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‘Godber was murdered,’ said Lady Mary. ‘I am fully aware that you refuse to believe me, but I know.’

Mr Lapline sighed. As Lady Mary’s solicitor he was forced twice a year to listen to her assertion that her husband, the late Sir Godber Evans, Master of Porterhouse College, Cambridge, one of the University’s oldest foundations, had been deliberately done to death by or on the orders of the Dean, the Senior Tutor or one of the other Senior Fellows. Mr Lapline, a Cambridge man himself and a keen respecter of old institutions, particularly of old persons who had become institutions in their own lifetimes, found the accusation most distasteful. With a less wealthy and well-connected client he would have said so. Instead, and as usual, he prevaricated.

‘It is not that I refuse to believe it,’ he said. ‘It is just that, in spite of every effort we have made, and as you know we have employed private detectives at great expense to your good self, we have been unable to find a shred of evidence. And frankly –’

Lady Mary cut him short. ‘I am not in the least interested in what you have not been able to find out, Lapline. I am telling you my husband was murdered. A wife knows these things. All I require from you is proof. I am not a young woman and since you seem incapable of providing that proof …’ She left the solicitor dangling. It was all too obvious that she was not a young woman and, in Mr Lapline’s opinion, it was doubtful if she ever had been. It was the unspoken threat that was alarming. Ever since her recent illness she had, as Mr Lapline liked to put it – he was fond of borrowing the sayings of famous men – become an old woman in a hurry. In her present mood she was capable of anything. Mr Lapline was nervous.

‘In view of what the coroner said …’ he began but she cut him short again.

‘I know perfectly well what the buffoon said. After all I was there at the inquest too. And quite frankly it wouldn’t surprise me to learn that he had Porterhouse connections. Either that or he had been nobbled.’

‘Nobbled?’

‘Bought off. Bribed. Got at. Call it what you will.’

Mr Lapline shifted uncomfortably in his chair. His stomach was playing him up again. ‘I’d hardly call it any of those things,’ he said, ‘and I’d strongly advise you not to either. Certainly not in public. The damages for criminal slander can be enormous. Of course as your legal adviser I am prepared to listen but –’

‘But not, apparently, to act,’ said Lady Mary. ‘I have become fully aware of that.’ She got to her feet. ‘Perhaps I would be better advised by a more enterprising firm.’

But Mr Lapline was already out of his chair. ‘My dear Lady Mary, I assure you I have only your best interests at heart,’ he said, conscious that those best interests included the Lacey fortune she had inherited from her father, the Liberal peer. ‘All I am trying to impress on you is the need for discretion. Nothing more. Now, if we had any evidence, no matter how slight, any evidence at all that Sir Godber was … well, murdered, I would be the first to put the case before the Director of Public Prosecutions, if need be, in person.’

Lady Mary sat down again. ‘I should have thought the evidence was there already,’ she said. ‘For instance, Godber could not have been drunk. He was most abstemious. The Dean and the Senior Tutor were lying when they said they found him totally intoxicated.’

‘Quite so,’ said Mr Lapline. ‘The fact remains …’ He stopped himself. Lady Mary’s gaze was most unnerving. ‘I mean there doesn’t seem any doubt that on the evening of his … murder he had consumed a quantity of whisky. I really don’t think we can dispute the autopsy report. The medical evidence was very clear on that point.’

‘It was also clear that he had drunk it between the time he was attacked and his death, not before the so-called accident. The argument that he had fallen and fractured his skull because he was drunk doesn’t hold water.’

‘True, very true,’ said Mr Lapline, glad to find something he could agree with.

‘Which brings us to the bottle,’ Lady Mary went on.

‘Bottle? What bottle?’

‘The bottle of whisky, of course. It was missing.’

‘Missing?’

‘Yes, missing, missing, missing. How many times do I have to repeat myself?’

‘No need to at all, dear lady,’ said Mr Lapline hurriedly. ‘But can you be quite sure? I mean you were naturally extremely distraught at the time and –’

‘I am never extremely distraught, Lapline,’ Lady Mary snapped.

‘Upset then, and it may not have occurred to you to look for the bottle at such a very distressing moment. Besides, one of the servants might have thrown it away.’

‘It did and they hadn’t.’

‘It did. And they hadn’t,’ said Mr Lapline involuntarily and before realizing he was repeating her words again. ‘I mean –’

‘It did occur to me to look for some whisky that night, and the bottle had gone. I spoke to the French au pair and it was perfectly obvious she had no idea what had happened to it. It wasn’t in the dustbin either.’

‘Really?’ said Mr Lapline incautiously.

‘Yes, really,’ said Lady Mary. ‘If I say I looked in the dustbin and it wasn’t there, it wasn’t.’

‘Quite so.’

‘What is more, whoever murdered Godber deliberately forced him to consume the contents of that bottle, when he was helpless and dying, to make it look as though he was drunk and had had an accident. Do I make myself plain?’

‘Absolutely,’ said Mr Lapline with no misgivings. ‘As a pikestaff.’

‘The murderer then made the mistake of removing the bottle to prevent the police finding his fingerprints on it. I hope that too is as plain as a pikestaff.’

‘Oh yes. Most convincing,’ said Mr Lapline. ‘It’s such a pity this evidence wasn’t presented at the inquest. If it had been, the coroner would surely have postponed the verdict to allow the police to make further enquiries.’

Lady Mary bridled. ‘Considering how quickly the inquest was called and considering my own state of mind at the time, I find that remark most unhelpful. As it was, I stated unequivocally that my husband had been murdered and that I meant to obtain justice.’

‘You did indeed. No question about it,’ said Mr Lapline, recalling the scene with considerable distaste. Outbursts in a coroner’s court in which an hysterical client accused the Dean and Fellows of a famous Cambridge college of murder were definitely not his forte. ‘On the other hand –’

‘Then there is the question of the telephone,’ Lady Mary went on implacably. ‘Why had it been dragged off the table? Obviously to stop Godber calling for help. Finally, the fact that none of the whisky glasses had been touched is proof that he was forced to drink the stuff. What more evidence do you need?’

‘Well, I suppose he might have …’ Mr Lapline stopped. It did not seem advisable to suggest that Sir Godber could have drunk straight from the bottle. Lady Mary might espouse every cause that purported to help the lower orders and the deprived, but she was hardly likely to take at all kindly to aspersions on her late husband’s sense of social propriety. Gentlemen did not drink neat whisky out of bottles. Not that Mr Lapline considered Sir Godber Evans to have been a gentleman, merely a failed politician and Minister of Technological Development who had been relegated to the Mastership of Porterhouse. And to get even that far he had married this most unattractive woman for her money and influence. Looking at her thin lips and pointed nose, Mr Lapline wondered, not for the first time, what their sex life had been like.

