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It all began just after lunch on 5 November – Guy Fawkes Day, in fact – and Patrick Balfour was sitting at his desk, pencil in hand, drafting a letter. He always drafted in pencil, using a soft 3B, before transferring the words to the screen. It was a difficult letter, this one, to difficult parents about a difficult pupil.

Patrick liked to think he wrote a good letter, a natural letter, a friendly letter, but this sort could take him ages. There were easier things in the world than telling parents that their child had behaved very badly, that the apple of their eye could not only be naughty sometimes but was also capable of being a nasty little sod. But, by inserting a few phrases and by moving around a word or two, he was trying to catch his more conciliatory tone: to suggest that this was the kind of boy who deserved a last chance, and that he was the kind of man, the kind of head, who always liked to leave the disciplinary door open.

Well, he was trying too hard. Because when he read through the new version he found that, far from improving it, he had succeeded only in making himself sound pompous, and pomposity was one of a headmaster’s occupational hazards that Patrick was most keen to avoid.

So he stood up, as he often did when he was irritated with the world or (as here) with himself, and walked round his study, up and down, round and round. It was on the first floor, his study, a spacious book-lined room with a high ceiling, and a room with some of the best views in London.

To the south the Thames flowed by not fifty feet away, with the Globe Theatre and Tate Modern on the far bank. The Thames, full of tugs and city cruisers, lapped the bank with its grey water, the surface bobbling with polystyrene cups and empty plastic bottles. The embankment ran both ways, full of joggers and pigeons.

From his west window he had a snapshot of his school – a timed snapshot, too, because the clock tower was directly opposite him – and these snapshots gave him a feel of the place. Indeed, by looking down on the comings and goings in the quad below he could pick up more than anyone realised; almost at a glance he could see from the body language in the quad whether the school was purposeful and bustling or looking a bit ragged at the edges.

Some days Patrick felt he could be even more specific: in a split second he could spot that a new power group was forming down there, or, on a more individual level, he could sense from her shoulders and walk that the underachieving girl who had just crossed the quad – the one they had been talking about in last Tuesday’s staff meeting – was not so much moodily adolescent as downright depressed.

Patrick liked to think he knew every one of them by name – he prided himself on it – and sometimes as he stood at the window he would test himself. And as he looked down on the quad below, in amongst the moving mass would be the hard core, the lads, the boys with their shirts out, the ones with their top buttons undone, with their shoe laces missing, with their ties half down, with their different colour socks and their non-school shoes (and, in one case, with a letter soon on its way to his parents).

Milling around with the lads, of course, would be the in-girls, the outnumbered girls (the school was not yet fully co-ed), and in amongst the outnumbered girls in all probability would be Alice, his daughter Alice. He always noticed her. She was now one of the gang, one of the sixth-form girls with their low-cut strappy tops and half-hidden tattoes and partly exposed midriffs. She was now one of the in-group, one of those boys and girls who eagerly grasped every available opportunity to get up the school’s nose, or rather the management’s nose, or in Alice Balfour’s case her father’s nose, by exploiting the dress code, by being late for lessons and by letting the place down as badly as possible in public.

And Patrick was glad they did that. Well, not let the place down too badly but took them on. Even when they were a bit of a pain and pushed you to the limit, he thanked God for the unmalleable young. The difficult ones were usually the ones who did something with their adult lives, did something extraordinary, and as an extraordinary man himself Patrick liked to see extraordinariness reflected in his school.

As for the grumbling teachers, the long-term malcontents, the ones who were always threatening to leave but never quite got round to handing in their resignation, he could tell them a mile off. It was the way they met in the middle of the quad for a five-minute moan, then glanced up and tossed their heads in the direction of his study, the place where they felt the real problem could be located, little knowing that the real problem was up there looking down on them. As Patrick often said to other heads, ‘Difficult pupils come and difficult pupils go, but difficult teachers go on for ever.’

But on this occasion, on Day One, on that drab, dreary afternoon of 5 November, none of that was catching Patrick’s eye. For a start everyone was in lessons. No, on this occasion he could see a blue Volvo circling the quad, looking for a parking space, and it was the slow, unhurried way it was proceeding, its rather dawdling feel, which struck him as unusual. There wasn’t a parking place – on their cramped central London campus there rarely was – and the car paused with its engine running while a man in a grey suit got out from the driver’s seat and walked over the cobbles to the porter’s lodge. There was something about the man, the suit, the way he took his time, the way he carried himself, which suggested that he was not a parent. He did not quite seem to fit.

