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Author’s Note

While the University of Cambridge, England, of course exists, St Michael’s College does not. I have randomly placed St Mike’s on a make-believe plot of land backing onto the River Cam, and pre-empted the architectural features of several famous colleges to serve the needs of St Mike’s and of my narrative.

All members and staff of this imaginary college are likewise figments of my imagination.


Cast of Characters

Dr D. X. L. MARBURGER – Master of St Michael’s College, University of Cambridge, England. His best-laid plans to replenish the college’s dwindling coffers are rapidly undone by murder.

Mr BOWLES – College Bursar. A canny man with an uncanny eye for the bottom line.

THE REVEREND DR OTIS – College Dean. A wooly-headed lamb among the wolves?

JAMES BASSETT – Knighted for his services to literature, Sir James is less than gallant when his former wife joins the weekend’s festivities.

INDIA BASSETT née BURROWS – Lady Bassett has never been the jealous type, but this weekend may test her limits.

ALEXANDRA (LEXY) LAURANT – She may still carry a torch for her ex-husband, but everyone wonders: What exactly does she plan to do with it?

GWENNAP PENGELLY – A celebrity crime reporter, she’ll do anything to get the scoop.

HERMIONE JAX – An academic who revels in her reputation as a bluestocking of high moral standards and long memory.

CONSTANCE DUNNING – An American who complains about everything. Murder ruining her holiday is simply the last straw.

KARL DUNNING – Constance’s financier husband, necessarily a man of infinite patience – or is he?

AUGIE CRAMB – An American dot-com millionaire and St Michael’s alumnus, he has old, and often fond, memories of his college days.

SEBASTIAN BURROWS – A golden lad with little use for the weekend’s visitors, especially since they include his parents.

SAFFRON SELLERS – Sebastian’s girlfriend. A hard-working undergraduate, has she learned too much for her own good?

DETECTIVE CHIEF INSPECTOR ARTHUR ST JUST – As usual, he’s called in for a case that requires unusually delicate handling.

PORTIA DE’ATH – St Just’s inamorata. Once again, her fine romance takes a back seat to murder.

GERALDO VALENTIANO – A millionaire playboy with little interest in the victims he often leaves behind.

SERGEANT GARWIN FEAR, DR MALENFANT, and CONSTABLE BRUMMOND – DCI St Just’s assistants in solving the most baffling of crimes.

WILLIAM TRINITY – The college’s Head Porter.

MARY GOOSE – College chef.

KUROKAWA MASAKI – A brilliant student with his head always in the clouds, but he notices more than he lets on.

JASON WRIGHT – Rowing coach.

MARIGOLD ARKWRIGHT – College bedder.


 

 

 

‘In Xanadu did Kubla Khan

A stately pleasure-dome decree,

Where Alph, the sacred river, ran

Through caverns measureless to man

Down to a sunless sea.’

– SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE
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CHAPTER 1

Alma Mater

Founded around the time King Henry VIII was selling off ‘his’ monasteries, St Michael’s College of the University of Cambridge spreads in haphazard fashion by the River Cam, a model of functional medieval architecture wedded to Tudor bombast and, later, Victorian excess.

The University itself, of which the college is a part, was formed by a group of tearaway scholars escaping the wrath of the townspeople of Oxford, where clashes had ended with two students being hanged for murder, which incident should have given everyone in Cambridge pause. But by this time – the early 1200s – the inhabitants of Cambridge had survived the Romans, the Saxons, the Vikings, and the Normans, and, perhaps numbed into apathy at the sight of yet more new arrivals, rashly allowed the fledgling seat of learning to take hold.

St Mike’s, as it is inevitably called, is one of the lesser-known of thirty-two Cambridge colleges – a former Master liked to insist it was as well known as Trinity, which is like saying Marks and Spencer is as well known as Harrods – and it has never, even from its earliest days, been among the wealthiest of colleges. Indeed, it has more than once in its long history flirted with financial disaster. One early benefactor, having promised the college a substantial legacy, on the strength of which promise the college incurred various debts, was found on his death to be worth only £23. There were many other such incidents as the college slumbered its way through the centuries, betraying either a touching naiveté or a rampant incompetence on the part of those entrusted with St Mike’s care.

The college was, however, given a boost in early Victorian times by an infusion of funds from the will of a wealthy owner of smoke-belching smokestacks in the Midlands. A painting of this scowling, mutton-chopped benefactor hangs, like an old-fashioned ad for castor oil, in pride of place in the Hall – one of the conditions of his bequest. But this benefactor’s funds, too, had long since gone to repair the crumbling brick and clunch of the chapel, and by the late 1980s exuberant but doubtful investments in the stock market and offshore hedge funds had shrunk the college’s coffers still further. The stone walls, chipped in places and worn to a gloss in others, continued to flake and wear like a favored old coffee mug, and the college remained a constant source of anxiety for the Bursar and others in whose care she was entrusted. (Although named for a male saint, St Michael’s is female, as are all the colleges, and a high-maintenance female, at that.)