He dragged his thoughts away from this unsavoury topic and tried to concentrate less morbidly on the damned man’s death. ‘I’m still afraid that the evidence, while undoubtedly enough to convince me, is nevertheless circumstantial, altogether too circumstantial to persuade officialdom to take further action at this late stage. Unfortunately, as you well know, bureaucrats are most tiresome …’

‘Nobody knows better than I do how obstructive bureaucrats can be, Mr Lapline. I need no telling.’ She paused and leant forward. ‘Which is precisely why I have decided on an entirely new course of action.’

She paused again to let Mr Lapline wonder what this course of action might entail for him. She hitched her chair forward. ‘I intend to create the Sir Godber Evans Memorial Fellowship at Porterhouse. For this purpose I shall donate six million pounds to the College. Don’t interrupt. Six million pounds. Very well, they will undoubtedly accept it, and you will make the necessary arrangements. You will ensure that no one knows that I am the benefactress and the sponsor of the Fellow I will choose. You will find the applicants for the post …’

For the next twenty minutes Mr Lapline listened and the state of his stomach grew worse. It was clear she had every intention of choosing just those qualities in the successful applicant that would make the Sir Godber Evans Memorial Fellow exceedingly unpopular in Porterhouse. Even if the man failed to prove conclusively that Sir Godber had been murdered, and Mr Lapline couldn’t see how he could do anything else, his enquiries were bound to have the most alarming effect on the Senior Fellows.

‘I shall do my best, Lady Mary,’ he said gloomily when she had finished. ‘I shall do my best.’

Lady Mary bared her teeth in a smile. ‘My best, Lapline, my best,’ she said. ‘And you will act expeditiously. I will interview each applicant you think suitable and I don’t want any mistakes. I am sure you take my meaning.’

*

Mr Lapline did. He left the house in Kensington gripped by a sense of despair. Once back in the offices of Lapline & Goodenough, Solicitors, The Strand, London, he took another pill and went to the extraordinary and almost unheard-of lengths of consulting his partner. It was not something he liked doing. Goodenough’s expertise lay in helping the firm’s less respectable clients, particularly those with problems that involved the Inland Revenue or, worse still, the police. A number of titled bankrupts continued, thanks to Goodenough’s efforts, to live in remarkably unreduced circumstances and a number of gentlemen Mr Lapline would have preferred behind bars remained at liberty. Mr Lapline did not approve of Goodenough. For such a very respectable firm he was too facile.

‘My dear chap, you mustn’t take such threats at face value,’ Goodenough said when Mr Lapline told him what Lady Mary had demanded. ‘The fact that she is so evidently demented as to continue a vendetta against the Dean and Senior Tutor should be a source of great satisfaction to you.’

‘Goodenough,’ said Mr Lapline severely, ‘the gravity of the situation calls for something more constructive than flippancy. She undoubtedly means to go to another firm unless I follow her instructions to the letter. What are we to do?’

Goodenough considered that note of appeal and was gratified. It was about time Lapline learnt to respect his contribution to the firm. ‘Well, in the first place we must humour her,’ he said.

‘Humour her?’ said Mr Lapline. ‘Humour her? She’s not someone you can humour. She is demanding action and speedily.’

‘Then we’ll give it to her. We’ll find some dreadful fellow she’ll be bound to choose and let the brute loose on Porterhouse.’

Mr Lapline shuddered. ‘And what possible good do you think that is going to do? Except to stir up a hornets’ nest of scandal and lead to the most appalling series of actions for defamation.’

‘Precisely,’ said Goodenough. ‘Nothing could be better. If the Dean and Senior Tutor and so on can be provoked into taking legal steps against the beastly woman, we will have her eating out of our hands. You have no idea how the issuing of writs and the likelihood of enormous damages endears a client to his, or in this case, her legal advisers. She will come to depend on us to get her out of the mess.’

Mr Lapline fastened pedantically on the verb. ‘Endear? Endear? Your use of words is as indefensible as your ethics. I find your attitude frankly alarming.’

‘Of course you do,’ said Goodenough. ‘That is why we are such excellent partners. I, in my own exemplary way, deal with the horrid realities of our profession while you maintain our reputation for professional rectitude. I am merely pointing out that if we wish to retain Lady Bloody Mary as a client we must give her what she wants.’

‘But she can’t possibly want to be sued by a whole host of furious dons who have been accused of murder.’

‘I can’t see why not,’ said Goodenough. ‘From what you’ve told me there isn’t a hope in hell of re-opening the inquest on her husband after all these years, whereas a case for criminal slander would give her the opportunity to prove her point. It is known in common parlance as putting the cat among the pigeons. And think of our fees, Lapline, think of our fees.’

‘I am thinking of our reputation,’ said Lapline, ‘for probity. What you are suggesting is entirely contrary to –’

‘Come off it, old chap, come off the high horse. And don’t talk to me about probity. After a long day dealing with tax-evading morons who wouldn’t know probity from the back end of a bus, I am not in the mood for a dose of professional self-righteousness. Either you want to keep the Lacey account or you don’t. Make up your mind.’

But Mr Lapline already had. Lady Mary and the Lacey account were by far the most important concerns of his professional life. The Lacey fortune was not a vast one. It didn’t compare with the really big ones, but it was substantial. Mr Lapline appreciated that. And besides, it was old money and fitted in very nicely with his own views on what was right and proper. To that extent he felt it was real money as opposed to the other sort, the unreal money that Goodenough seemed to understand. Unreal money drifted about the world from one country to another and in and out of currencies and tax havens in the most unseemly fashion. Mr Lapline disapproved of it in much the same way that he disapproved of Goodenough. In his opinion they both lacked substance. The Lacey money didn’t. It was safely invested in solid British institutions, in land and in well-run industries. It was not to be trifled with. But above all Mr Lapline needed to represent it. The Lacey account was the touchstone of his professional reputation.

‘Oh well, so be it,’ he said. ‘I’ll have to leave it to you. My stomach … And in any case I wouldn’t know where to look for the sort of so-called scholar she would accept as the Sir Godber Evans Memorial Fellow.’

‘I’m sure I’ll find someone,’ said Goodenough. ‘You leave it to me. And if I were in your position, I’d have that wretched gall bladder out.’

Mr Lapline sighed and shook his head sorrowfully. ‘It is all very well to talk,’ he said. ‘My wife won’t allow it. Her mother died during a gall-bladder operation. It’s a damned nuisance.’ He got up to go. ‘And do please bear in mind that there must be nothing shady about this business. Our responsibility lies in protecting Lady Mary from herself.’

It was a remark calculated to annoy Goodenough. ‘Of course it does,’ he said. ‘The fact that the old bird is dotty is beside the point. Half my clients are off their trolleys, but I still manage to keep them solvent and out of jail. Ask Vera.’

But Mr Lapline preferred not to. Goodenough’s secretary possessed physical attractions that were rather too obvious for Mr Lapline’s taste and were, he suspected, used in part to distract the Special Income Tax investigators from concentrating at all closely on the dubious accounts of Goodenough’s clients. He chose not to speculate on the other uses his partner might put them to. He went back to his office and thought wistfully about having his gall bladder out after all.

