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  Chapter 1


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘And potential benefactors are always welcome?’


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


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


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


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


  ‘But it ended when he left the college?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘And you wish him happiness?’


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


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


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


  Chapter 10


  It wasn’t difficult to work out how Tuesday Market got its name. It was an ancient if undistinguished small town at the centre of a broad agricultural area, and the market in question had been held in its central square since the thirteenth century. Indeed, the standard local history, the work of an imaginative antiquarian, alleged that it had first received a charter to hold this market from King Stephen, himself a somewhat improbable monarch, though he undoubtedly existed.


  Unfortunately the charter had been mislaid somewhere along the line, but the market was still in existence. The town came to life every Tuesday morning, and until lately had slept through the rest of the week. But Sir Julius Farran had seen development possibilities in it. It was a pleasant enough place to live in, and there was scope for a comfortably traditional retirement complex, attracting people who could trade profitably down from their expensive homes in the cities and enjoy rural peace and prosperity. This was what had taken the place of the long-established department store of Dacre and Son, established in 1854. To satisfy the planners, the complex had included half a dozen fancy shops and a recreation centre, and in a gesture to its origins the whole development was known as Dacres.


  This was a hollow joke to Mr Robert Dacre, great-grandson of the firm’s founder. Among other omissions, he had failed to protect the use of his name. Moreover, a further coup by the Farran Group had made it possible for Mr Dacre’s own commodious Victorian house, built by his great-grandfather at a conveniently short distance from the business premises, to be surrounded by affordable housing, much despised by those who could afford better.


  The present Mr Dacre was a melancholy widower, rich but with little to do. He had no sporting or cultural interests; he did not play bridge or enjoy travel. His life had been devoted to the welfare of his business and its employees. He had expected to continue running it after the takeover, with the added resources of a large company behind him. He had been devastated when, within months, it had been abruptly closed down.


  It was in fact market day when Andrew and Imogen drove into Tuesday Market, but it was mid-afternoon and by now the traders were dismantling their stalls. Andrew had admitted to nervousness about the reception they would receive, but Robert Dacre, a balding man in late middle age with a vestigial fringe of reddish hair that reminded them of Derek, was polite though cautious.


  ‘Of course I remember you,’ he said to Andrew. ‘The brilliant young man who popped in and out of Julius’s office from time to time. I don’t blame you for what happened to Dacres. The whole affair was a hundred per cent Julius, and he never consulted anybody. However, it’s a surprise to get a visit from you. Could it possibly be that some of Julius’s misdeeds have been found out? My son would be delighted even now if they were. For myself, frankly, it’s too late. I was furious at first, but I had to come to terms with it. The damage is done, and it can’t be undone.’


  ‘Your son is Derek, isn’t he?’


  ‘He is. He’s taken it all very hard, poor lad. He’d supposed all through his teens that he’d be taking charge of Dacres. Couldn’t be bothered with exams or university, because he thought his future was all mapped out. I’m afraid I led him to think he’d be safe with the new owners. I should have known better, of course. It’s one of the things I blame myself for.’


  ‘Derek’s been expressing his views rather forcibly, hasn’t he?’ Andrew said.


  ‘Oh dear. You mean the business in the churchyard? I had a call from the Rector of Welbourne St Mary’s about that. I apologised humbly, of course, and I gave the boy a thorough ticking-off. I call him a boy, but the truth is, he’s over twenty and I can’t control him. He hasn’t been up to anything else, I hope.’


  Andrew and Imogen had agreed that it wasn’t up to them to tax Robert Dacre with his son’s behaviour. They let the last remark pass.


  Dacre went on, ‘So please tell me what brings you here. You haven’t by any chance been talking to young Janner, have you?’


  Andrew looked puzzled.


  Imogen said to him, ‘That’s the very articulate young don who was slagging off Julius the night of the incident at St Agatha’s.’


  ‘I remember now, only too well. Apart from that occasion I’ve never met him,’ Andrew said. ‘He did seem to be remark­ ably well informed.’