So it was that as the twentieth century drew to a close, the then-Master decreed ‘Something Must Be Done’, and the answer came back from the Senior Combination Room, as it had done since time immemorial: ‘Let’s hit up the old members for donations.’

Something resembling energy infused the normally antebellum spirit of the SCR. Brochures were produced on one of the college’s antique computers, and pleas personally signed by the Master were mailed out by the hundreds. This campaign met with little success (a thunderous silence, in fact), so much so that the suggestion of one wag – that the fundraising brochure be illustrated with a photo of a starving student holding a tin cup – was taken under serious consideration for as long as two weeks. Finally another idea was broached: Why not tempt graduates back to the college during the summer for a St Mike’s Open Weekend? The initial thought was that college members of specific years of matriculation would be invited, but over time it became the custom to carefully screen the guest list to include only the most successful – in monetary terms, that is – graduates. (One weekend in 1991 creative artists spawned by St Mike’s were invited, an experiment that was never to be repeated, as the artists proved not only to be living in less-than-genteel poverty, but to have accepted the invitation in the hope of being offered stipended Fellowships. They ended up alleviating their disappointment by making chip shots on the college’s manicured lawns and dressing the statue of the College’s Founder in women’s undergarments. One specialist in ‘Found Art’ left behind in his room a large tortoise. The hysterical bedder who discovered it was instrumental in instituting the ban on artists’ weekends at St Mike’s. A specialist in tortoise biology easily being located – this was Cambridge, after all – the tortoise was duly adopted and lived to a ripe age somewhere in the region of North Piddle.)

The Bursar was generally assigned the task of combing through the lists of members who, for good or ill, had made their mark on the world, and had been well compensated for the marking up. He gradually began to notice that 1988 had been a bonanza year for such luminaries at the college – that over the course of the past twenty or so years, several of the members who had matriculated or were in some way attached to the college in that year had achieved success and, more to the Bursar’s purposes, accumulated great wealth. It seems 1988 was one of those times, not unlike the Renaissance, perhaps, when the world burst with new ideas and energy before subsiding once more into its habitual indolence. In any event, the Bursar soon had a short list of worthies – the Master had asked that the gatherings be kept to under ten members, since spouses and guests were also encouraged to attend – and the college Fellows were duly summoned to hear the announcement concerning the upcoming festivities, to which most of them would not be invited.

(‘Good Lord, the idea is to get the old members to donate, not to revive any horrid lingering memories they may be harboring of the place,’ the Master had been heard to say. ‘No, the Fellows must be told in no uncertain terms: They are to stay away from the visitors unless instructed otherwise.’)

Over the years, a regular program had evolved to keep the targeted visitors suitably entertained. They would be invited to partake of a dinner on a Friday and a special buffet lunch in the Master’s Lodge on a Saturday, with a tea that afternoon and a Choral Evensong followed by a formal dinner in Hall, watched over by the portraits of the colleges’ Masters down through the years (portraits which had gotten bigger and bigger in an unspoken competition for Most Beloved and Important, so that the march of centuries, if not progress, was easy to trace). On Sunday would be a Sung Eucharist in the Chapel. As a special treat, the Library and College Gardens would be flung open, with lectures offered by the College Archivist and the Head Gardener, and an exhibition of College Silver would be mounted in the Senior Combination Room. An added highlight – a veritable pièce de résistance – was a tour of select student rooms, all carefully purged beforehand of traces of graffiti, scraps of unwashed clothing, seminal Marxist tracts, and empty liquor bottles.

In short, it always promised to be a weekend of the most stupendous dullness for any but the most steadfast and loyal alumnus or alumna, but in fact it proved over the years a surprisingly popular and successful venture, especially among the Americans, especially once a tasting of the College wines was added to the program. The Secretary of the College Wine Committee, an attractive man with a gift for smooth repartee, was on hand to answer questions on these occasions, where cases of College port and sherry were offered for sale, with free shipping thrown in for the Americans. 

If all went according to plan, purse strings (and tongues) would be loosened, and the coffers of St Mike’s would once more fill to overflowing.

This, in any event, was the plan, a plan that had been successful, in varying degrees, for many long years. It has since been largely agreed that no one could have foretold the calamitous events which took place during the particular reunion that is the subject of this story.

No one, after all, had ever suggested that the alumni of St Mike’s be invited back for a murder mystery weekend.
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