*

That evening Goodenough explained the problem to Vera. ‘She’s an old woman who has seen everything she believed in proved wrong and it has made her even more bitter than she was before. In any case, she’s got more money than she knows what to do with and now she’s out to raise hell in Porterhouse. She’s already put Lappie in a spin and his gall bladder is playing up again. It always does when he’s under stress. I’ve said I’ll find the applicants for him.’

‘Meaning that I will,’ said Vera, helping herself to another gin and tonic.

‘Well, I was rather hoping …’ said Goodenough with a look of mock guilt.

Vera arranged herself on the sofa. ‘I shall need time off,’ she said. ‘And expenses.’

‘No problem. Bloody Mary’s account will see you right. And you’re an angel.’
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That wasn’t the way Vera saw herself but she was away for only a fortnight during which time Mr Lapline felt far worse. ‘Are you sure you know what you’re doing?’ he asked Goodenough several times, only to be told that everything was under control. Goodenough chose not to mention whose control that was and Mr Lapline chose not to question him too closely.

In the event Vera returned with a list of twenty academics who would be happy to become Fellows at Porterhouse. Goodenough studied the list doubtfully.

‘I had no idea there were so many universities,’ he said. ‘And who’s this man in Grimsby whose research is into Psycho-erotic Anal Fantasies? I can’t see Porterhouse accepting him even for six million.’

‘I can’t see Lady Mary Evans taking to him either,’ said Vera. ‘Unless of course she approves of early-morning drinking. On the other hand, his thinking is undoubtedly radical.’

‘And Dr Lamprey Yeaster at Bristol? His curriculum vitae seems very sound. “Historical Research into Industrial Relations in Bradford”.’

‘I don’t think he’s quite right for her, somehow,’ said Vera. ‘He’s a member of the National Front and his views on blacks leave rather a lot to be desired.’

‘In that case she won’t touch him with a bargepole. There’s no one here she’s going to choose.’

‘Oh yes, there is, my dear,’ said Vera. ‘I think she’ll like Dr Purefoy Osbert.’

Goodenough looked at her suspiciously. ‘You mean you’ve ring-fenced him? Why? What’s so special about him apart from his name?’

‘Nothing very much except that he’ll do what I tell him. Have a look at his list of publications.’

Goodenough read them. ‘He seems to have a thing about executions,’ he said. ‘Particularly hangings. There’s a book here called The Long Drop.’

‘That’s Purefoy’s magnum opus. I haven’t read it myself but I’m told it’s strong stuff. He has made a study of every hanging in England since 1891.’

‘And you think Bloody Mary is going to approve of him? She is violently anti-capital punishment.’

‘So is Purefoy. You’ve no idea how many innocent people he believes have gone to the gallows. That’s his whole thesis.’

‘What’s this about Crippen? The Innocence of Dr Crippen? The bugger wasn’t innocent. He was guilty as hell.’

‘Not according to Purefoy,’ said Vera. ‘Mrs Crippen committed suicide and the doctor panicked and buried her in the cellar.’

‘What, after cutting her up into small pieces or whatever he did? The fellow is off his head. Still, I can certainly see him getting on with Lady Mary like a house on fire. But tell me, why do you always refer to him by his Christian name?’

Vera smiled. ‘Because he’s my cousin,’ she said.

*

It was not something Goodenough mentioned to Mr Lapline. In fact he amended the list of Dr Osbert’s publications. Mr Lapline was in a bad way without having to cope with the innocence of Dr Crippen and what happened when they hanged Mrs Thompson. He was having trouble with his own bowels. ‘I can’t honestly say I begin to like the sound of any of them,’ he said, ‘and as for this one in Grimsby …’

‘You don’t think he’s right for Porterhouse?’

Mr Lapline expressed the opinion that he wasn’t right for anywhere except hell. Goodenough went away to make his next move. Having studied the notes Lady Mary had made on the Senior Fellows – there wasn’t a faintly benevolent comment among them – he decided it would be best not to discuss the possibility of the new Fellowship with the Bursar. The Dean (what she had to say about the Dean was vitriolic) and the Senior Tutor, ‘a wholly unintelligent person whose interest in rowing suggests obsessive adolescent interests’ in her words, clearly distrusted the Bursar who ‘sided with Godber on financial grounds’. There was independent evidence of this dislike in the reports of the two private detectives she had employed to investigate her husband’s death. One report, written by an unfortunate operative who had spent two hellish months working as a human dishwasher in the College kitchens and who had developed a most unpleasant skin condition thanks to the scouring powder and detergents he had been forced to use, described the Dean as the real power in Porterhouse with the Senior Tutor as his deputy.

‘I have decided to make the offer through the Senior Tutor,’ Goodenough told Vera. ‘If I took the idea to the Bursar, the Dean would turn it down flat. He’d smell trouble. Got a nose for it. In any case, from what I hear the Bursar is so desperate for money we’re bound to have his support. It will look better coming from the Tutor.’

*

In fact the stratagem was unnecessary. The Dean was already making plans to spend some time away from Porterhouse. He was going to find a rich successor to Skullion, preferably from among the Old Porterthusians. He had always been fond of Skullion, but in view of the financial situation in Porterhouse the need to find a new Master, one with financial pull and a very large private income, seemed imperative. At least to the Dean. That was how they had dealt with the financial mess Lord Fitzherbert had got the College into. Fitzherbert had been a rich enough man himself, and they had made him Master. That had always been the preferred Porterhouse method, and the Dean meant to use it again. The real difficulty lay in finding a way to remove Skullion. It had never been supposed he would live so long after his stroke and now the Dean could only hope he would pass quietly away after an excellent dinner. The Dean had in mind the special Duck Dinner. Skullion had always loved Canards pressés à la Porterhouse. All the same the Dean had been to see the College doctor in the hope of an unfavourable prognosis for the Master, but Dr MacKendly was more concerned with the Dean himself. ‘Now what is it this time?’ he asked. ‘The old prostate giving you trouble again?’

‘Hardly,’ said the Dean, ‘since it has never given me the slightest trouble before.’

‘Well, it was bound to happen at your age,’ said the doctor, putting on a surgical glove and indicating the examination couch. ‘Now this may be a touch uncomfortable but hardly painful.’

‘It certainly won’t,’ said the Dean, remaining rooted to his chair. ‘I have not come about my own condition. I am concerned about Skull … the Master, that is.’

Dr MacKendly sat down regretfully at his desk but did not remove the surgical glove. ‘Skullion? Can’t say I’m entirely surprised. All that sitting about in a wheelchair and so on and widdling into a bag is bound to have an effect in the end. Of course we could operate, but that can cause problems you know. Sometimes one ejaculates backwards into the bladder.’

