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~ * ~ * ~

 

When Cassie Pengear is summoned to Oxford as a suspect in a murder, she assumes it’s by one of the Scotland Yard Inspectors who don’t appreciate her occasional help.  She’s surprised to learn it’s from her friend Inspector Burrows and even more startling, he actually begins to give her information on the case of a murdered Oxford don.  Startling until she realizes his two best suspects are committing a crime Inspector Burrows would rather overlook simply by being together.  Now she’s keeping suspects’ secrets while investigating blackmail and murder.
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Chapter 1

It all began when I heard a pounding on my door just after seven one Friday evening. I wasn’t doing anything more pressing than sitting in my flat having a bit of cake and wondering if I should look into taking out some advertisements in the newspapers in Oxford offering my typing services, so I called, “I’ll be right there, Mrs. Albright.”

“It’s the telephone, Cassie,” my landlady called through the door.  “One of your professors.”

I did typing for several professors, and I’d had papers from at least five of them recently, none of whom would use the telephone when a letter would do. Most hadn’t progressed to the telegram or, heaven forbid, mechanical birds, so I had no idea whom it could be. I grabbed my key and hurried down the stairs to the foyer. When I got to the converted closet that served as our telephone cabinet, I found the earpiece resting on the desk. I held it to my ear and leaned in to the mouthpiece. “Hello, Cassandra Pengear speaking.”

There was no answer. 

“Hello?”

Still nothing, but there were sounds, something like the shuffling of papers.

“Is anyone there?”

Still nothing. I wasn’t sure what else I could do to get their attention, so I hung up.

Mrs. Albright was waiting by the door to her ground-floor flat. “Interesting?”

“I have no idea. One of the old dears probably didn’t know how to work the thing.” I thought of all of the professors who sent me papers as old men hunched over their desks, even though I knew at least two of them were younger than I was and many not much older.

Mrs. Albright nodded. “I have almond cake, if you’d like some.”

I certainly couldn’t say no to Mrs. Albright’s almond cake. I followed Mrs. Albright into her flat and forgot about my mysterious caller.

 

That is, I forgot about it until three days later when I was stumbling around my flat trying to sort out how to make tea and toast while I was still half asleep. That’s when there was a very official-sounding knock on my door. I pulled my robe around myself and tried to figure out what had happened to the belt as I made my way to answer. I found the belt by stepping on one end and pulling it out of place. The knocking started again, and I was very tempted to ignore it completely and pretend to be asleep. But I got my clothing sorted out and pulled the door open as the knocking started for a third time.

 I discovered that finding a policeman you don’t know on your doorstep does wonders for waking you up. I wouldn’t recommend it, though. In any case, I didn’t recognize the constable standing in the hall. He nodded once and said, “Miss Cassandra Pengear?”

“That’s correct.” I pulled my robe in a little tighter.

“Your presence is requested in an investigation. I have the summons here.” He handed me an envelope.

I heard a creak on the stairs. I glanced over and spotted the top of Mrs. Albright’s head. So she was keeping an eye on things. Probably ready to call one of my friends at Scotland Yard or bash the unknown constable over the head with a convent cooking utensil, whichever seemed more appropriate in the situation. As her flat was on the ground floor and I hadn’t sent the latchkey down in the pneumatic tube, she would have let him in and had the perfect excuse to ask him his business and get a good look at him. In any case, I felt much more secure knowing she was there.

I gestured to my state of undress. “As you can see, I’m not prepared to leave at the moment.” It was probably Inspector Wainwright. He and I didn’t care for each other. He was the sort to send a formal summons even though he knew I’d respond to a simple telephone call just as well. Probably better, in fact.

“The summons contains all of the information. I was not told to wait. Please be at the appointed location at the appointed time.” He nodded once and turned to the stairs. Mrs. Albright didn’t even pretend she hadn’t been spying, just led him out to the front door.

I closed the door to my flat but didn’t lock it. I got the kettle put on and was digging through my desk for a letter opener—a summons from Scotland Yard seemed formal enough to require it, although not formal enough to dress for—when Mrs. Albright knocked. 

“It’s open.”

Mrs. Albright came in with a plate of scones. “What was that all about? Did you know him?”

“No. Did you recognize him?”

She shook her head. “I’ll see if Constable Triply got a look at him. He should have been coming past here around then, unless he saw something he needed to deal with.” Constable Triply’s beat included the streets around Paddington and Marylebone, which were not exactly epicenters of crime, although he did stop to look into anything that might be suspicious, and it would be just my luck for him to find a gang of pickpockets in the Underground station or some urchins intent on vandalism right when I needed him to look at a policeman.

I found my letter opener and got the envelope opened. Inside was a train ticket to Oxford and a formal letter requesting my presence that morning at eleven and giving an address. The most surprising part was that it was signed by Inspector Burrows. He was a friend of mine, and he certainly knew a friendly note would have been all I needed to come in and give whatever assistance was needed. I held the letter out to Mrs. Albright.

She read it over and handed it back. “It doesn’t say why, though.”

“I know. That’s not like him. At least I can prove I haven’t been to Oxford recently. Everyone I work for there uses the post. What possible business could I have there? What could he, for that matter?”

Mrs. Albright got cups from my kitchen and started sorting out the tea. “I would assume it has something to do with the university. Does he say which college?”

I glanced at the address he’d given me. “Serringford.”

“And do you know anyone there?”

“I don’t know. It sounds familiar.” I left Mrs. Albright to set out breakfast and went back to my desk. I took the stack of completed typing requests and started sorting through, looking at the addresses. “Here it is. Professor John Headly, Serringford College, Oxford. I typed up a paper on Greek history for him. Something about the economy and class systems, and the decline of Sparta. All very dull. Hardly memorable. One of those things they publish because they have to publish and the journals take because they need to fill the pages.”

“So not worth murdering over?”

“Not that I can see. I suppose if there was plagiarism, but if I were going to plagiarize a paper, I would have picked something more interesting. Of course, it could be a brilliant piece in its field.” I sat at the small table where Mrs. Albright had laid out the tea and scones. “I suppose I’ll have to go down and ask him myself. I wonder if I should pack a bag.”

“It can’t hurt to be prepared,” Mrs. Albright said as she helped herself to the tea. “If there is a murder, you never know how long you’ll be.”