Come on, Patrick said to himself, you can’t stand here like this all day: get back to your desk, you’ve got a pile of work. Back to that letter you’re supposed to be writing.

In an altogether brisker mood, he had just finished the letter and signed it when the internal phone rang. It was his secretary. Patrick had no doubts at all that he had the best secretary in the world.

‘Yes, Daphne.’

‘Two things, Patrick.’

‘Yes.’

‘The BBC have just rung again.’

‘Yes.’

‘Amanda Martin from Newsnight. About next Thursday. She really wants you to go on.’

‘Will it be Paxman?’

‘I didn’t ask.’

‘Anyway, I can’t, we’ve already told her I can’t.’

‘Yes, we have told her that but she –’

‘And it’s the Lower Sixth Parents’ Evening.’

‘I know that, Patrick.’

‘And there’s no way I can get out of that. Michael would go mental.’

‘Well, you know what Amanda Martin’s like, Patrick, she never gives up.’

‘Look, I can’t do any more this week, Daphne, I really can’t.’

‘I’m just telling you she rang, Patrick. I really do not need to be told the state of your diary.’

Daphne’s voice was, unusually for her, just short of sharp, betraying a tone of controlled annoyance. This usually meant that Michael Falconer, Patrick’s deputy, was having one of his days. If Daphne was tetchy it probably stemmed from Michael coming in and out of her office every quarter of an hour, pressing her for an immediate meeting with the headmaster ‘if by any lucky chance he is in’.

‘And,’ Daphne added, ‘there’s an officer from the CID here.’

‘We weren’t expecting anyone, were we?’

‘No, but he’d like to see you, Patrick.’

‘About?’

‘I’m afraid I don’t know.’

‘It’s not that business on the Waterloo platform? The mobile phone thing.’

‘No, as far as I know Michael has sorted that one out.’

‘Fine, send him straight over, would you?’

‘And you’ve got Mrs Colley at three-fifteen. The yellow file’s on your desk.’

‘Yes. Got it, thanks.’

The police.

Within seconds of putting down the phone he heard the footsteps coming across the wooden, echoey upper hall.

The police.

What was it this time?

What was Patrick Balfour thinking on that grey afternoon of 5 November, if what was happening in his head at that moment could even be called ‘thinking’? In the ten seconds or so that it took before the knock on his study door Patrick was caught on his whistle-stop tour of horrors:

a fatal accident on a school trip, with one of his staff held responsible

someone with a gun on the premises

anything to do with sex

a suicide in the Thames, the note blaming persistent bullying

a senior member of his staff arrested for shoplifting

his bursar embezzling

more or less anything to do with the chaplain.

And would whatever it was get into the press? His school might not have been the most prestigious in the country, it wasn’t Eton or Westminster, and it wasn’t right at the top of the league tables, but it was now the school in England most featured by the media and the one most talked about on the circuit. Because Patrick Balfour, by hook or by crook, had made it so. It was now a school to emulate. Even his rival heads, seething with envy at his high profile and over what he had achieved, would concede that much. Which meant that it was also a school to throw mud at. Which meant that any misdemeanours got the school, or rather Patrick Balfour’s face, on to page three. Or, in the worst of all cases, on to page one. If you live by the sword, Patrick’s enemies said, you die by the sword.

The ten seconds were up. There was a knock on the study door.

‘Come in.’

Patrick walked round his wide desk to greet the man in the grey suit he had seen getting out of the blue Volvo.

‘Mr Balfour? Mr Patrick Balfour?’

‘Yes, what can I do for you?’

The detective took out his badge, a small black leather flap-over wallet with the Metropolitan Police crest. Patrick nodded at the identification and almost smiled at the routine. Alone, with only a bottle by way of company, he tended to watch too many cop shows on late-night television.

‘I’m John Bevan, Detective Chief Inspector Bevan.’

They shook hands. Bevan sounded as if he might be Welsh.

‘Do sit down.’