‘I hardly think Skullion … the Master is likely to ejaculate anywhere,’ said the Dean bitterly, ‘particularly as he doesn’t need a prostate operation. What I want you to tell me is your opinion on the Master’s general fitness.’

The doctor nodded. He still hadn’t removed the surgical glove. ‘General fitness, eh? Well, that’s a different matter altogether. I mean at our age we can hardly expect to be entirely fit and –’

‘I am talking about the Master, Skullion, for goodness sake,’ the Dean snapped. ‘His general fitness.’

‘Point taken,’ said the doctor. ‘And I have to say that he is not at all well. The Porterhouse Blue he had, you know, was a very bad one. It’s amazing he survived at all. He must have the constitution of an ox.’

The Dean eyed him very unpleasantly. ‘And would you assess his ability to perform his duties as Master of the College at the same bovine level?’ he asked.

‘Ah, there you have me, Dean. I have never really known what a Master’s duties are, apart from dining in Hall and being around for official occasions and so on. Otherwise there is practically damnall to do as far as I can see. Skullion has proved that, hasn’t he?’

The Dean made a final attempt to get an answer that made sense. ‘And how long do you think he’s got? Got to live, I mean.’

‘There you have me again,’ said the doctor. ‘It is almost impossible to say. Only a matter of time, of course.’

But the Dean had had enough. ‘Have you ever known when it wasn’t?’ he asked and stood up.

‘Wasn’t? Wasn’t what?’

‘A matter of time. From the day we are born, for instance.’ And leaving Dr MacKendly to work that out – the doctor’s speciality was rugby knees, not metaphysics – the Dean went down the steps into King’s Parade and walked back to Porterhouse in a very nasty temper. Around him tourists stared into shop windows or sat on the wall under King’s College Chapel or photographed the Senate House. The Dean disregarded them. They belonged to a world he had always despised.

Two days later, explaining that he had a sick relative in Wales to visit, the Dean set off in search of a new Master for Porterhouse. Something told him he had to hurry. It was a gut feeling, but such a feeling seldom let him down.

*

The feelings that Mr Lapline had in his stomach were by now so acute that it was some two weeks before Goodenough had sufficient time to spare from his partner’s work to travel to Cambridge to meet the Senior Tutor for lunch at the Garden House Hotel overlooking the Cam. ‘I’d have invited you to my club in London, but it gets very crowded these days and we can talk more privately here. Besides, it is always a pleasure to visit Cambridge and I’m sure you’re a very busy man. I hope you don’t mind lunching here?’

The Senior Tutor didn’t in the least mind. He had heard good things about the Garden House, and Wednesday lunch in Hall tended to be rather meagre. He accepted a very large pink gin and studied the menu while Goodenough spoke about his nephew in the Leander Club, his own college, Magdalen at Oxford, and anything but the matter he had come to discuss. It was only after he had persuaded the Senior Tutor to have another very large pink gin and then had primed him with a sizeable helping of pâté, an excellent fillet steak and a bottle and a half of Chambertin and they were sitting with their coffee and Chartreuse, that Goodenough finally got round to the topic of the donation. He did so with an air of slight embarrassment.

‘The fact of the matter is that we have been instructed by someone in the City who wishes to remain anonymous to sound out the Senior Fellows about the creation of a new Fellowship, and frankly, knowing your reputation for discretion, I thought a quiet chat with you might be the best way to start.’ He paused to allow the Senior Tutor to choose a cigar to go with another Chartreuse. ‘The funding for the salary of the new Fellow would of course be paid for by our client and the donation to the College would run into seven figures.’

Again he paused, this time to allow the tutor to calculate that seven figures made one million. ‘In fact the client has mentioned six million pounds with possibly more to follow on her … his death.’

‘Six million? Did you say six million?’ asked the Senior Tutor rather huskily. If it hadn’t been for the meal, and the cost of the Chambertin and the Partagas cigar, he would have wondered if he was being subjected to some fiendish practical joke. Nobody had ever offered Porterhouse such an enormous sum before.

‘Oh yes, at least six,’ Goodenough said, sensing the Senior Tutor’s bewilderment. Taking advantage of it, he went on. ‘But on condition that the donation is not made public. I’m afraid my client is an eccentrically private person and insists on anonymity. I have to make that point.’

For a moment the thought crossed his mind of hinting the client might be Getty. He did better. ‘You’ve heard of Getty?’

‘Yes,’ said the Senior Tutor almost in a whisper.

‘Unfortunately my client does not possess that degree of wealth but she … he’ (damn that second Chartreuse) ‘has a very considerable fortune all the same.’

‘Must have,’ muttered the Senior Tutor, and made the mistake of inhaling the Havana too deeply. When his gasping coughs stopped, Goodenough went on. ‘I’m telling you all this privately because of your reputation for discretion. It is essential that nothing leaks out. Your influence in Porterhouse is well known and I feel sure that with your backing …’

The practised words wafted happily into the Senior Tutor’s mulled consciousness. The client was particularly anxious that the Bursar, whose reputation was not so … well, to be a little indiscreet, not so reliable, must not be consulted, but if the Senior Tutor could give his assurance that the donation would be accepted – the Senior Tutor could and did – and the Fellow appointed – the Senior Tutor had no doubt about that – then the matter was settled, and Mr Goodenough’s client would proceed. A letter putting forward the terms of the appointment would be drawn up and sent to the Senior Tutor, who would make the necessary arrangements, presumably through the College Council, and confirm the decision in writing. By the time Goodenough had finished, the Senior Tutor was in a state of euphoria. Goodenough gave him a lift back to Porterhouse in his taxi then caught the train to London.

*

‘He did what?’ said Mr Lapline next day.

‘Lapped it up,’ Goodenough said.

‘Lapped it up? Are you sure?’ Mr Lapline couldn’t imagine any of the Senior Fellows at Porterhouse lapping anything, apart from soup, up. From what he had seen of the Dean and the Senior Tutor at the inquest into Sir Godber Evans’ death, they might well chew but they were definitely not of the lapping sort.

‘Absolutely,’ Goodenough assured him. ‘Swallowed the proposal hook, line and sinker, along with an excellent bottle of Burgundy and an underdone steak –’

‘For heaven’s sake, Goodenough, don’t talk about food. If you knew what my stomach is doing to me –’

‘Sorry, sorry. All I’m trying to tell you is that you’ve got no reason to worry about losing Her Ladyship’s account. She will find someone on that list who will prove just the sort of person she wants, and Porterhouse will accept him with open arms. Whether they like what they get is another matter altogether. That is not your problem, nor mine.’

But Mr Lapline continued to be pessimistic. ‘I wish I had your confidence. I just hope to God she doesn’t choose that anal-erotic swine from Grimsby. With a list of publications like that the sod ought to be in jail.’