 

~ * ~ * ~

 

When I got off the train in Oxford, I found Inspector Burrows himself waiting for me on the platform. He took my carpet bag from me without comment and nodded in the direction of the exit.

“You know you could have just sent a letter. And we do have a telephone at Paddington Street.”

He smiled. “Normally I could have. But I do have to be formal when I request a murder suspect’s presence.”

“Suspect?”

He didn’t answer as he started walking out to the street. I had to hurry to catch up with him.

“You mean I’m actually a suspect?”

“You received a telephone call from the victim on Friday.”

I stared at him. “How do you know that?”

“We were able to check with the switchboard and found out who he had telephoned.”

“And you knew it was to me?”

“To the number of your building. Given the fact that he was an Oxford don—I know you do work for several—and the fact that he was murdered shortly thereafter, it didn’t seem to be a stretch that it would be you he had telephoned.”

“Who was he?”

“You don’t remember speaking to anyone?”

 I thought. “Someone telephoned on Friday, around seven, but I didn’t speak to him.”

“That’s the call. Why didn’t you speak to him?”

“He wasn’t there. Mrs. Albright must have though, since she came upstairs and told me it was someone from Oxford. Although neither of us would know what he sounded like, so anyone could have claimed to be him.”

“But she spoke to someone?”

I nodded.

“And she didn’t get a name?”

“Mrs. Albright just said one of my dons was on the line. I’m assuming it’s Professor Headly?”

“Do I want to know how you got that name?”

I grinned. “Simple deductive reasoning. He’s the only don at Serringford College I’ve worked for recently.”

“All right. Tell me exactly what happened.”

“I was in my flat, and Mrs. Albright knocked on the door and told me someone was on the line for me, so I went down to answer.”

“Immediately?”

“Yes, I mean I was having some tea. I put my fork down and grabbed the key and went down.”

“And how much time would you say elapsed between the time Mrs. Albright stopped talking to someone and you picked up the receiver?”

“Not long. How long does it take for her to come up to my room and me to go down? Not more than a couple minutes.”

“You’ve never timed it?” He seemed amused.

“Of course not. Have you?”

“Thirty-eight seconds each way.”

“You’re serious?”

He nodded.

“All right, then approximately seventy-six seconds later,” I paused to see his reaction.

“We’ll say ninety seconds, to give her time to give the message and you time to get to the door.”

“All right, ninety seconds later, I picked up the receiver, and there was no one there.”

“And what exactly did you say?”

“The sort of thing you say in that situation. Probably, ‘Hello, this is Miss Pengear. Hello, hello. Are you there?’ No one said anything.” I stopped and tried to remember what it had sounded like. Inspector Burrows noticed and leaned against a hitching post, seeming in no hurry at all. “I’m certain the line was still engaged, so he hadn’t hung up while I was gone. I didn’t hear any talking or breathing, so I don’t think he was listening. There were some papers moving, I think. I suppose he must have put the receiver down on his desk or something like that.”

“What did you think at the time?”

“Not much, honestly. I wasn’t expecting to be caught up in a murder. Despite what you think, I do go for months at a time without stumbling over a dead body. I get the impression that a lot of the dons I work for are absent minded. I get odd amounts of money from them, envelopes without the material I’m supposed to type up, things like that. If I thought anything, I suppose it was that a student or someone came in and distracted him, and he forgot about me. Does that help?”

“It does, actually. The receiver was in the cradle when I examined the room, so someone hung it up after he spoke to Mrs. Albright.”

“Any interesting prints?”

“Tons. His, the department secretary’s, half his students’, all of the teaching assistants’. It’s the telephone for the entire department. Something about running the wire up from the floor below, or down from above. The fellow who explained it to me spent a great deal of time on the difficulty and very little on the actual result. Which, in this case, is if want someone’s prints on it, they’re probably there.” He started walking again.

I hurried to catch up. “How did you end up on a case in Oxford anyway?”

“We do have jurisdiction here, you know.”

“But I’m sure they have a perfectly capable police force. I would think they would want to handle their own murders.”

“The body was found in London. I got the case there. It took me two days to track it to the actual scene of the crime here in Oxford.”

“And you didn’t turn the case over to them? I would have thought you were busy enough in town.”

Inspector Burrows stopped walking.  “I was within my rights to keep the case. There were certain aspects of it that I found interesting.”

“Such as?”

Inspector Burrows started towards the cluster of buildings again. “For starters, a notorious murder-magnet received a telephone call from the victim shortly before the man died. I wouldn’t want to unleash you on the Oxfordshire constabulary without fair warning.”

“Now you sound like Inspector Wainwright.”

“I would have thought you’d like a nice trip to Oxford. Haven’t you ever wondered what your tame dons look like? And once you finished with them, there are some lovely examples of fan vaulting you may want to have a look at, not to mention the Bodleian Library.”

“What about the crime scene?”

“Far less picturesque than the Bodleian, and no fan vaulting whatsoever.” He held the door to the building that seemed to be our destination open for me.

So what was really going on? Why had my friend decided that this case was worth irritating the Oxford police force by taking it over? I was so intent on considering that, I almost missed the fact that he was leading me to the scene of the crime. As he was being so helpful, it seemed a good time to risk some questions.

“You said the body was found in London?”

Inspector Burrows seemed glad for the change of subject. At least he answered me. “That’s right. St. Mary’s Hospital. They were preparing some bodies for an anatomy class and realized they had one extra, so they called us in to see if it was a miscount or something more interesting. It wasn’t a miscount.”

It also wasn’t someplace I had any interest in visiting. “And it wasn’t obvious he was the one that was extra?”

“They weren’t idiots; he was their first suspect, but they also didn’t want to rule out the idea that he had died of a perfectly normal fall or something similar. Not to mention the number of less than savory characters that end up in their theaters.” He grinned. “For someone who pokes around as many crime scenes as you do, you seem very adept at avoiding the actual bodies.”

“I would have thought that would please you.”

“Oh, it does. It’s just an observation. Since you didn’t ask, he was coshed over the head.”

Now that was suspicious. Not the death, but Inspector Burrows’s willingness to tell me about it. There was definitely something else going on. “Why was he in London?”

“I have no idea.” Then he realized why I had asked the question. “He wasn’t killed there, but in his office.”

“His office? How do you know?”

“The blood was a clue.”

I stared at him. “So the murderer just took the body away but didn’t bother to clean up the crime scene? That sounds rather sloppy.”