  ‘So he ought to be,’ said Dacre. A faint hint of satisfaction lightened the melancholy of his expression. ‘He got the information from me. But of course Julius was still alive and there was some point in exposing him. Now he’s gone, it doesn’t matter. At least, it doesn’t matter to me any more, though I’m afraid it does to poor Derek. Tell you the truth, he’s got obsessed, and it worries me a lot. I do all I can to keep him out of mischief. He’s a good boy at heart, you know, but headstrong. It’s a good job he hasn’t seen my dossier, or there’s no telling what he might do.’


  ‘Your dossier?’


  ‘Yes. That’s why I mentioned Carl Janner. I had a whole dossier of information on Julius, and he borrowed it for the dinner in Cambridge. I gather from Carl that he made good use of it and really got Julius on the run.’


  ‘I’m not sure I would put it like that,’ Andrew said. ‘But it did result in a disastrous evening.’


  ‘It could have been worse, in fact positively explosive. But I warned Janner not to use the really damning stuff. That could have blown Farran out of the water. But the downside risk was frightening. Julius was a crack shot with a libel writ, and most of what we knew couldn’t be proved. He might have ruined us with nothing achieved. Janner took my advice; I think he had a high regard for his own skin.’


  ‘Where’s the dossier now?’


  ‘Janner still has it. He asked if he could keep it for a while. I knew he was working on an anti-Farran project of his own – writing a book, I think – and I didn’t want to discourage him, so I told him he could do as he likes with it.’


  Imogen said, ‘I think you told us Derek hasn’t seen it.’


  ‘No, he hasn’t. And I don’t want him to. He’s furious enough without that. It’s better if he doesn’t know it exists.’


  ‘I wonder if you’re right,’ Imogen said thoughtfully.


  But Mr Dacre didn’t seem to be listening. ‘I just wish he’d calm down. And now, can I offer you a cup of tea? I’m afraid I don’t have any cake or biscuits or the things that people offer at teatime. These days I don’t entertain.’


  Afterwards, in the car, Andrew said, ‘I’m surer than ever it was Derek who put up that notice at the cliff edge.’


  ‘We don’t absolutely know it was Derek,’ Imogen said, ‘and even if it was, I don’t think it’s up to us to punish his father for it. Poor Mr Dacre, he’s sad enough already.’


  Andrew said, ‘I’ve made up my mind what I’m going to do next. I’m going to confront Max in his own office.’


  ‘Max won’t want to see you.’


  ‘He’ll have to see me. I shan’t go away until he does. But first of all tomorrow morning, of course, I have to see the Master again and talk about coming back to St Ag’s. The more I think about it, the more I’m sure that’s what I want to do. Maybe getting sacked by Max was a blessing in disguise.’


  ‘I wouldn’t count your chickens,’ Imogen said cautiously.


  ‘Well, if Sir William meant one half of what he said when he was trying to persuade me not to go, he’ll welcome me with open arms. Now, what about tonight? Where am I sleeping?’


  ‘I’m shocked that you even ask,’ said Imogen. ‘You’ll be in the spare room again. Close your eyes and think of Rowena.’


  


  Andrew drove across from Newnham to St Agatha’s next morning. Imogen went with him, meaning to catch up on some chores and telephone Bridget to find out whether anything alarming had happened during her absence (it hadn’t) before her morning surgery.


  Andrew was in high spirits; Imogen doubtful, wondering whether he would be back in her surgery crestfallen or whether – perhaps even worse – Sir William, who never liked to disappoint anybody, would have offered him misleading hopes. It was the first of these surmises that proved right.


  ‘Nothing doing,’ he told her an hour later, in a tone more of surprise than anger. Sir William had been cordially forgiving about his earlier desertion; had quite understood his feeling the need to move on and had realised that academic salaries were far too low for a young man of his brilliance. He was sure the Governing Body would be delighted to have Andrew back, but alas, the college was in the worst financial straits for many years and there was no hope whatever of an appointment being approved. Andrew had wondered about a university appointment as distinct from a college one, but the Master was just as discouraging. A Harvard economist of worldwide reputation had recently been persuaded to come over to Cambridge, in a rare triumph of counterflow, and had brought a team with him. There wouldn’t be any vacancy in the foreseeable future.