*

For the next few weeks the firm of Lapline & Goodenough resumed its normal and most respectable routine. Mr Lapline’s gall bladder quietened down, and Lady Mary was sent the list of candidates along with their curricula vitae. It was left to her to invite them down to her house to be interviewed. Goodenough refused to have anything to do with that side of the business. ‘I wouldn’t dream of involving the firm in such matters,’ he said. ‘We are not a scholastic employment agency. In any case, I have yet to receive written confirmation of the contract from Porterhouse, though the Senior Tutor did write to thank me for lunch and said he was sure the Fellowship would be approved.’

All the same, Goodenough’s curiosity had been provoked by his reading of The Long Drop. Even to his hardened sensibilities Purefoy Osbert’s book was deeply disturbing. He had sat up late for two nights running, transfixed by the anatomical consequences and the details of hangings with which Dr Osbert seemed most at home.

‘Are you sure this cousin of yours is entirely sane?’ he asked Vera. ‘That beastly book of his has to have been written by someone with a pronounced taste for S and M.’

‘You’re just an old fuddy-duddy. Purefoy isn’t in the least like that. It’s just that the poor darling is deeply committed to social justice.’

‘Could have fooled me,’ Goodenough muttered. He hadn’t much liked that ‘poor darling’ when applied to a man who could describe so graphically the consequences of too long or too short a drop on victims who were either too short and fat themselves or too tall and thin. There was also the evidence – and Dr Osbert’s facts could not be faulted – that since the abolition of capital punishment a great many people found guilty of murder and condemned to life imprisonment had later been shown to be wholly innocent and had been pardoned. It followed from these incontestable statistics that a considerable proportion of those who had been hanged before abolition had also been entirely innocent. The lawyer in Goodenough found this conclusion most upsetting. He wondered how the argument would go down with the Dean and the Senior Tutor.

‘I suppose it doesn’t matter what happens once he’s been appointed,’ he told Vera. ‘All the same I can foresee some extremely heated arguments.’

‘Which Purefoy will win,’ said Vera, ‘because he is obsessed with facts and certainties.’

‘Not the only thing he’s obsessed with. And anyway, it is not a fact that Crippen didn’t murder his wife. It’s an assumption, and a false one.’

But Vera wasn’t prepared to argue. ‘He is an excellent researcher and a genuine scholar. You’ll see that when you meet him.’

‘I don’t intend to,’ said Goodenough.

*

Nor, it seemed, did Lady Mary. The strain of interviewing the previous applicants for the Sir Godber Evans Memorial Fellowship had told on her failing health. Never a very sexual person herself, she had found the interview with the psycho-anal-erotic fantasist from Grimsby deeply disturbing. Owing to an extremely painful attack of sciatica she had had to conduct it while lying on a chaise longue, and Dr MacKerbie had arrived smelling very strongly of beer and whisky. In fact he was plainly drunk at ten o’clock in the morning and had evidently got the impression that she was lying there waiting to enjoy his particular fantasies and even to experience anal eroticism herself. She had been saved by the housekeeper who heard her screams and by Dr MacKerbie, whose drunkenness made the business of undoing his trousers altogether too hazardous.

After that nightmare interview, Lady Mary invariably sat behind a substantial desk with a tape recorder running and the housekeeper’s husband standing in a corner of the room for protection. The interview with Dr Lamprey Yeaster went fairly well to begin with. The historian was at least sober and his knowledge of Historical Research into Industrial Relations in Bradford before the War was impressive. So in a way, though in an entirely different way, were his opinions on post-war immigration policies and the consequences of allowing hundreds of thousands of West Indians and Pakistanis into Britain. Lady Mary Evans had him hustled out of the house after twenty minutes and had to lie down on the chaise longue again, this time with nervous prostration.

The next six applicants all failed to satisfy her and the only one who appealed to her at all said he’d changed his mind and wouldn’t go near Porterhouse because it was a bloody snob college and anyway he was quite happy doing research into potato pathology at Strathclyde and Cambridge didn’t have anything to offer him. By the time she reached the vivisectionist from Southampton and had had to listen to a perfectly foul account of his work with cats, Lady Mary was on the point of abandoning the entire project. But her sense of duty prevailed. She phoned Mr Lapline, and was put through instead to Goodenough.

‘I do see the problem,’ he said when she complained bitterly about the quality of the applicants and wanted to know why she had been sent a man who made it his life’s work to torture cats to death when she was particularly fond of cats and … ‘I really do, Lady Mary, but the fact of the matter is that Porterhouse has a perfectly dreadful reputation, as you are probably aware, and –’

Lady Mary pointed out that as her late husband had been Master of Porterhouse and had been murdered there of course she knew it had a dreadful reputation and what had that got to do with sending her a lot of psychopaths.

‘The thing is,’ said Goodenough, ‘that it has proved extremely difficult to find genuine scholars who want to go near the place.’

‘So far you haven’t found a single scholar. That awful man from Bristol who wants to send every black person back to countries they’ve never come from …’

‘You mean Dr Lamprey Yeaster? I had no idea he held such disgraceful political views. My remit was to –’

‘From now on your remit, as you choose to call it, is to vet the applicants yourself. I am not a well person, and I refuse to have to meet people who are either mad or thoroughly repulsive in some other way. Is that clear? And anyway, why are you dealing with the matter? I have always dealt with Mr Lapline.’

Goodenough sighed audibly into the phone. ‘I’m afraid Mr Lapline is undergoing medical treatment for his gall bladder. A temporary condition but a very painful one, I’m told. In the meantime please be assured that I shall do everything necessary …’

He put the phone down and went through to Vera. ‘Well, that has simplified things,’ he said. ‘You can tell Cousin Purefoy he has the Fellowship. She doesn’t want to see any of the others. I suppose I’ll have to meet him after all.’
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In Purefoy Osbert at Kloone University the news that he was about to become the Sir Godber Evans Memorial Fellow at Porterhouse aroused mixed emotions, though only slightly. He was perfectly happy at Kloone where he had first studied and, having graduated, had gone on to his doctoral thesis, ‘The Crime of Punishment’, on the inequities of the penal system in Britain. On the other hand he had no doubt he would be perfectly happy in Cambridge. And the move would have its advantages. The University Library there had many more books than that at Kloone and to Purefoy it was in libraries that he could acquire certainties. Certainty was essential to him and the written word had a certainty about it that everything else in life lacked. Like an intellectual sniffer-dog, Purefoy Osbert kept his nose close to documents, collected information and felt confident in the certainty of his conclusions. Theories and certainties protected him from the chaos that was the universe. They also helped him to cope with the chaotic inconsistencies of his late father’s opinions.

The Reverend Osbert had been of the eclectic persuasion. Brought up as a Presbyterian, he had in his teens switched to Methodism, then to Unitarianism and from that to Christian Science before being persuaded by a reading of Newman’s Apologia that Rome was his spiritual home. The homecoming did not last long, although it contributed to Purefoy’s naming. Tolstoyan pacifism was more manifestly the answer and for a while the Rev. Osbert toyed with Buddhism. In other words Purefoy’s childhood was spent on a roller-coaster of changing philosophies and uncertain opinions. He would go to school one morning knowing that his father believed in one God, only to come home in the afternoon to learn that God didn’t exist.