“It turned out to be brilliant, though. No one saw anyone come in that night. No one saw anyone go out. And there were people around; students mostly, but still reliable witnesses, at least the ones that were sober. Somehow he managed to sneak in without causing comment, murder Professor Headly, and sneak out with the body.”

“And if he’d come back, you think he would have been seen?”

“I’m sure of it. You see, there’s only one block of time I can see when he would have been able to do it. When the students were all in their rooms for curfew check at nine o’clock. Most of the staff had gone home by then. And the grounds were mostly deserted.”

“Is the curfew really that strict?”

“It is at the moment. Apparently the nearby colleges have been complaining about fighting and general drunkenness at Serringford, and that was the college’s way of trying to curb it, or at least appearing to do something. I assume they all know better than to think a house full of students will quietly stay in their rooms after lights out, but there would be a short period when they would, for appearances’ sake.”

“It’s all suggesting an inside job, then.”

“It is.”

But not why he took the case. “So the killer had to know the routines of the school, and that curfew didn’t really mean curfew.”

“Well, anyone who knows students would know that was true. But yes, familiarity with the school routine is most likely, or incredible good luck. Here we are.”

Inspector Burrows slipped my carpet bag under what I assumed was the receptionist’s desk then led me to one of the offices. I was tempted to ask him why he was showing me the crime scene at all. In fact, he was almost treating me like some kind of consultant or visiting inspector, not a suspect at all. But I was afraid that if I asked, he’d stop. 

The office was small, but then I expected most of the offices were. The walls were painted white and filled with bookshelves, but the shelves were not full of books. In fact, there wasn’t much on them beyond three stacks of test books and one shelf of what appeared to be history and classical poetry. The same was true of the desk: empty except for a pen and inkstand, a leather desk blotter with a marbled paper inset, a couple copies of Greek ornaments, and a few scattered bits of paper. There was none of the clutter I expected from professors’ desks. 

“Was this his office?”

“It was.”

“He was very neat, then. Or he took the idea of Spartan a bit far.”

Inspector Burrows smiled. “He’d been working in the field recently. In Greece. Archeological sites.” He nodded to the desk. “That’s the weapon.”

I probably would have figured that out without his help. There was only one thing it could have been. A bust of a man wearing the sort of helmet I always thought of as Greek, which wrapped around the sides of his face so he looked like he was wearing blinders. The plume that arched over the top of the helmet was streaked with blood. I started to study the rest of the desk.

“They tell me it’s a replica of a bust of King Leonidas. Armstrong said that, not Graham, so I’m assuming it’s true. You’ll understand that in a moment.”

I tried to distract myself from the blood. “I think Leonidas was Spartan, so that makes sense. Were there any prints?”

“Another bit of luck for our killer. Apparently people liked to touch the statue. I’m told it sat on the end of his desk, and people were always moving it to get at things or put things down. They tell me there’s no way to sort out which was the last layer of prints.” 

“So the killer picked it up and hit him with it?”

Inspector Burrows nodded. “In the back of the head, slightly to the right. Professor Headly must have turned his back on the killer, which suggests he knew him and further supports the idea that it was someone from the college. They’re all right-handed, and I believe you are too?”

That distracted me. “You’re really serious about me being a suspect, aren’t you?”

“Come meet your fellow suspects.”

 


Chapter 2

Inspector Burrows led me into one of the lecture rooms. There were five men sitting at the desks in the first two rows, looking very out of place. “I assume you all know each other. Miss Cassandra Pengear, allow me to present your fellow suspects.”

The men all turned to look at us with varying degrees of chagrin at being called suspects. I had the impression Inspector Burrows had done it on purpose to see their responses. I also noticed he did not explain my presence beyond implying that I was also a suspect. Inspector Burrows started with the man on the far left, in his late-fifties, I would have guessed, graying hair, with a well-cut suit and a yellow silk tie under his robes. “Professor Norman Armstrong.” Professor Armstrong eyed Inspector Burrows as if he were still unsure how to respond to being a suspect. Belatedly, he nodded in my direction.

“And his teaching assistant, Mr. Frederick Kendall.” The young man seated behind Professor Armstrong was wearing a more expensive suit than his supervisor. He had been glaring at Inspector Burrows ever since we’d entered, but he stopped long enough to give me a practiced bow from his seat.

The man sitting next to Professor Armstrong jumped to his feet and came at me with his hand held out before Inspector Burrows could introduce him. “Professor Brandon Graham.” He was of average height but had the broadest shoulders of the group, and the overall look of someone more athletic than academic. When I didn’t move to take his hand, he grasped my hand in his right and covered it with his left. “Very pleased to meet you, Miss Pengear. I look forward to becoming better acquainted.”

It all felt a bit too much like an attempt to take control of the meeting from Inspector Burrows. I inclined my head. 

When he saw he would get no other reaction from me, Professor Graham returned to his seat.

“Mr. Frank Redmond.” Inspector Burrows indicated the young man seated behind Professor Graham. “Professor Graham’s student assistant.”

The young man seemed unsure whether he should smile or remain serious. He made a small bow in my direction and seemed pleased when Inspector Burrows moved on to the final man.  “Professor Silas Brookwald.” He was mid-forties, brown hair, dull brown suit. He looked like he was trying to sink into the background. 

Inspector Burrows looked at the empty chair behind Professor Brookwald then around the room as if he were expecting to see someone else. “I thought everyone was going to be meeting with me.”

Professor Brookwald spoke first. “I had a tutorial and asked Mr. Langley to meet with the students in my place. They needed to get their assignments for their papers. I hope that was all right.”

Inspector Burrows nodded. “I see. And Miss Fenchurch?”

Professor Graham answered. “Someone needs to direct traffic into the department.”

“Very well. I will need addresses.”

I glanced around the room. One other important person seemed to be missing.

Inspector Burrows seemed to sense the direction of my thoughts. “Professor Headly did not have an assistant.”

“A great savings for the department,” Professor Armstrong said at once. “I have tried to do without myself, but I haven’t his research abilities. Without Kendall here, I’d never be able to find a thing in the library.”

Professor Graham turned in his seat. “Now, Armstrong, we all know you contribute more than most to the financial state of the department.”

Professor Armstrong flushed. Inspector Burrows ignored both of their comments and returned to his train of thought. 

“Returning to the subject of addresses.”