‘Thank you. Before I do so could I just confirm, Mr Balfour, that you have two addresses in London?’

Bevan was Welsh all right.

‘We do. We have a flat here, on the next floor up, over the shop you might say. It belongs to the school, of course. Our own house is just off the Gloucester Road.’

‘And your address there is …?’

‘64 Finley Place.’

In fact, Bevan was as Welsh as they came, from South Wales, with that singsong valleys accent Patrick had never much liked, though it was unusual to hear one quite as strong as his in London. Bevan went on in a relaxed, almost friendly way,

‘And you use both your homes, Mr Balfour, do you?’

‘Yes. I’m there some weekends and sometimes in the week. If I can get away.’

‘I see.’

‘Not always easy, of course, in a school like this.’

‘No, I can imagine. You’re a busy man.’

‘My wife and daughter are at Finley Place much more than I am, more or less permanently.’

‘So you are quite often here, in the flat, at the weekends?’

‘Yes.’

‘Alone?’

‘Quite often, yes. Not always.’

‘Thank you.’

The detective chief inspector turned and settled on Patrick’s wide leather sofa, the one on which parents always sat for their first interview with the headmaster. Bevan was in his late forties, pale-faced and plump, greying at the temples, with the look of a sportsman who had gone to seed. He pulled up his socks (they were black and red) and nodded Patrick towards his own upright leather chair.

‘May I suggest you also sit down yourself, Mr Balfour?’

Though irritated by the way the chief inspector so readily assumed higher status, Patrick did as he was asked. The detective then took a moment – for Patrick’s taste a moment too long – to look at the dark oak bookcases which reached high and wide to the ceiling, to nod appreciatively at the thousands of leather-bound books, and to glance up at the evenly spaced portraits of three nineteenth-century headmasters, all solemn clerics – two wearing beards, one a moustache – which hung on the wall behind the headmaster’s desk.

The detective also took in, nodding again to himself as he did so, the cluster of family photographs, the silver-framed ones of Patrick, Caroline, Jamie and Alice. These were on the mantelpiece, in amongst the fixture cards and the formal invitations. If he were being honest, Patrick had always felt uneasy about the way he had this group of photographs placed just so, photographs too at ease with themselves and their beholder. It was all too calculated. It was all part of the kit that he liked to think he despised, the kind of aren’t-we-a-happy-family cluster that second-rate headmasters tended to have on their mantelpieces because it was the sort of photographs they believed that their prospective parents liked to see.

There was one of Caroline looking young and glamorous. As she once had been. And there was the obligatory wedding-day pose. Then there was one of Alice before the teens kicked in, about twelve-ish, a bit toothy and gauche but sun-tanned and healthy on her horse. Next along there was Jamie, uncomfortable in his suit but impressive in gown and mortarboard on his graduation day. Then one of Caroline and Patrick with the children in Norfolk, a photograph Patrick had asked a passing Japanese holidaymaker to take.

Of all the photographs the one that meant the most to Patrick was not, however, in this silver-framed cluster or visible to Detective Chief Inspector Bevan. It stayed, a touchstone, in his desk; and every morning Patrick Balfour opened the top right-hand drawer just a little to look at it. It was a black and white one of his father, a headmaster himself, surrounded by his staff in the playground of his primary school. His father’s unwavering eyes were on Patrick, saying, Do what you can to help, Patrick.

The detective chief inspector was now nearly ready. After briefly studying the ends of his fingers, he sat up a little on the sofa, his stomach bulging hard against his belt as he leant forward.

‘Mr Balfour, I have to tell you there has been an allegation made against you.’

‘An allegation?’

‘And that allegation, together with some other information and material which has come into our possession, has given me cause for concern.’

Part of Patrick wanted to laugh. Perhaps it was the way the chief inspector delivered the phrases come into our possession and cause for concern, like a policeman in a rather pedestrian school play, or perhaps it was the ludicrous nature of the moment, but he managed to keep his face straight and his voice steady as he said, ‘What material? What are you talking about? What information?’