Mrs Osbert, on the other hand, was entirely consistent. So long as her husband paid the bills – he had inherited a row of small houses and rented them to reliable tenants – and provided the family with a comfortable living, she did not mind what opinions he held or for how long. ‘Just stick to the facts,’ she would say when one of his digressions went on too long, and she was frequently telling young Purefoy, ‘The trouble with your father is that he is never certain about anything. He never knows what to believe. If only he could be certain about something, we’d all be a lot happier. You just bear that in mind and you won’t go the same way.’ Not wanting to go the same way as his father, who had died quite terribly on his return from a pilgrimage to a Buddhist shrine in Sri Lanka where he had made the mistake of attempting to befriend a rabid dog, Purefoy had never forgotten her words. ‘I told him one of those days he would go too far,’ she explained to Purefoy after the funeral. ‘And he did. To Sri Lanka. And all in search of holiness. Instead of which … Well, never mind. You just stick to certainties and you won’t go far wrong.’

Purefoy had done his best to follow her advice. All the same, he had inherited his father’s tendency to seek for meaning in abstractions. At Kloone University he had been particularly affected by Professor Walden Yapp, who had once been wrongly convicted of murder. The Professor’s account of his time in prison and the psychological trauma resulting from a sense of his own innocence had affected Purefoy deeply and had influenced his choice of a doctoral thesis. Professor Yapp’s innocence could not be doubted. Had capital punishment still been in existence when the Professor was sentenced, he would certainly have been hanged. ‘From my own experience I can say with absolute assurance that other men, as innocent as I am, have undoubtedly gone to the gallows.’

Professor Yapp’s statement had inspired Purefoy Osbert to spend five years working on his next book, The Long Drop. He acknowledged his debt to Professor Yapp in his dedication and then went on to do further research into innocent victims of the criminal system and the brutalizing effect of prison life on prisoners and prison officers alike, for a book he intended to call This Punished Breed. It was a work he hoped would put an end once and for all to the pernicious and positively mediaeval public belief in crime as a punishable offence. He went further. He did not subscribe to Professor Yapp’s belief that theft, murder, muggings or any other criminal activity were the products of poverty and social deprivation. He blamed the law itself. As he never tired of telling his students, ‘Crime is the consequence of the system of law and order established to root out the social disease it creates. By defining that which is unlawful we ensure that the law will be broken.’ It was a concept that naturally found favour with his students and had the merit of forcing the more intelligent ones to argue vehemently with one another, and even occasionally to think. This was a notable achievement at Kloone, and added to Dr Osbert’s already considerable reputation. But for the most part he spent his time in libraries or at the Public Record Office going through box after box of documents in pursuit of the information he needed.

But if his father and mother had influenced him, so too had his cousin Vera. From his earliest childhood he had always done what she wanted. She was five years older than he was and, being a kindly if slightly promiscuous girl, had been only too ready to show him the certainty of her sex. From that moment of adolescent revelation Purefoy had been ambiguously devoted to Vera. He had spent many hours thinking about her and had been sure he was in love with her. But she had gone her own way and Purefoy had pursued other less uncertain quantities. It was only much later, when he met Mrs Ndhlovo, that he knew himself to be truly in love.

One evening, in the mistaken belief that he was going to hear a lecture by a leading authority on Prison Reform in Sierra Leone, he found himself sitting in the front row of an evening class Mrs Ndhlovo was giving on Male Infertility and Masturbatory Techniques. The class was well attended and while Purefoy had learnt some of the facts of life from Vera, he learnt a great many more from Mrs Ndhlovo. She was particularly interesting on coitus interruptus and means of avoiding ejaculatio praecox. Above all she was beautiful. It was not solely her physical beauty that appealed to him so much: she had a beautiful mind. In a curiously unnecessary pidgin English she spoke in detail about clitoral stimulation and fellatio with a calm assurance that left him almost breathless with admiration. And desire. Within the course of that first hour he had found his true love and when the following week he was there in the same seat looking adoringly up at her splendid lips and eyes while she showed some particularly horrible slides of the effects of female circumcision on mature women in East Africa, he was certain he was in love. After the lecture he introduced himself and their relationship began.

Unfortunately for Purefoy Mrs Ndhlovo, while fond of him, did not reciprocate his feelings. Her first marriage in Kampala had not been an entirely happy one. The discovery that Mr Ndhlovo already had three wives and that the first wife had been the one to suggest that he marry again had rather spoilt the honeymoon. All the same she had loved him in her own way and felt genuine sorrow when he disappeared and was rumoured to be among the other contents of General Idi Amin’s freezer. The fact that they were no longer there when the General was ousted and fled to Saudi Arabia had done nothing to set her suspicions to rest. By then she had left Uganda and had come to Britain to start a new career in education. Within a few months she had gained a considerable reputation at Kloone by stating openly at parties that her Johnny had almost certainly been part of ‘that black bastard Idi Amin’s late-night snack’. Such outspokenness on interracial matters had until then been unheard at the University, but no one could find fault with Mrs Ndhlovo. She obviously had every right in the world to talk like that about the man who had murdered and consumed her husband. She had been there in Uganda and she had suffered terribly. The fact that she was very attractive and knew so much about sexual practices in Africa and, it seemed, just about everywhere else in the world also helped to make her a popular figure. Besides which, she was a very practical woman.

‘All very well you say you love me,’ she said, maintaining the curious English Purefoy found so delightful, ‘you don’t earn enough to keep two and have kids too. You got no ambition either, Purefoy. No money, no ambition, no Mrs Ndhlovo.’

‘But Ingrid, you know –’ Purefoy began.

‘And don’t call me that name. I no like it. I Mrs Ndhlovo. Different.’

‘You can say that again,’ Purefoy said. ‘But one of these days I’m bound to get a professorship and –’

‘One of these days too late,’ said Mrs Ndhlovo adamantly. ‘I don’t have kids by that time. Get the pause.’

‘The paws?’ said the mystified Purefoy.

‘Manopause. Don’t know why they call it manopause. Have to pause now once a month. After manopause, no pause at all. No kids either. I go find proper man. Ambition. Money. Not just sit ass on chair reading books. Make some big thing. Got to have ambition.’