“I would think the registrar would have them,” Professor Graham said. “And Brookwald has Langley’s.” He smirked a bit.

“Mr. Langley rents my spare room,” Professor Brookwald explained. “It’s convenient since I do most of my grading and article writing at home where it’s quiet.”

Inspector Burrows ignored the face Professor Graham made. “Then I won’t have any trouble getting in touch with them. Now, I need to know a few things about Professor Headly for the report. To begin with, who has been taking care of his dog?”

That distracted them all from Professor Brookwald’s living arrangements. Professor Graham was the one who answered. “A dog? Old Headly?”

“I take it he didn’t own one? Then why would he have had dog biscuits in his coat pocket?”

Everyone stared at him.

“No one has any ideas? Were there any dogs along his route to the college perhaps? Would he have had to bribe some animal he saw on a regular basis?”

“He wouldn’t have bribed a dog, he’d have kicked it,” Professor Graham answered.

“I see. Then how would you explain the dog biscuits that we found in his pockets?”

No one seemed to be able to answer.

Inspector Burrows didn’t look put out by the silence. He went on to his next question. “When was the last time he had a class?”

“He had a tutorial before lunch,” Mr. Kendall offered. “Prior to that, he was meeting with the head of the college to discuss some lecturers they were planning on bringing in.”

“Only Professor Headly and not the rest of you?”

Professor Armstrong answered. “Two of the lecturers in question were planning on discussing the Trojan War. As Sparta was involved, he was the most qualified.”

“I see. And then?”

Mr. Kendall continued, and I began to wonder whose assistant he actually was. He seemed to have an excellent grasp of Professor Headly’s schedule. Unless he kept track of all the schedules in the department, for some reason. “I believe he met with some students over lunch to discuss their papers.”

Professor Brookwald glanced at his pocket watch.

“Am I keeping you, professor?” Inspector Burrows spoke casually, but he was watching for a reaction again.

“I am sorry. It wasn’t my intention to be rude.”

“But you do have someplace to be?”

“I do have a lecture in about three minutes.”

“One which Mr. Langley cannot take?”

“He is certainly capable, but I would rather not ask him to do it if I can avoid it. They will be having an exam soon, and I’m afraid some of the students will blame the assistant if their grades are not what they wish they were.”

Inspector Burrows smiled. “I quite understand. We’re almost finished here. You will be available for more questions, of course.”

“Naturally. Thank you for understanding.” Professor Brookwald gathered up his books and hurried out the door.

Inspector Burrows turned back to the assembled men. “Now, what was Professor Headly’s next appointment?”

Mr. Kendall spoke up again. “He had a lecture on the social structure of Sparta.”

Professor Graham leaned over to Professor Armstrong and stage whispered, “Should have been old Brookwald’s area of study, eh? The agoge system and all.”

“Really, Graham, there is very little evidence that the agoge system ever included...” He seemed to remember they weren’t alone and glanced in my direction. “Really, Graham, ladies present.”

“Not like she knows about it.”

But you don’t type as many academic papers as I do without learning something. “The agoge system, a system by which young Spartan men were tutored in the arts necessary to become a good citizen of the city.”

“Quite. Quite.” Professor Armstrong at least had the good grace to blush. 

Inspector Burrows put away his notebook. “That seems to cover it then. Unless you feel the inner workings of the ancient world had a bearing on this case, I would like to retrace his steps. Beginning with his first appointment. That would be the head of the college.”

Professor Armstrong got to his feet. “I’ll show you to his office.”

As we filed out of the room, I watched Professor Graham, but he did nothing more suspicious than walk down the hallway followed by Mr. Redmond. I followed Professor Armstrong and Inspector Burrows.

Inspector Burrows leaned in as I caught up to him. “I take it you have decided on our first real suspect.”

“Can you arrest him now?”

“Afraid not. Boorishness is not an arrestable offense. I take it there’s a bit more to his comments than your definition suggested?”

“It’s just a common sort of—I don’t even know what to call it really. Not a theory, as Professor Armstrong is right and there is very little evidence. Idea, I suppose, that the relationships were very...close?”

“I see.” He turned towards Professor Armstrong, and it took me a moment to realize the professor was giving us a lecture and a tour at the same time. Not that his droning voice made it easy to make anything out.

“Beyond that, we have one of the finest tinkering programs in the city. In fact, three of our recent students have been hired by top tinkering firms after their end of term projects proved to be very similar to new technology just announced by Graham Industries.”

He waited until Inspector Burrows and I made suitably impressed sounds then went back to his monologue. Inspector Burrows leaned in to whisper: 

“It is something to be proud of. Graham Industries has been coming up with some interesting ideas lately. Supposedly the best it’s done since old Graham died.”

“It wasn’t murder, was it?”

“Is everything murder with you? No, it was a heart attack.”

I bumped into his arm as I tried not to laugh. “Murder would have been more interesting.” Professor Armstrong ignored us. He was probably used to unruly students.

We behaved ourselves until we reached the main staircase. Inspector Burrows looked at the stairs leading down to the main floor and the exit. Clearly he didn’t want me to accompany him. I couldn’t think of an excuse for my presence there, so I turned to the staircase as if it had been my destination all along.  I waited until he and Professor Armstrong had started up the stairs to the administrative offices, then returned to the Classics floor.

Inspector Burrows had made a point of introducing me to my fellow suspects, so I reasoned he must want me to know who was involved. There were two that I hadn’t met. That seemed to be a place to start. If Professor Brookwald’s assistant was around, he was most likely in the offices. Since I was already near the office corridor, it seemed like a good place to start. 

 

~ * ~ * ~

 

From the way of the other professors had spoken of him, I’d expected Professor Brookwald’s assistant to be young. They did call him a student assistant after all, but the man I found sitting at Professor Brookwald’s desk looked to be about forty, or roughly the same age as Professor Brookwald. “Mr. Langley?”

He looked up from his papers and stood when he saw me. “That’s right. Were you looking for someone? Professor Brookwald perhaps?”

“You, actually. I’m Cassandra Pengear. Inspector Burrows called me down as a suspect in Professor Headly’s murder.”

“Oh my, I’m sorry you got dragged into it.” He gestured for me to take a seat.

I chose the chair that was hidden from the door but gave me a good view of the hallway. “I highly doubt it was your fault.”