‘I don’t think this is the time or the place to go into that in detail.’
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When Patrick told Daphne to cancel all his appointments for the rest of the afternoon she looked him full in the eye before picking up her shorthand pad. He told her that he was going off with Detective Chief Inspector Bevan to the police station to clear up some misunderstandings. He insisted that no one, but no one, be told anything. One word in a school community, as they both knew only too well, and it was all over the place. If pressed about where the headmaster was, by Michael Falconer or indeed by anyone at all, she was to play the straightest of bats and say it was an urgent family matter.

Daphne knew all about straight bats. She did not blink. Indeed, there was only the slightest of wobbles in her voice when she asked, ‘Do you want me to ring Caroline?’

‘No, thank you. I will later.’

‘Or the Chairman?’

‘No, I’ll do that.’

‘If you’re not back by four-thirty, what about the Heads of Department Committee?’

‘Michael will have to take it.’

‘I’ll tell him.’

‘Too bad if they don’t like it.’

As Patrick recrossed the wide wooden hall to his study, Detective Chief Inspector Bevan was waiting for him just inside the door. Patrick tapped his pockets to check he had his wallet and his mobile phone with him, and on his way out he remembered to pick up his reading glasses from where he had left them, face down on that disciplinary letter.

‘Right,’ he said, ‘let’s go.’

But the detective chief inspector did not want to go just yet. He wanted, if the headmaster wouldn’t mind, to see the headmaster’s private flat, and he went ahead of Patrick up the curving staircase with that nimbleness peculiar to slightly overweight men. On their way up, passing the early Munnings watercolours and the prints of Patrick and Caroline’s Cambridge colleges, he questioned Patrick on the issue of keys to the flat.

‘Does anyone else have one?’

‘My wife, of course.’

‘And your daughter?’

‘Yes.’

‘But they’re not here now?’

‘No, my daughter is in class. Or at least I hope she is.’

‘So she’s at school here then?’

‘Yes.’

‘Does that cause you any problems?’

‘Not that I am aware of.’

‘Can’t be easy, though.’

‘We get on very well.’

‘And how old is she?’

‘Seventeen.’

‘Very nice. Same as mine. But she … lives with her mother?’

‘Mostly, yes, as I’ve told you. She sleeps over there most nights.’

Patrick opened the door to the flat, but Bevan paused on the threshold, looking at the lock.

‘Anyone else have a key to this flat? Outside the family?’

‘Joan. She pops in to clean each morning. She’s been with us for years.’

‘Reliable, is she, this Joan?’

‘Totally.’

‘And that’s all? All who have a key?’

‘The Clerk of Works will have a set. He has a key to every property in the school.’

‘Why?’

‘He has to get in if there’s a burst pipe or whatever.’

‘And what about all those who work for the Clerk of Works?’

‘They’d be under the Clerk of Works’ control, the keys.’

‘And you don’t mind all these people having access to them?’

‘Why should I? What is all this?’

‘Just that a lot of people in your position, Mr Balfour, have to guard their privacy.’

‘Schools like this don’t work like that.’

‘Is that so?’

‘It’s more like a goldfish bowl.’

Patrick stood aside to let Detective Chief Inspector Bevan go in first, and followed him from room to room. He felt like a confused vendor unexpectedly dealing with a prospective buyer. This is the kitchen, and that’s the bathroom; you can just see the dome of St Paul’s, and then we have the three bedrooms, my daughter’s, it’s a bit tidier than usual, but then she’s rarely here, as I just said, and this is my son’s, but he’s in America just starting his Ph.D, and this is where my wife and I sleep, well no, it’s where I sleep, and here’s the sitting room, which has most of my paperbacks and a small study area over there in the corner. Nice view of the Thames, isn’t it?

But Patrick said none of this.

Instead, as he watched the detective move around, all he could hear replaying was Bevan’s singsong voice in his study downstairs, and the words We won’t go into the detail of it now, Mr Balfour, but they are serious matters and the words There are things I need to discuss with you and the words I wouldn’t be here otherwise, would I? and the words No, it’s not ‘an arrest’ as such. To be technical, you’ll be our guest.

Patrick was also thinking about Caroline, and about his children, and about what he might have to tell them. In his mind he was phoning them all or, which was worse, speaking to them face to face. He was thinking about Newsnight, and he was hearing the question in the television studio, So tell me, Mr Balfour, why were you arrested? and he was thinking what the hell is going on here, and he was thinking what on earth do you mean by We’ve got something to show you. Bevan interrupted these thoughts.

