had a pretty flower-printed cover, and a pencil tied to the ribbon place-marker. Imogen had learned long ago how to take patient histories, sitting at hospital bedsides asking questions, ordering the answers carefully, and never, never (her professor was very insistent) failing to explore and eliminate the significance of anything that looked merely coincidental. If the flu patient has, completely coincidentally, just returned from West Africa, then the flu may be Lassa fever; if this is the third member of a



family, completely coincidentally, to get sepsis in a surface wound, then hygiene in the home in question may be poor; if an unduly large number of people who happen to smoke get emphysema... Imogen had learned this lesson well. As she had learned the benefits for clear thinking of writing things down. And there was, of course, an oddity about Philip's death in the Wyndham Library. The Wyndham Case, which was normally of very little interest to anybody except Roger Rumbold – to him it was like a raging toothache – had now figured, coincidentally, in two successive college crises. Imogen set herself to recall and set down everything she knew about Christopher Wyndham.


Scholar, poet and eccentric, friend of Andrew Marvell and Samuel Pepys, passionate opponent of Sir Isaac Newton... she got up and looked up Wyndham in Chambers' Cyclopaedia. 1629-92. The entry called him an ‘occultist’. He had been extremely wealthy. St Agatha's, of which he had been a scholar, was impoverished by the Civil War, during which it even lost possession of its buildings for a short time. Wyndham had made large bequests during his lifetime, on which the prosperity of the college still depended. On his death he had bequeathed his books to the college, in a settlement hedged about with conditions. Imogen wrote down what she knew about those conditions.
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