He laughed a little as he sat back down. “No, nothing to do with me, but still. Why did he call you, if I might ask.”

“Professor Headly telephoned my building shortly before he died.” It seemed to be a good excuse to be questioning him, so I went on. “That was why I wanted to see you. I thought you might have some idea why he called. I’ve found the assistants tend to know more about what goes on in an office than anyone. And as he didn’t seem to have had one of his own...”

“Pengear, you said. I think I’ve heard the name, but I don’t know in what context.”

“I’m a typist. I had just finished a paper for him on economics in Sparta.”

“I knew he was writing the paper, but Sparta isn’t our area of study, so I had nothing to do with it. I think I did get your card from him when Silas—Professor Brookwald was looking for someone to do some typing for him while we were in the field, although normally I type up most of his papers for him.”

“But you didn’t hear him say anything about that paper the day he was killed? Did you speak to him that day? Maybe he mentioned he thought I’d made a mistake or wanted something re-done?”

Mr. Langley rested his chin on his palm. “I don’t think...”

I let him be quiet as he ran through the day in question.

While Mr. Langley was thinking, the door pushed open the rest of the way behind me, and Professor Brookwald came in, closing the door behind him. He didn’t notice me behind the door and walked straight to the desk. “Hello, Robert. I think the inspector will want to talk to you, but he didn’t seem to mind you missing the meeting. How did the papers go?” He leaned in around the desk as he spoke.

Mr. Langley pulled back from the desk. “Silas, this is Miss Pengear. She’s here about the murder.”

Professor Brookwald’s arm stopped for an instant in midair, then whatever he was going to do turned into a rather awkward pat on Mr. Langley’s back. His hand drifted away, and he fumbled with the things on the desk. He finally picked up a pen and gestured a bit with it, but didn’t seem to have anything to write down. 

Mr. Langley tried to cover by saying, “She was summoned down by Inspector Burrows.”

Professor Brookwald finally settled for leaning against the desk facing me. “Yes, we met a little while ago. Pleased to see you again. I’m not sure we know anything else, but of course we want to help.”

 I was beginning to understand why Inspector Burrows might have wanted me down here. I pretended I didn’t notice anything unusual and changed the subject. “It’s just that Professor Headly telephoned me the night he died, and I was hoping someone knew why.”

“He didn’t mention anything to me, although I doubt he would have normally. But the inspector can’t think you’re a serious suspect. You wouldn’t have had time to get here.”

I decided on the whole truth. “I don’t think I am, not really. But Inspector Burrows and I are friends. I think he’s picking up on some—subtext in the department that he doesn’t want to have to officially take notice of. I think he was hoping I might unofficially notice it and tell him if there’s anything there relevant to his case.”

“I see. And I think you do too. We’ll do whatever we can to help, but we had nothing to do with it. Robert, would you get us some tea?”

But Mr. Langley was already getting cups from the cupboard. “How do you like your tea, Miss Pengear?”

“Neat.”

He nodded and brought the cups around, handing me mine first, then Professor Brookwald his.

Since they seemed willing to talk to me—at least they weren’t throwing me out of the office yet—I sipped my tea and asked, “Did you have any reason to want him gone? Anything he might have done to make things difficult in the department for you?”

Professor Brookwald and Mr. Langley exchanged a look. Mr. Langley shook his head just a fraction. Professor Brookwald turned back to me. “No, no professional rivalries at all. I had been to dig sites near Sparta on one or two occasions, but I never specialized in it. In fact, I purposely stayed away from it. I had planned to specialize in Egyptology, but I got the opportunity to go to Greece when I was an undergraduate, and the language proved to be easy for me to learn, so it seemed a foolish waste not to take advantage of the opportunity or the jobs that opened up to me because of it.”

“I was told it was Professor Headly who went into the field now.”

“That’s right. I fell at a site in Crete and broke my leg. I haven’t been well enough to climb around ruins since, so they had to start sending someone else. And that was Professor Headly.”

“But that wasn’t a motive?”

“Not at all. My leg isn’t well enough yet. If it ever does heal up, I have seniority. I could have petitioned to get my old job back and had a good chance of being approved for it. I’ve published far more than he has and have a longer history of work in the field. If the focus was in some way related to Sparta, then he might well have been the better choice, but otherwise, any archeological trips would have been offered to me, assuming I’m capable of it physically. It would be a motive for him to do me in, I suppose, if my leg were up to it. But it isn’t.”

“What about now? If you’re not well, who will lead the group?”

“Well, Graham isn’t qualified at all, and Armstrong has a wife so he may not want to make the trip, and his qualifications aren’t really up to it anyway. Not for field work. I don’t think I can recall him ever having been to a dig site. He specializes in translations, you see. I think they will have to inquire if one of the other colleges has someone willing to take over. I don’t think it will be hard to fill the position. It really is a good opportunity for someone who might be qualified but not have the seniority in a department.”

“Was there anyone in particular you’re thinking of?”

He laughed. “You really want this to be a motive, don’t you?”

“Then it wouldn’t be you.”

Both men looked like they wanted to say something more to that, but neither could think of a response.

I tried to come up with another question to fill the silence as I finished my tea, but nothing occurred to me as I stared at the dregs in my cup. “Thank you for your help.”

Mr. Langley stood up and held the door for me. “We’re certainly happy to be of any assistance. Please don’t hesitate to return if you have any more questions.” They didn’t seem to be glad to be rid of me, so I assumed they were telling me the truth.

 


Chapter 3

When I left Professor Brookwald’s office, I thought of going to look for Inspector Burrows, but before I could decide where to start looking, I spotted him in the hallway, almost like he had been waiting for me. He gestured for me to follow him into the nearest empty meeting room.

“So, what do you think of my suspects?”

I opened my mouth to answer, then stopped. I didn’t think Inspector Burrows would take anything I said badly, but he was a Scotland Yard inspector. If I told him I suspected something that was technically a crime was going on, even if the law was ridiculous and I suspected he disagreed with it in the most complete and personal way possible, would he be obligated to do something about it? “Did I ever tell you that I once met Robbie Ross?”

Inspector Burrows stared at me, clearly attempting to figure out how I had gotten off on this tangent.

“It was at a bookshop in France of all places, Tours. He very kindly got a book down from the top shelf. It happened to be a copy of Oscar Wilde’s children’s stories, which was why he introduced himself. Really one of the nicest men I’ve ever met.”