‘And you work up here sometimes, Mr Balfour, do you? You’re comfortable up here.’

‘What do you mean by “comfortable”?’

‘You can relax up here on your own?’

‘Yes, I sometimes bring school stuff up here, but I might come up to have a quiet read, or do some writing. I write as well.’

‘But more often you’re downstairs?’

‘Well, that’s where all the files are and where my secretary is. That’s my public study.’

‘And if you see any of your students you see them in your downstairs study? For disciplinary matters?’

‘Well, I see my pupils on many matters.’

‘But always downstairs?’

‘Of course.’

‘Never up here? You never see a pupil up here?’

‘Good God no, this is strictly private.’

‘I see.’

‘I have to be myself somewhere.’

Bevan smiled.

‘Of course, yes. So at weekends, when your wife and daughter are in Finley Place, and your secretary’s not in, you might well be up here?’

‘I might be, yes. I might be doing any number of things.’

The detective opened no drawers or cupboards. Nor did he seem interested in the family snaps or what was on the bookshelves, beyond taking Patrick’s novels out and looking at the author’s photograph and at the biographical details inside the back flap. Patrick knew only too well the narrow panel of words Bevan was now reading. After all, he had to agree the details each time with his publisher.


Patrick Balfour read History at Cambridge where he was awarded a double first. As well as being a headmaster he has written historical novels about Robert Louis Stevenson and Auguste Rodin.

A Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, he is married with two children and lives in London.




Bevan put the books back on the shelves and peered out of all the windows, one by one, and, turning around each time, made rather a point of looking back at the room from every angle. Intensely irritating though Patrick found the whole thing, especially the ponderous pace at which it was conducted, he was damned if he was going to demean himself by asking, ‘So what exactly are you looking for?’ He stood in the middle of the room as impassively as he could be until the detective chief inspector spoke again.

‘That’s fine. Thank you, Mr Balfour.’

By now Patrick was less concerned about this visit to his flat than about whether, on his way across the quad to the thankfully unmarked police car, he would have to walk side by side with the policeman, even though detectives did not wear uniform. He had only five minutes until the bell to end lesson six and he did not want to walk through the quad when it became a millrace of pupils.

In a school, in the goldfish bowl, headmaster-watching went with the territory. There were thousands of windows, scores of buildings, and Patrick knew there were eyes, curious eyes, hostile eyes, eyes focused on him every hour of the day. The last thing he wanted (short of bumping into Michael Falconer and having to say ‘Oh hello, Michael, this is Detective Chief Inspector Bevan’) was to run the gauntlet of hundreds of pupils and a handful of staff, a point he made to Bevan while closing the front door of the flat behind him. The detective chief inspector was instantly accommodating.

‘By all means, let’s meet by the porter’s lodge in a couple of minutes, shall we? My car’s a blue Volvo.’

‘I know, same model as mine. I saw you arrive.’

Bevan’s eyebrows picked that up and he half-smiled the acknowledgement. However, as they turned the corner at the bottom of the staircase, there, dammit, was Michael Falconer hurrying up the opposite staircase to his office, to the deputy head’s office, where most of the day-to-day school discipline was administered.

Michael Falconer saw them both, and Patrick could see that Michael saw enough to register ‘Who on earth is that with Balfour?’ but neither made a move towards the other, and Michael hurried on. Patrick had little doubt that his deputy would hurry on. It was part of Michael’s management style to hurry on, to run from room to room, from meeting to meeting, and to suggest that by dashing in this way from place to place he was saving the school from falling apart. It was also outside Michael’s door that those boys and girls sent to him for bad behaviour had to stand and stew. Indeed, there was a guilty looking bunch standing there at this very moment.

Well, Patrick reflected, it was at his own door that some big stuff had now arrived, some very big stuff indeed, but as he stepped out into the quad he was more determined than ever to appear effortlessly in control. Part of being a good head, as Patrick knew better than most, was in looking the part. He made sure that he was always well dressed, and he took particular care each day with his shirt and tie.