From these grim discussions Purefoy came away disheartened but he still attended her evening classes and had watched in an agonizing ecstasy her demonstration of the use of the double-strength condom as a means of delaying the male orgasm. The sight of her long tapering fingers sliding the thing over the plaster-of-Paris penis and then stroking the scrotum left him limp and wishing to hell he’d taken the precaution of wearing one himself. The following week he had come better prepared, only to find that her lecture was purely theoretical and dealt entirely with an historical review of medical and religious objections to so-called self-abuse or onanism. There had been none of those practical demonstrations that had made the condom necessary and, far from saving Purefoy Osbert embarrassment, the thing had been the cause of it. His efforts to prevent the device making its way down his trouser leg had caught the attention of the women on either side of him, who were evidently as bored as he was by historical objections to masturbation. Purefoy’s spasmodic movements were far more intriguing. Purefoy smiled bleakly at the woman on his right and was misunderstood. ‘Can’t you wait until afterwards?’ she asked in a whisper that was audible several rows behind. For the rest of the hour he sat staring rigidly at Mrs Ndhlovo and hardly moved at all, but at the end of the class he was forced to stand up. ‘After you,’ said the woman on his left. The one on his right had already hurried off.

‘No, please, after you,’ said Purefoy and squeezed back against the chair.

The woman shook her head. She had no intention of passing at all closely to a man whose sudden attention to his upper leg had been so peculiarly spasmodic and intense. She hadn’t liked his bleak smile either. ‘Look,’ she said, rather unpleasantly. ‘You go out first. All right?’

It wasn’t all right, but Purefoy went. So did the condom. For a moment it clung to his knee but only for a moment. As he stepped forward it dropped out of the bottom of his trouser-leg and lay supine on the toe of his shoe. Purefoy tried to kick it off but again his movements were too peculiar to ignore. Conscious that he was the object of amused interest he hurried down the hall and out into the comparative anonymity of the parking lot where he could deal with the thing in private. After that Purefoy abandoned the condom method and took matters into his hands before attending Mrs Ndhlovo’s classes.

*

It was shortly after this and several more vain attempts to get Mrs Ndhlovo, if not to marry him, at least to become his partner, that Vera phoned to tell him about the Fellowship at Porterhouse. Purefoy Osbert was not interested. ‘I am perfectly happy here and I have no interest in going to Cambridge. And anyway why should anyone offer me a Fellowship at Porterhouse just like that? You have to apply and explain your special area of research and –’

‘Purefoy, darling, of course you’ve had to apply. That is all taken care of, and your application has almost certainly been accepted.’

‘It can’t have been. I haven’t made it.’

‘But I have,’ said Vera sweetly. ‘On your behalf.’

‘You can’t go round making applications on other people’s behalf. You’ve got to get their consent and anyway you don’t even know what I’ve published or my curriculum vitae. Or what my present studies are.’

‘Of course I do. I got it from your Faculty secretary. She was extremely helpful.’

‘What?’ squawked Purefoy, now thoroughly alarmed and angry. ‘She had absolutely no right to give confidential information away like that. I’ve a good mind –’

‘A very good mind,’ Vera interrupted. ‘In fact an excellent one, which is why you are going to Porterhouse.’

‘I’m most definitely not,’ said Purefoy. ‘I want to know why Mrs Pitch gave you details of my curriculum vitae. You can’t go round revealing –’

‘Oh, do hush up. She didn’t do anything of the sort. I’m your cousin, remember, and I know just about everything about you. Besides, it’s all on the Kloone University computer and I know your password so I went straight in and had it all printed out.’

‘My password? You don’t know it. You can’t have got it from Mrs Pitch either because she doesn’t know it.’

‘I’m certain she doesn’t, but I most certainly do.’

‘What on earth do you mean?’ Purefoy demanded.

Vera giggled. ‘Purefoy, dear, you’re so transparent. “Certainty” is your password. I knew it had to be something like that. You’re obsessed with it.’

Purefoy Osbert groaned. Vera had always been smarter than he was. ‘In that case I’m going to change it,’ he said. ‘And I am definitely not going anywhere near Porterhouse College. It’s got a dreadful reputation for snobbery and all sorts of other things.’

‘Which is why you have been given a Fellowship there. To change things for the better,’ said Vera. ‘They need some serious scholarship, and you are going to provide it. Your salary will be more than three times what you’re getting at the moment and you will be free to do your own research work with no obligation to do any teaching.’

Purefoy Osbert’s silence was significant. Only that day he had had to attend an extremely boring Finance Committee meeting at which the possibility of financial cuts had been discussed with the mention of a freeze on salaries, and that had been followed by a seminar on Bentham with several students who were convinced that prisons built like Dartmoor on the panopticon principle were far more suitable for murderers and sex-offenders than the more modern open prisons Purefoy advocated. Some of them had even argued that child molesters ought to be castrated and murderers executed. Purefoy had found the seminar most distressing, particularly the way the more prejudiced students had refused to accept the facts he had given them. And now suddenly he was being offered a Fellowship that involved no teaching and with a salary that would surely satisfy Mrs Ndhlovo.

‘Do you really mean that?’ he asked cautiously. ‘This isn’t some sort of joke?’

‘Have you ever known me to lie to you, Purefoy? Have you?’

Purefoy Osbert hesitated again. ‘No, I don’t suppose I have. All the same … you’re talking about a salary –’

‘Of nearly sixty thousand pounds a year, which is far more than any professor gets. Now give me the number of your fax machine and I’ll send you a copy of the letter you will be receiving either tomorrow or the next day from your sponsor’s solicitors, Lapline & Goodenough.’

‘But that is the firm you work for,’ said Purefoy.

‘Which is how I happen to know you’re being offered the Fellowship,’ said Vera and, having taken his fax number, rang off.

Ten minutes later a bewildered Purefoy Osbert sat reading the most amazing letter he had ever received. It was on Lapline & Goodenough, Solicitors, official note-paper and was signed by Goodenough, and while it was only a fax copy there could be no doubt about its authenticity. Purefoy considered the stated conditions very carefully. ‘As the Sir Godber Evans Memorial Fellow you will be required only to establish the facts of his life with a view to the possible publication of a biography. His tenure as Master of Porterhouse was a very short one and ended with his death …’

Purefoy Osbert read on, trying to see where the snag was. There didn’t seem to be one. He could pursue his own studies, he could, if he wished, take a post in the University proper as opposed to Porterhouse College, and his stipend of £55,000 was guaranteed from funds provided by the sponsor, who wished to remain anonymous. In short he was being offered a sinecure and, as far as he could see, there were no awkward strings attached to it. He was particularly interested in the repeated emphasis on the sponsor’s respect for his methods. Purefoy Osbert spent the evening in a state of euphoria and even considered going round to visit Mrs Ndhlovo with his amazing news. But he didn’t. He still couldn’t be certain this wasn’t some sort of hoax. If it turned out to be true there would be no more talk about his lack of money or ambition. And she certainly wouldn’t be able to say he wasn’t a proper man.