  ‘So I’m sorry, Andrew, but it doesn’t look as though we can offer you anything at the moment,’ Sir William had said. ‘But of course, things may improve. Peter Wetherby is working hard for us, and we’re very impressed by him. He’s working at present on a brilliant investment which he says may pull us round, and enable us to open our arms again. In the meantime, we’re having to take some rather stiff financial medicine. In fact, later today I have to receive a deputation from the junior common room. We’re having to cut off some financial support that we give to poorer undergraduates, and as you can imagine this causes great indignation – taking it out on the poor and so on. However, don’t give up hope. And in the meantime, you know you’ll be very welcome to dine at High Table from time to time and keep in touch. Though I’m afraid High Table isn’t what it used to be. You wouldn’t believe the kind of wine we’re bringing ourselves to drink these days.’


  ‘Peter Wetherby!’ said Andrew with disgust, recounting the interview to Imogen. ‘I know him better than the Master does. Essentially a nobody. No drive, no personality. Nothing.’


  ‘But clever?’ Imogen said.


  ‘Sly and crafty, maybe. Not all that bright, compared with other accountants I know. In fact, I think he’s just a bean-counter!’


  ‘We might have been better off if Dr Honeywell had counted his beans more carefully,’ Imogen remarked mildly.


  ‘I suppose so. Let’s hope the wonderful Wetherby justifies his build-up. This is the golden age of accountancy, after all. The heyday of the unproductive. The baggage train runs the regiment.’


  ‘Try not to be so sour,’ Imogen advised him.


  ‘Don’t spoil it. I’m enjoying being sour. It helps me get into the mood for dealing with Max.’


  ‘Andrew! Do be careful what you say and do. I won’t be there to pick up the pieces, you know.’


  ‘You won’t come with me?’


  ‘I can’t. I was away all day yesterday. I can’t decently ask Bridget to give me another day off.’


  ‘What will you do today, then?’


  ‘Well, in a minute I have my surgery. Then I think I might try to have a word with Carl Janner. I’m intrigued by that dossier that Mr Dacre mentioned.’


  Out of the corner of her eye as she crossed Fountain Court, Imogen glimpsed Peter Wetherby, going out through the main gate. He was a strange figure, she thought, not for the first time: moving swiftly and silently, seeming hardly to make an impression on the air as he went. What was the word for him? Catlike? Shadowy? Even a little sinister? No, that was nonsense, she told herself. True, he walked alone; she had never seen him in company with anyone else, or heard any words from him except a formal ‘Good morning’ when he passed by. It seemed even that members of the college tended quietly to move away out of his path ...


  It could be of course that people were a little in awe of him. Perhaps she was a little in awe of him herself. Yet he might have a part to play in the mystery surrounding Julius Farran’s death. She remembered that he was a director, though non-executive, of the Farran Group, and that Andrew had remarked on his hours spent with Max and Bill McNair in Julius’s room the day after Julius died. He seemed to have been in the group at Headlands also. She’d have liked to ask him some questions, but couldn’t think of any pretext on which to do so.


  She wasn’t in awe of Carl Janner, however. They were old sparring partners. She had first known him in the early years of her incumbency at St Agatha’s, when he was still an undergraduate and she was new to her post as college nurse. An unruly undergraduate he’d been, and something of a troublemaker even then; but four or five years later he’d come back as a junior fellow, his rough edges smoothed and his talent for troublemaking more sophisticated. After surgery she walked over to Back Court, where he had a somewhat poky set of rooms, such as St Agatha’s provided for its unmarried junior fellows.


  ‘Good morning, Dr Janner,’ she said formally.


  Carl looked up, grinning. ‘Come off it, Imo,’ he said. ‘We’ve known each other since we were so high. I don’t even let my students call me Doctor. But you don’t often come to this neck of the woods. What can I do for you?’


  ‘You can tell me about the Farran dossier,’ said Imogen, coming straight to business.


  Carl looked surprised. ‘How do you know about the Farran dossier?’


  ‘Robert Dacre told me.’


  ‘I didn’t know you knew him. How is the poor old sod?’


  ‘Lonely and mournful. Physically he didn’t look too bad to me. He could do with more exercise.’