I saw the moment Inspector Burrows understood which Robbie Ross I was talking about and why my babbling was relevant. “So what do you think?”

“I think there’s a fair bit of subtext behind the conversation. Graham really doesn’t like Brookwald for no good reason.”

Inspector Burrows smiled a little. “I’m writing it in my report as professional rivalry.”

So he did suspect the same thing I did. “That would be a good way to report it.” I leaned in. “I take it you asked me down here to look into the nature of the—rivalry and see if it is related to the crime?”

“Miss Pengear, you know I can’t officially ask you in on an investigation. I asked you here because you are a suspect.”

“Of course. But there’s no objection to me staying for a day or two, is there?”

“I have to ask you to be reachable until you are cleared as a suspect, but I could find you here as easily as in London.”

“Then maybe I need a small holiday to observe my tame dons, as you call them.”

Inspector Burrows smiled, and I knew he’d been expecting me to stay, although the carpet bag I’d brought down probably had been a clue. “Then let me know where I can reach you in town. I’ve been set up at a desk in the police station across from the college, not the main station.”

“And how do the policemen there feel about that?”

“Since they shoved a second desk into the inspector’s office which barely had room for his, not very friendly I’m afraid. But it is close to the scene of the crime, and that’s what’s important.”

“Then I’ll drop by and let you know where you can reach me.” I was about to ask him if he had any suggestions on lodgings for me, but Constable Lipson came into the room.

“The medical examiner is on the telephone, sir.”

“Thank you, Constable. I’d best see what he has to say, Miss Pengear.”

I knew Inspector Burrows wouldn’t share any of that conversation with me, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the autopsy results anyway, so I smiled at Constable Lipson and slipped out of the office and back out to the main hallway.

So who to speak to next? I went back towards the main office area and spotted Mr. Kendall coming from one of the offices. That seemed as good a place as any to start. “Good afternoon.”

Mr. Kendall started in surprise and dropped the papers he was carrying. I hurried to help him collect them. 

“I’m terribly sorry.” I got a look at a handful of the papers, but they were nothing more interesting than student exams.

“No, no, I was woolgathering. Nothing to worry about.” He made an untidy pile of the papers in his arms.

When he didn’t offer anything else, I went on. “I was hoping to have a bit of a chat with you anyway. You seem to know everything that goes on in the department, and I was hoping....”

He cut me off. “I assure you, miss, I know very little about the gossip or the inner workings here.”

“But you knew Professor Headly’s schedule. Surely none of the other students are so dedicated to their positions.”

“That was nothing more than chance. If you don’t mind, I have to look over these test papers before the next class.” He didn’t wait for an answer before hurrying down the hallway.

I sighed. I had thought he’d known far more about Professor Headly’s schedule than he should; now I was sure of it. But why did it worry him so to hear me ask about it, or even to compliment him on his knowledge of the department? I continued on towards the common area. When I reached it, I looked at the people milling about. Mr. Kendall was not the sort to gossip, so whom could I get information from? All of the department seemed to be made up of the same sort; men with serious faces and no time for me. They were probably inveterate gossips among themselves, but if I asked anything related to the case, they would look at me as a typical female poking around what didn’t concern me. I watched them, hoping for some ideas. 

Now there was a woman seated at the secretary’s desk in the front of the office, serious, with dark hair pulled back severely and an expression of general irritation with everyone. Mr. Redmond passed her desk and handed her a file then hurried away before I could decide if I should stop him and try to talk. Another assistant I didn’t know stopped and asked her where the records for the Linguistics lecture were. Professor Armstrong came by and grabbed a ledger book from her desk without saying thank you. She was what I needed; invisible and centrally located. I crossed the office and stopped at her desk. She didn’t look up immediately. I could see when she noticed I wasn’t one of the men running past her desk and addressed me. “Can I help you?”

“I’m one of the people the police brought down here.”

“Did you need to find them? I believe the inspector has set up a temporary office at the police station.” 

She was keeping everything strictly business. “He told me.” I needed another approach. “Do you know of anyplace a lady alone could go to lunch?”

“There are plenty of good pubs in the area.” She wasn’t picking up on my begging for information.

“It’s so difficult when you don’t know anyone in town.”

“I suppose it is.”

I needed another approach. I tried being direct. There was no one close by, so I leaned in and murmured, “Inspector Burrows asked me down here about the murder. I was hoping to get a feel for the politics of the office.”

“You’re with Scotland Yard?” She was both surprised and intrigued.

“Not officially, of course. But sometimes I can see things that people would hide from him, and he’ll listen to me if I find something useful.”

She took her handbag out of her desk. “I’m Miss Fenchurch, the department secretary. Would you like to eat lunch with me, so you don’t have to eat alone?”

“I’d like that very much.”

 

The pub Miss Fenchurch brought me to was a short walk from the college. There was a large front dining room looking out over the street and a smaller one behind, with low walls dividing it into even smaller eating areas and several small tables. Miss Fenchurch ordered our food at the counter then found us a table in the smaller room. When the waitress had brought our meal and left, she leaned in. “Was there anything in particular you were interested in?”

“I’m not sure yet.” I glanced around and saw that the people at the neighboring tables were all bent over, intent on their own conversations. “I’m trying to get a feel for the atmosphere in the department.”

“The atmosphere?”

“If there was anything you could sense that might suggest someone had reason to want to be rid of Professor Headly.” When she didn’t offer anything, I went on. “Is there any reason for him to have a professional rivalry with Professor Brookwald, for example?”

“There is definitely some hostility in the atmosphere, but I don’t think it has to do with them. Professor Brookwald works on very specific areas of Athenian culture. He used to be in charge of the student groups going to Athens and the archeological sites until he broke his leg. He’s hoping it will improve enough for him to be able to return to that. But his qualifications are so far beyond anyone else in the department. Really, there would be no question if it weren’t for his leg. Professor Headly specialized in Spartan culture. Although he didn’t have the qualifications that Professor Brookwald has for Athenian, he was still well-qualified and published quite often on several areas of Greek culture. He’s known for being a well-rounded scholar.”

“What about Professor Armstrong?”

“He specializes in translations, so not really the same sort of thing as the others. He would not have been interested in the archeology at all. But he does work for several publishers. He also helps with the college itself. He’s well known for raising money to fund special projects.” 

“Professor Graham seems less, um, qualified than the others.”