The quad was more or less empty of pupils, just a few piles of books left lying where they shouldn’t be, and the usual sprinkling of sixth-formers lounging against the wall, with their shirts right out. As Patrick walked towards the unmarked blue Volvo he realised that one of them, the boy they were all huddled around and listening to, was Hugo Solomon.

In catching Hugo’s eye, Patrick caught a look he knew only too well from many previous encounters, a look more subtle and soiled than a simple schoolboy sneer. It was the look of someone who was never surprised by any development, the look of a mind with a low view of humanity, the look of a contrarian who enjoyed conflict for its own sake.

Suddenly, when Patrick was about ten yards from the group, they all glanced his way, burst out laughing, and then turned quickly back towards each other. Sometimes Patrick heard that sound, at exactly that artificially increased volume, as he left a classroom or turned the corner of a corridor. He could usually tell if it was personal, if it was verbal ink thrown at the back of his jacket. This laugh sounded like one of those.
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Primary schools. Patrick could never forget them, because his father had been the head of one, and because all primary schools had their own distinctive smell. As did police stations. This he found out during the long afternoon of 5 November. With police stations, he noticed, it was an altogether different smell. It was a mixture of beer and sweat, of unwashed clothes, of skin deeply ingrained with nicotine, and, above all, the smell of an indefinable fear.

Detective Chief Inspector Bevan, light on his feet, walked ahead of him along the narrow, brightly lit corridor. As Patrick followed he could hear, through a wall or two, a distant drunk banging on a cell door, banging and shouting.

‘Give me my fuckin’ trainers back, they’ll be nicked.’

‘Shut it!’

‘While you got me in ’ere some fuckin’ thief’ll nick my trainers.’

After a pause a voice, the voice of a policeman bored with the man in the cell and all those lowlifes like him, called back, ‘Shut it, scumbag.’

They passed some uniformed officers. As so often when Patrick Balfour walked in a London street or along a railway station platform, a few eyes flicked his way, half-recognising him. It was a glance Patrick knew only too well. They had seen that face before, they knew who he was, who was it, come on, on telly, who was he on with the other night?

Then Bevan turned left and ushered Patrick into a small interview room.

It was a plain room with a table, two chairs and no natural light: about the size of a study in a boys’ boarding house. There was a double tape recorder bolted to the wall with a small square microphone above it. There was nothing on the walls, nothing at all, just black paint. But in the air hung the same lowlife smell.

Detective Chief Inspector Bevan asked Patrick if he wanted his solicitor present. Patrick did not. He said he had done nothing wrong and he did not intend wasting his solicitor’s time. The solicitor was one more person to know. He did not want this nonsense to go any further. Instead, in passing, he asked Bevan why someone who was locked up would not be allowed to have his trainers.

‘Don’t want him hanging himself with his laces, do we?’

‘Is this being recorded?’

‘No, Patrick. This is a preliminary discussion.’

Ah, Patrick now, is it?

So, now he was on their side of the street, it was ‘Patrick’. Bevan sat opposite Patrick, and the first thing he brought up, in his most casual way, and in his most singsong voice, was why it was that Patrick had driven off from the forecourt of a petrol station in the Mile End Road without paying for his fuel.

‘What’s a man like you, Patrick, doing getting involved in bilking?’

If Bevan wanted a reaction from the headmaster facing him across the table he wasn’t disappointed. Patrick exploded in an anger so sudden that it took both of them completely by surprise. He brought both hands down flat and hard on the table.

‘You can’t have brought me down here for this rubbish! I’ve been through this! You know that perfectly well.’

A few weeks earlier, in October, Patrick had been phoned by the police to ask if he had forgotten to pay for £35 worth of petrol in the Shell garage on the Mile End Road. The garage had reported the non-payment incident to the police, quoted his car registration number, and the police had rung the school. Patrick told them not only that he had not been driving in the Mile End Road at that time but he had not been down the Mile End Road for at least five years. Which was true, apart from the five years bit, which was none of their business. The garage had made a mistake, as he had explained at the time, the garage had got the wrong car and that was their problem and that was it, full stop.

‘Is it?’

‘It is, full stop.’

Bevan spread his hands and shrugged his shoulders as if to say ‘Maybe, Patrick.’ The detective was composed, at ease, genial, his voice warmer and more South Wales by the minute, and by the second more maddening.