  ‘You’ve talked to him recently?’


  ‘Yesterday as ever was. I hadn’t met him before that.’


  ‘So why were you meeting him now?’


  Imogen had expected this question, and was prepared to give a straight answer. ‘I’ve been worried about Julius’s death. He talked about having enemies, and said I should remember that if I heard he’d fallen under a bus. And soon afterwards he was found dead after falling from a cliff, which seems sus­piciously similar.’


  Carl was immediately interested. ‘Funny you should say that,’ he said. ‘I wondered myself what might lie behind it when I read the story in the papers. It sounds as if you think it might be murder.’


  ‘I wouldn’t put it as strongly as that. I’d like to know what happened, that’s all.’


  ‘What question are you asking yourself? Is it “Did he fall or was he pushed?” Because there’s another possibility.’


  ‘That he might have jumped,’ said Imogen. ‘Of course. But people I’ve talked to won’t hear of it. He was simply not the suicidal type, they say.’


  ‘Nobody can be sure of that,’ said Carl. ‘Lots of suicides come as a shock to everyone around. And yes, it was suicide that came to my mind. There were very good reasons why Julius Farran might have decided to top himself. And they’re not mainly because of his enemies in the business world, though he certainly had plenty.’


  ‘You mean?’


  ‘The very thing you were asking about. The Farran dossier. Listen, Imo, what I said at that dinner wasn’t the half of it. Julius Farran was holding off disaster by libel threats. I believe when he died he had about twenty writs out; gagging writs. But the pressure was growing all the time. Sooner or later, the explosion would have come.’


  ‘And now that he’s dead?’


  ‘Well ... Don’t put it around to all and sundry, Imo, but although Julius is dead the story isn’t. A friend of mine edits the Witness feature in a broadsheet Sunday paper, and we’re working together on this. We’re not in a hurry to break the story, because we want to have a book ready to follow it up. It should be a bestseller. Business scandals are a winner. There are thousands of people in the City who never read a novel but will pay up gladly for a good financial shocker. It’s their equivalent of pornography.’


  ‘Will you be discussing it with Mr Dacre, Carl?’


  ‘Of course. He has a right to know what we’re doing with his material. I expect I’ll be seeing him in the next few days.’


  ‘Do you think you could get him to tell his son what’s going on?’


  ‘His son? Derek? What makes you think of that? From what I’ve seen of Derek, he’s pretty useless. Anyway, Robert’s absurdly protective where Derek is concerned.’


  ‘Do it for me, Carl. That young man needs rescuing from his obsession. If he could know that Julius was getting his deserts, even posthumously, it might just satisfy him. At least, there’s a chance.’


  ‘You know I’ll do anything for you, Imo,’ said Carl in­dulgently. ‘Well, almost anything. Within reason, that is. If it’s something I approve of. And if there isn’t any other objection. OK, don’t look at me like that, I’ll see what I can do. For the moment, I’ve got something else on my mind. I’m meeting the student representatives, to plan the campaign against the cuts.’


  ‘There was a meeting with the Master this morning, wasn’t there?’


  ‘Yes. A brief one. It didn’t get anywhere. Sir William has no room for manoeuvre, he says. The abominable Wetherby is holding the purse-strings. Sir William suggests we arrange a discussion with Wetherby, but I can tell you right away that Wetherby isn’t going to play ball. So we’ll have to plan for direct action.’


  ‘What form would that take?’


  ‘That’s what we have to decide. A demo, for sure; maybe a strike against dining in hall; maybe in the long run withholding room rents.’


  ‘And will it work?’


  ‘Probably not. When the chips are down, the college holds the winning cards. If the students don’t pay their dues, they’ll be told they can’t take their degrees until they do.’


  ‘Will you warn them of that?’


  ‘Yes, of course. But the mood they’re in, it won’t stop them. And I’m not going to discourage them. A bit of disruption will be a good thing. What this college and the university as a whole need is a lot more student militancy. Sometimes I despair at the absence of it. We’re all so meek we encourage the powers-that-be to push us around.’


  ‘You’re still a revolutionary, Carl, aren’t you?’