She looked down at her cup. “I assure you he is fully qualified for the position he holds, but no, he has not done the research the others have.”

“Is there a reason he’s kept around, then?”

She smiled at her shepherd’s pie. “He is very skilled in the art of cricket.”

I stabbed at a chip with my fork. “Cricket?”

She nodded. “We like to pride ourselves on our academics, but the college is still run by men, and they can still be little boys wanting to outdo each other.” She shrugged. “He is also popular as a tutor for a certain sort of student from a certain sort of family.”

“Can you tell me what sort?”

She looked around the pub. When she was certain no one she needed to worry about was around, she leaned in and murmured, “The sort who has more money than brains and won’t be expected to do more in the future than fulfill the entail. We get enough of them to give him a decent amount of work, and the family name doesn’t hurt.”

“Family name?”

She relaxed back in her seat. “You’ve heard of the Graham Steamworks, I’m sure.”

“So he’s related to the Grahams of the tinkering company?”

“That’s right.”

“I’m surprised he went into classics, then. But I suppose he doesn’t need the money.”

She looked up. “You mean because of the business? Oh, he doesn’t get anything from that.”

“But if he’s related...”

“He is. His cousin runs it now. The Graham brothers started it, but Professor Graham’s father had a problem with gambling. He finally had to sell all his shares to his brother to cover his debts. He did not choose his lenders carefully enough.”

“So Professor Graham gets nothing from the company?”

“Not a bean.”

Then he did need the position even if he was barely qualified for it, although I still wondered why he hadn’t gone into something more suitable, or at least more lucrative.

“So their jobs are not really interchangeable inside the department.”

“No, and there is no question that Professor Brookwald would be next in line for any promotions that come up. If he would take it would depend on his ability to return to the field.”

“Would Professor Headly have been next in line?”

“Possibly. Or Professor Armstrong. He does a lot of fund-raising and that always looks good to the administration. If there was a promotion available, which there isn’t. And not likely to be.”

“Can you think of anything in the department that might have been related to the murder?”

“This place is filled with scandals and rivalries. I’m sure there are plenty I don’t know about.”

“Like what?”

She leaned back in her chair. “Every group of student assistants seems to bring their own set of petty dramas. I know of at least two who wanted Mr. Redmond’s position. Both play on the cricket team, you see, and thought it would help them to have an in with Professor Graham.” She noticed something by the door. “Drat. Professor Graham has just arrived. You’ll have to excuse me. I don’t particularly wish to be seen with someone even remotely connected to the police.”

“Of course.” But she had already grabbed her coat and dropped enough to cover her share of the check on the table. I wondered how she would be able to leave without being spotted, but the back dining room had its own exit to the street outside. I finished my food and left through the more conventional front door; however, Professor Graham had evidently been seated behind one of the low walls, and I was unable to locate him.

There was still the question of where in town I could stay. I wandered towards the college and considered who would know the town. As I approached the college, I spotted a gentleman going into one of the buildings. At first I thought he was someone’s butler, then I realized he was the porter. I followed.

The gentleman already had his hat and coat off and was standing in the small office area that was his domain. “Good afternoon, miss. I haven’t seen you about. Are you new in town? Visiting a relative, perhaps? I could direct you to their college. Or planning a demonstration? If so, I would recommend the north side of the common; it gets nice shade from the bell tower in the afternoon and is quite visible from both the director’s office and the street.”

“I was summoned down by the police. Cassandra Pengear.”

“A different matter entirely, then. And a dreadful business, that. I’m Mr. McAvery. Can I be of some assistance?”

“I hope so. I’ll be down here for a few days, and I need someplace to stay.”

“I see. Well, there are three places near the college that take guests. I take it you are here alone? For a lady staying alone, I would try Mrs. Eggleston’s Guest House. She also owns the tea shop next door. The pub also rents rooms, and the Ballards are very respectable. I would have no worries about sending you there. There is another inn farther down, but it is frequented by businessmen and while it is also respectable and close to the college, it would be my last choice for you.” While he was talking, he was writing on a small notepad. He tore off the top sheet and handed it over to me.

“Thank you.” I looked down at the paper and saw he’d draw a small map and labeled everything, including two restaurants and the location of the weekly market. “Do you know anything about Professor Brookwald?”

“He isn’t a suspect, is he?” He seemed genuinely concerned.

“I think everyone in the Classics Department is a suspect at the moment.”

“I can assure you, Professor Brookwald and Mr. Langley are very respectable residents of this area and would certainly not stoop to something like murder.”

“I didn’t think they seemed the type, but I was hoping I could find them some kind of alibi for Friday night, a little after nine o’clock.”

The porter shook his head. “I would have already left for home. As for what time they left, as you can see, there isn’t much of a view from here. I wouldn’t have been able to see them if they were in the school or on campus. I will ask Mrs. McAvery, though. They don’t live too far from us. She might have seen them walking home.”

If only I could prove them innocent so easily. “That would help. And I’m sure Inspector Burrows would be happy to hear they had an alibi. Two people he could cross of his suspect list, you see.”

“Yes, I think I do. I’ll ask her this evening. You might want to ask in the High Street. I think they stop at Wilman’s Bakery for bread most evenings, and occasionally eat at the pub, although I think that is more frequent during exam week when everyone is busy.”

“I’ll try there. Or ask Inspector Burrows to, I suppose. Thank you.”

“If you need anything else, don’t hesitate to return.”

~ * ~ * ~

 

I collected my carpet bag from under Miss Fenchurch’s desk where Inspector Burrows had left it and followed Mr. McAvery’s directions to the Eggleston Guest House. The entrance shared a small foyer with the tea shop he’d mentioned, which seemed meant to give it an air of respectability. The woman at the desk smiled when I came in, but she also took a careful inventory of everything from my carpet bag to my gloves to my hatpin. I decided to take that as a good sign that the guest house would be safe and respectable and not as a criticism of my appearance. I also decided it was best to take the lead before she could decide I was somehow undesirable.

“Good afternoon. This establishment was recommended most highly to me by Mr. McAvery of Serringford College.” I couldn’t imagine anyone having objections to Mr. McAvery. “I will be staying in town for a few days, and I was hoping you would have a room for me. It’s so hard for a lady alone to find someplace she can stay.”