‘And that’s all you have to say on that, is it, Mr Balfour?’

Back to ‘Mr Balfour’, are we?

‘Yes, so why have you brought me down here to ask me again?’

‘Because it’s not full stop. You see, I have now seen the video.’

‘So you’ve seen it.’

‘Yes, and it is your car, with your number plate. The garage did not make a mistake. I checked in your school yard this afternoon, and there’s no doubt at all.’

‘In which case it was stolen from me.’

‘The car was? In the middle of the day?’

‘I imagine so.’

‘Without you knowing? Big red Volvo stolen in broad daylight from your usual parking place? Reserved For The Headmaster it says in big white letters. Right between the one Reserved For The Deputy Headmaster and the one Reserved For The Bursar?’

‘Yes.’

‘And then returned to the same place? Big red Volvo? Still in broad daylight?’

‘There’s no other explanation. It must have been.’

‘Take a bit of doing, wouldn’t it? Pretty crowded car park, it looked to me. Lots of people around. Porters, security people, CCTV and so forth. Bit of a goldfish bowl, you said, a bit of a Fort Knox too, and a car that everyone must recognise as the headmaster’s. It’s the only red Volvo I saw down there. Shouldn’t think many teachers could afford one.’

‘Look, I’m sorry, but this is absolutely ridiculous. Is this all you want to talk about?’

Bevan looked a touch amused.

‘And, another thing, it is you getting out of the car to fill up the tank. Some of these garage CCTVs are a bit grainy, a bit vague, I admit that, but in this instance it isn’t. It is you.’

‘What do you mean, it’s me?’

‘I’ve studied the film.’

‘And I’ve just told you it isn’t me. It wasn’t me. It can’t have been. I was driving back from a conference in Brighton, I came up on the M23 to the M25. I didn’t even come in to London on the eastern side.’

‘It’s you, same clothes, same suit, same height. Even the same walk.’

‘In which case it’s someone who looks like me.’

‘Come on, Patrick.’

Patrick eye-balled the detective. ‘No, there’s no “come on, Patrick” about it. Don’t tell me to “come on”.’

Bevan sat back in his chair.

‘Well, let’s leave that for a moment, shall we?’

‘No, let me see it. Where’s the tape? I’ll stop this in its tracks now.’

‘We can arrange that. But first things first.’

First things first! Patrick’s patience was going. It was going fast.

‘Do you think I would ruin everything, jeopardise my career for the sake of £35? Do you know who I am?’

‘I know very well who you are, Patrick.’

‘I’m “Mr Balfour” to you.’

‘That’s fine, Mr Balfour.’

‘I can’t believe you’re bringing all this up again.’

‘People do very strange things, Mr Balfour.’

‘Well, I don’t.’

‘The most unlikely people. You wouldn’t believe it, Mr Balfour. Even writers, even politicians, even people who appear on radio and TV. Some of them are in prison even as we speak.’

‘Yes, well, thank you for that insight into your working life but I don’t.’

‘You’re sure, Mr Balfour?’

‘Not unless I’ve had a nervous breakdown, and if I had I’m sure my secretary would have pointed it out by now. Or unless I’ve got Rory Bremner on my staff.’

Bevan raised his eyebrows as if he were assessing that last remark.

‘I’ve also been looking at the press cuttings. You’re not exactly a stranger to controversy, Mr Balfour, are you?’

‘And you’re not to cliché.’

‘Always in the papers, it seems. There’s a huge lot about you.’

‘I’m a public figure, yes, and public figures attract gossip, but what has that –’

‘Yes, I heard you when I was in the car the other day. You spoke very well; Start The Week, wasn’t it?’

‘And some reporters sniff around my private life; it goes with being known.’

‘Quite a risk, even so. For a man in your position. Quite a risk with your career. For a headmaster. Five days in a row it was in the press, lots of photos, you and that woman. Two Sunday spreads made a real meal of it.’

‘They did, yes.’

‘So it didn’t exactly fade away, Mr Balfour, did it, as a story?’

‘No.’

‘But your governors supported you.’

‘As they should have done.’

‘And your wife did.’

‘Yes, she did.’

‘Very loyal of her.’

‘Yes.’

‘And your staff.’