  ‘Call me that if you like. I’m not ashamed of it. We’ve become a rare breed, I’m afraid.’


  ‘What about your own career? Don’t you stop to think about that?’


  ‘I’m not too worried. I don’t expect my contract to be renewed anyway; I’ve been too much of a thorn in people’s sides. But there are half a dozen of the new universities who’d be glad to have me. I’m more worried about someone like Belinda Mayhew, who teaches a minority subject, such as classics. Classics doesn’t benefit the economy, or so our masters suppose, and if it doesn’t benefit the economy it’s no good.’


  ‘You don’t share that view, then.’


  ‘No, indeed. I may be a revolutionary, but I’m not an ignoramus. Classics is worth defending. Anyway, I’m a sociologist, and I’m not sure that sociologists have more economic value than classicists. Analysing society doesn’t increase the gross national product any more than studying Aristotle. The rewards in either case don’t appear on the financial bottom line.’


  ‘You seem to me,’ said Imogen, ‘to be not so much a revolutionary as an all-round heretic.’


  ‘OK,’ said Carl, sounding pleased. ‘Heretics of the world, unite. Join the club. Although, as Groucho nearly said, no club that I’d want to join would be likely to want me as a member.’


  ‘You’re a member of St Agatha’s, though. Don’t you feel any loyalty to the college?’


  ‘I have lots of loyalty to the college. But reform of the university and college systems would benefit it in the end.’


  ‘Hmm. And what about poor Sir William? He’s terribly worried over the college finances. Do you really want to inflict more pain on him than he already has?’


  ‘Sir William’s a dear old boy. Of course I wish him well. But ...’


  ‘But if he stands in the way of the revolution it will just have to roll over him?’


  ‘Come now, Imogen. You’re stealing my lines and exaggerating them.’


  ‘You’re a dangerous man, Carl. I deplore you. I don’t know why it is that I rather like you.’


  ‘We’ll leave it at that, Imo. Just for now, I have to go and stoke up the class war. Lots of love.’


  Was he a dangerous man? Imogen wondered as she walked back to Fountain Court. Perhaps he was, but somehow she doubted it. Did really dangerous men have a sense of humour?


  Chapter 11


  Andrew had gone by the time Imogen reached home. He hadn’t left any message and hadn’t made his bed. Typical, she thought ruefully. She was having tea with Fran when he came through on the telephone.


  ‘I’m in the office,’ he said. ‘Clearing my desk. Max is in conference all day and won’t see me. However’ – there was satisfaction in his tone of voice – ‘I’ve got around that one. Thanks to Fiona.’


  ‘Fiona?’


  ‘Yes. You know she’s Max’s PA now. His personal assist­ ant. Very personal. She’s living with him in the Hertfordshire cottage during the week. It’s a neat little arrangement. Weekends she spends in her London flat and Max goes home to Rowena. And she says Max will be on his own in Hertfordshire tonight. He doesn’t know it yet, but she’s having an evening out with a girl-friend. If I go along in the late evening, I’ll find him alone with a bottle of bourbon, she says. The perfect opportunity to beard him in his den.’


  ‘Why should Fiona be doing this for you?’


  ‘Oh, for old lang syne, I suppose. She may still have a soft spot for me. Or perhaps the odd pang of conscience for having thrown me overboard – not that Fiona’s a great one for pangs of conscience. But I’m guessing she has other fish to fry. I don’t really believe in the evening out with the girl-friend. Fiona’s the kind of girl who doesn’t go in for girl-friends. Max may have money and power, but he’s pushing fifty, dammit, and she likes them younger than that. The girls in the office say she’s been seeing a gorgeous hunk of twenty or thereabouts. In fact I’d be more surprised if she wasn’t.’


  ‘So Max is cheating on Rowena, and Fiona’s cheating on Max?’


  ‘Seems so. It’d only be poetic justice, wouldn’t it?’


  ‘But, Andrew, I’m a bit alarmed. Not about Fiona. From what you say, she can look after herself. But Max seemed to be on the point of violence at Welbourne yesterday. What if he turned even nastier?’