That last bit worked on her. The woman pulled out the registry book and opened it on the counter. “I quite understand, my dear. I am Mrs. Eggleston, the proprietress of this establishment and of the tea shop next door. I have a nice single room. It is on the second floor, but if you don’t mind the stairs—I assure you they are well-lit and not too steep—then I’d be happy to accommodate you. If you’ll just fill out the registry. I do hope you’ll be comfortable here.”

I took the pen she held out and filled in my information. I could feel her watching as I formed the letters in my neatest hand to try and impress her.

“From London, how thrilling. And what brings you to Oxford?”

I knew I couldn’t avoid that question forever. I hoped the fact that the registry was already filled out would stop her from changing her mind when I said, “I was asked down by the inspector from Scotland Yard.”

“You’re part of the murder inquiry?” I saw her eyes dart back to the lines I’d filled out, looking for some sign I wasn’t what she thought, no doubt.

“I’m sure I’m not seriously involved. Simply a matter of making certain there are no loose ends. I had done some typing for Professor Headly, and he telephoned me about it the night he died.”

“Oh dear.”

“So you see, they have to ask me questions even though I have no knowledge of anything, and they called me all the way down here, away from my flat, to a strange city...” Mrs. Eggleston started to look sympathetic, which was a very good thing as I was running out of ways to make myself sound inconvenienced and put out with Scotland Yard.

“I’m sure they’ll have it all cleared up in no time. If it was our Inspector Crawley in charge, he would have gone to you instead of making you come here to him. But at least you’ll be comfortable here. Now, breakfast is included. Here is your key. Second floor, first door on the left, room 201.”

 

The room turned out to be pleasant and clean with a wash basin in the corner, and a view of the back garden, which was really a small patio with tables from the tea room. I put my suitcase under the bed and contemplated my next move. First move, really, if I was thinking about the case.

I decided to kill two birds with one stone by finding the police station and letting Inspector Burrows know where he could find me if he needed to. I considered asking Mrs. Eggleston for directions, but I suspected my involvement with the police was already barely tolerated at best, so I went out into the street and tried to find it on my own.

 


Chapter 4

The police station proved to be easy to find. Inspector Burrows had told me it was near the college, so I started near the entrance and worked my way down the street until I found the sign. The constable behind the desk smiled at me when I entered. “How can I help you, miss?”

“I’m here to see Inspector Burrows.”

“Just a moment, I’ll see if he’s in back.”

As the constable disappeared through the door to the offices, I leaned against the desk and looked around. The main lobby was small, separated from the constable’s office area by a gate that could be locked with a key. I saw three small closet-like cubicles also with locks, which I realized were probably cells for unruly students who weren’t really under arrest but needed to be frightened or to sleep off their evening. There was a telegraph table against the far wall, and the constable’s desk had a telephone. From where I stood, I could see there was a calendar on the desk, and at least three notepads and a jumble of pens, but nothing particularly revealing. I was going to lean over the desk and try to look at the notice board hidden by the partition when the door to the offices opened and another man came out. He was wearing a suit and looked very official but was also smiling. “Can I be of assistance, miss? Inspector Crawley.”

So this was whom Inspector Burrows was displacing on the case. I knew he wouldn’t be quite so accommodating when I said, “I’m afraid I was looking for Inspector Burrows. He called me down here as a suspect in the murder.”

“You’re a suspect? You’re not even from the area.”

I was impressed that he knew his city so well he placed me as a stranger at once, particularly as the city contained so many temporary student residents. “I think I might be more of a witness, really, but early days as he would say.” I highly doubted he would say that, but I felt I had to say something in his defense.

“Well, he has the murder to himself, and he’s not at his desk, so I don’t know where he is. If there’s nothing I can help you with, I’ll get back to my own cases. I have two missing cats to find. Apparently I’m still qualified for that.”

Definitely not happy about being displaced. I didn’t think he’d take kindly to being asked to play messenger by leaving my address on Inspector Burrows’s desk. “I’m sure their families will be glad when you do.” I wasn’t really sure what else to say, but despite what he thought, I was quite certain he was capable of solving a murder on his own, and anyway it was always advisable to stay on a policeman’s good side.

“I’m sure they will, as soon as the cats get tired of catching their own food and go home for dinner. Enjoy your stay in Oxford.” He nodded farewell and went back to the offices. The constable passed him on the way out.

“I take it it wasn’t something he could help you with?”

“Unfortunately, no. I needed to leave my address with Inspector Burrows.”

“Oh, I was hoping you had a nice robbery to cheer him up. Attempted kidnapping. I say, you didn’t ask him to leave the address, did you?”

“It didn’t seem right.”

“Just what he’d need, to be the Scotland Yard man’s secretary. What was the message you were leaving?”

“Just that I’m staying at Mrs. Eggleston’s Guest House for the foreseeable future.”

“I’ll tell Inspector Burrows when he gets in.”

“Thanks. And if I stumble on any good robberies, I’ll go straight to your inspector.”

The constable grinned. “I’d appreciate it. He’s not usually like this. In-law troubles.”

“That sounds serious.”

“Well, they didn’t like their girl marrying a policeman to begin with. It’s fine as long as they stay in Norfolk, but they’re coming down for a visit and just when a nice murder case has been snatched away from him by a Scotland Yard man like he’s not capable of solving it. And he could, but it’s going to make for some uncomfortable dinners.”

“Would it help if I had a word with Inspector Burrows? He’s not usually like this either, but there was something about this particular case...” I didn’t want him to ask what, so I added, “At least I think there was. He wouldn’t just push himself onto a case for no reason. Not normally.”

“If you think it would help, but don’t tell Inspector Crawley. The last thing he needs is to feel like a charity case. I’m Constable Winters; if you do run into any nice burglaries, I’ll pass them along.”

 

~ * ~ * ~

 

With no help to be had at the police station, I was left to my own devices. Not that that bothered me; I preferred to find my own areas to investigate without anyone saying I was intruding on police business, no matter how kindly meant.

So now where to start poking around? I was fairly certain Inspector Burrows wanted me to look at Professor Brookwald and Mr. Langley and either rule them out for him or tell him there was something there that he should be looking into. Of course, the best way to determine that was to find the real killer. I considered everything I had learned so far, which was a surprising amount compared to what I usually had to work with. I started with Inspector Burrows mentioning the Bodleian Library and fan vaulting, turning everything over in my head, looking for hidden clues. I finally came to the conclusion he was either making conversation
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