4

At Porterhouse too there was some delay. Goodenough’s insistence on the need for no publicity and his praise of the Senior Tutor’s reputation for discretion had placed the latter in something of a quandary. For one thing he couldn’t discuss the proposed Fellowship with the Bursar because he wasn’t, in Goodenough’s opinion – which the Senior Tutor shared – to be trusted, and for another the Dean was away from Cambridge, supposedly visiting a sick relative in Wales. And without the Dean’s presence at the College Council no decisions could be made. The Master would never ratify the new Fellowship without the Dean’s consent. And while Skullion had recovered his power of speech and some movement he had never lost the sense of deference, particularly to the Dean, that forty-five years as a College Porter had instilled in him. Besides, the Senior Tutor himself tended to defer to the Dean. They had never liked one another and there were times when they had quarrelled so badly they were not on speaking terms, but together they had prevented Porterhouse from following the example of every other college in Cambridge. Or to put it more accurately, they had slowed change down to a pace that would allow the past to catch up and reimpose old values on new ways. After much argument in the College Council it had been agreed that Porterhouse would finally admit women undergraduates, though with a qualifying motion proposed by the Senior Tutor that this should in no way diminish the accommodation provided for male entrants. This motion had passed unnoticed. The Dean’s conversion to the notion of women in Porterhouse had so amazed the younger and more progressive Fellows – he had been adamantly opposed to the idea for years – that they hadn’t foreseen the consequences of the Senior Tutor’s addendum or the Praelector’s support for it, which he was by custom entitled to make in Latin. It was only much later, when the question of the numbers of women to be admitted to the College came up, that the progressive Fellows led by Dr Buscott realized the crisis facing them. Porterhouse was a poor college. It had once been a rich one but all that wealth had been lost by the then Bursar, Lord Fitzherbert, who had gambled the money away at Monte Carlo. Since that catastrophic moment Porterhouse had sunk into poverty.

Even the Bursar, who had voted for the changes and for the inclusion of women, had been appalled at the suggestion that a new block be built for them behind the Chapel. ‘Of course I support the proposal in principle,’ he said, ‘but I must point out that it is totally impractical. Such a building programme would cost millions. Where do you suppose we could find the funds?’

‘Presumably in the same way as other colleges go about these things,’ said Professor Pawley, Porterhouse’s most eminent scholar, an astronomer whose life’s work had been concentrated on an exceedingly remote nebula known as Pawley One. ‘Other Bursars have recourse to banks and commerical loans. It is surely not beyond our intellectual resources to make use of similar means?’

The Bursar had swallowed the insult and had taken his revenge. ‘It is not our intellectual resources which are in question, but our practical ones. We don’t have any means of obtaining loans. The cost of rebuilding the Bull Tower proved far higher than had been foreseen by those on the Restoration Committee’ – Professor Pawley had been its chairman – ‘who failed to distinguish the difference between the cost of modern building materials such as bricks and the vastly more expensive price required to replace extremely old materials. In the circumstances, if anyone can explain how I can obtain any additional funding, I shall of course be most grateful.’

*

In the face of this unanswerable question the new building never materialized and while women had come to Porterhouse their numbers were negligible. And since the Senior Tutor was in charge of admissions as well as the Boat Club, those women who were admitted had certain characteristics that distinguished them from the girls in other colleges. Even the Chaplain, always a broad-minded man, had complained.

‘I know the world is a very different place these days and I try to keep up with the times,’ he had said over the kidney ragout at dinner one night, ‘but I draw the line at young men wearing lipstick in public places. There is some man on my staircase who is distinctly odd. I found a tube of lipstick in the lavatory this morning and whatever aftershave lotion he uses is most disturbing.’

‘I don’t suppose there is any point in explaining,’ said the Praelector, keeping his voice down. The Chaplain was deaf, but it was as well to take precautions.

‘Definitely not,’ said the Dean. ‘If he ever found out their real sex, Heaven alone knows what he might get up to.’

‘I suppose we must be grateful he’s not interested in boys. A lot of the dons in other colleges are, I’m told.’

‘It’s amazing he can get up to anything at all at his age,’ said the Senior Tutor a trifle mournfully. ‘Still, it was obviously a great mistake to put any women on his staircase.’ They looked accusingly at the Bursar who was in charge of room allocations.

‘I only put two there,’ he protested, ‘and I made sure they passed the Test.’

‘The Test? What is the Test? Apart from matches and rivers and things,’ enquired the Praelector.

The Bursar hesitated. Dr Buscott and some of the younger Fellows were down the table and he had no desire to be linked in their minds with the ‘Old Guard’. ‘It is an exceedingly outmoded way of ensuring –’ he began, but the Dean seized his opportunity.

‘The Bursar means that he has to examine the creatures before employing them as bedmakers to make absolutely certain that they are sufficiently repulsive to stifle the sexual urges in even the most desperately frustrated undergraduate,’ he explained in a loud voice. ‘That is why it is called the Bedder Test. The aim is to keep them out of the beds they are paid to make.’

In the silence that followed, Dr Buscott at the far end of the table was heard to wonder aloud what century some people thought they were living in. The Senior Fellows chose to ignore him. Dr Buscott held a post in the University and that, as the Dean had said, made him no sort of Porterhouse man.

‘Not that the system always works, if memory serves me,’ said the Praelector finally. ‘That young man who blew up the Bull Tower with gas-filled condoms was found to have been fornicating with his bedder at the very moment of the explosion. Name of Zipser, I seem to remember. Now what was the bedmaker’s name?’

‘Biggs. Mrs Biggs,’ the Chaplain shouted suddenly. ‘Big Bertha Biggs I remember they called her. Wore tight boots and a shiny red mackintosh. A splendid woman. Most ample. I shall never forget the way she smiled.’

‘I doubt if anyone else will either, come to that,’ said the Dean grimly, ‘though whether she was smiling when the Tower exploded we will, I am glad to say, never know. Not that I am in the least interested. Any sexual deviant, and a young man who could find Mrs Biggs in any way desirable must have been a pervert, deserves to die. It was the other consequences I found deplorable. Quite apart from the enormous cost of the restoration, it gave that damned Master, the late Sir Godber Evans, the chance to exert his authority over the College Council. The only good thing to come out of the whole ghastly affair was that he died of drink not long afterwards.’

‘I always understood that he had an accident and fell over,’ Dr Buscott intervened from the far end of the table.

‘He would not have fallen had he not been drunk.’

But Dr Buscott hadn’t finished. ‘And saddled the College with a Head Porter as Master. I have never been able to understand why he named Skullion. If, of course, he did.’

The Senior Tutor almost rose from his chair and the Dean’s face was suffused. ‘If you are accusing us of lying …’ the Senior Tutor began but the Chaplain provided a diversion.

‘Dear Skullion,’ he shouted. ‘I saw him sitting in the garden the other day wearing his bowler hat. He seemed to be much better and certainly much happier.’

‘Did he have his bottle with him?’ asked the Praelector.

‘His bottle? I didn’t notice. He used to have a bag, you know. It was on the end of a pipe and sometimes would slip out. I once stepped on it, quite by accident of course, and the poor fellow –’

‘For God’s sake, shut up
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