  ‘Don’t worry,’ said Andrew. ‘I’m not afraid of Max.’ And he hung up before she could say any more.


  

  Imogen had a hard day. She spent the afternoon in a committee meeting, discussing the affairs of a good but rather boring cause in company with people who seemed to have more time on their hands than she had. She was just sitting down to supper when she was recalled to college by a telephone call from the porters’ lodge. There had been something of a fracas. Carl Janner and Clive Horrocks, accompanied by a small group of undergraduates, had attempted to see the bursar, and been turned away from his door. They had called a meeting in the junior common room for the early evening. As it happened, the lunch in hall had been a particularly dismal affair of nondescript soup, luncheon meat and limp salad, and a groundswell of grumbling rose quickly to anger. The result had been a surge of undergraduates across the Fountain Court to the bursar’s rooms, where entry was again refused and a reluctant porter was barring the door.


  ‘Nothing to do with me,’ he said. ‘I’m only doing as I’m told. And he says if there’s trouble he’ll call the police.’


  This was an inflammatory message. Some thirty or forty students, with Carl and Clive leading from the rear, first banged on the door and then began to chant. The chant intensified, and developed into shouts of ‘Wetherby out!’ It happened that there was a meeting of the college rugby club going on in a nearby room, and some of the rugger players, either from political disapproval or from enthusiasm at the prospect of a rumpus, decided to break up the demonstration. A scuffle began in good spirits, but became unpleasant when two or three people came to blows, and still more so when Clive Horrocks, pushed by a hefty front-row forward, tripped over an ancient mudscraper and got a nasty cut on the shin.


  By the time Imogen arrived, most of the combatants had drifted away to dinner in hall. She disinfected and bound Clive’s cut, having ascertained that he’d had an anti-tetanus injection quite recently, and listened patiently to a tirade in which he threatened to sue the college. She knew he wouldn’t. Then, on her way to the main gate and home, she was seized upon by Lady B. to render comfort and an extra dose of his daily medication to the Master.


  Sir William was deeply upset. He had been hoping to cruise uneventfully through his last two or three years to retirement, but things were happening in the college that hadn’t occurred before in his lifetime.


  ‘To tell you the truth, Imogen,’ he said, ‘I am beginning to wonder about Wetherby. He came to us with high recommendations, but I don’t think he was meant by nature for collegiate life. It seems that he slipped quietly away during the recent scuffle rather than facing the music. He isn’t even in college at the moment. His car’s gone from Back Court. It won’t do, you know. And he’s playing the financial cards very close to his chest; not telling us exactly what he’s up to. However, I gather he has some master plan that will deliver us magically from our problems, and I do hope he’ll be vindicated. Now, may I offer you a glass of sherry?’


  Imogen declined with thanks and returned to Newnham to her neglected supper. She was joined afterwards by Josh and Fran, to whom she recounted the day’s events. They sat late in the kitchen over a bottle of wine, Imogen and Fran worrying over what the college was coming to, while Josh, cheerfully convinced that like all financial crises this one would blow over in due course, reserved his worries for the college first boat. Colin Rampage had still not turned up for training. Tony Wilkins was currently taking his place, but he wasn’t up to Colin’s standard, and his promotion to stroke had left a weakness at six. Spies had reported that the Caius and Lady Margaret first eights were very fast and training hard, and St Agatha’s had to bump them both in order to go Head of the River in the Mays. Hopes were beginning to fade.


  ‘Now that,’ said Josh, ‘is really serious.’


  At that moment, the doorbell rang, imperiously and nonstop. Imogen made her way wearily to the door, and Andrew staggered in.


  ‘Oh, my God!’ she said. His clothes were dishevelled, he had a developing black eye and a split lip, and there was blood on his shirt. ‘It’s Max, isn’t it? Oh, Andrew, why didn’t you have more sense? And why didn’t I manage to stop you?’


  Andrew, shaking and unsure of himself, could hardly speak. He sank into a chair.


  ‘I thought the brute was going to murder me,’ he said after a minute. ‘I reckon I’m bruised just about all over. He said that if I went anywhere near him or Rowena again, he’d finish me off. He fucking well could, too. Though I did
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