‘Most of them did.’

‘Not all?’

‘No, some of them thought I should have resigned, or been sacked. That little detail was leaked to the press too. I’m sure you’ve read it all up.’

‘But, despite all that, your governors still backed you.’

‘Yes, they did.’

‘But your governors could have argued it was damaging the school’s reputation.’

‘They could have.’

‘Because the thing is, correct me if I’m wrong, but the well-off middle classes don’t like spending all that money and sending their kids to a school where the head’s having it off all over the place, do they?’

‘I wasn’t having it off all over the place.’

‘Still, doesn’t go down too well on the old competitive dinner party circuit, does it?’

‘Good schools aren’t damaged that easily. And it was a private matter.’

‘Which got into the public domain.’

‘And what has any of that got to do with any of this?’

‘Just that people do surprising things. Under pressure. That was my point. That’s all. Whiter than white is what you blokes have to be, isn’t it? Can’t be easy, mind, watching yourself all the time, all that self-control. Too much self-control can do things to you.’

‘I know that.’

‘Even to media-hardened headmasters like Mr Patrick Balfour.’

‘That is an insulting term. Can we move on to something more important?’

‘Certainly we can, Mr Balfour. I am arresting you. And I am now going to caution you.’

‘You’re arresting me?’

‘And I am now going to caution you.’

The detective looked above Patrick’s head and intoned the words he knew by heart: ‘You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention, when questioned, anything you may later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’

‘Why are you arresting me?’

‘Because I’m not satisfied with your answers.’

Patrick pushed his chair back hard. Bevan went on.

‘Would you like your solicitor now?’

‘No.’

‘You’re sure about that?’

‘I’m sure.’

‘Think you can look after yourself?’

‘Yes, I do.’

‘All right then, let’s go along to the duty sergeant, who’ll read you your rights and book you in.’

Bevan stood up. Patrick rose to face him.

‘So this is the point, is it, at which I cease to be your “guest”?’

‘Yes, it is. And there are a few things I need to check out before we talk again.’
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When Patrick became headmaster of his first school one of the first things he did was to get rid of the dais from every classroom. He disliked their symbolism. He had remained of that view, telling the Clerk of Works to remove every single one from his second school. He did not give a damn what tradition dictated. The raised platform had for centuries insisted that pupils look up at their teachers and had allowed, if not encouraged, teachers to look down on their pupils. The raised platform smacked of the past, of the cane, of the mortarboard, of deference, and above all of the I’m-in-charge power game. There would be none of that in any school that Patrick Balfour ran. As far as he was concerned they were better off as fire wood or round the back yard in the skip. So when it comes to decisions on the fate of the dais, the Clerk of Works joked to Patrick, the only person still left standing on the raised platform is you.

Whatever might have changed in his schools, Patrick found that the old ways were still going strong in the Metropolitan Police. Although Patrick was just over six feet tall the floor on which he stood was at least two feet lower than the level on which the duty sergeant, armed with his paperwork, sat. The duty sergeant, his white bald head shining in the harsh striplight, took his time, leaning on the counter and looking down on Patrick. He gave Patrick his rights and offered him free legal representation, and, with painful slowness, filled in Patrick’s answers. C stream, Patrick thought, C stream at best. But he swallowed hard and took it. Then he was searched.

‘We’re required to do this, sir. First your hair.’

‘My what?’

‘Your hair, sir.’

‘What about it?’

‘We have to examine it.’

‘Examine it!’

‘There might be a sharp pin in it; you wouldn’t believe what weapons some people come in here with.’

‘I’m not in the habit of sticking pins in people.’

‘I’m sure you’re not, sir. Thank you, now if you would just loosen your collar and take your tie off … just routine, sir, now under your arms … And if you’d just empty your pockets … and now … your legs. Legs apart, sir.’

Patrick spread his legs.

‘Thank you.’

The duty sergeant placed Patrick’s wallet and mobile phone into a plastic bag, then put that in Box Number 4 in the locker behind the counter.

‘Can I keep my glasses and my shoes?’

‘Yes, you can.’

‘Not a suicide risk then?’

‘Let’s hope not, sir.’

Patrick was put straight in to a cell. The door banged behind him. Inside there was nothing but a rubber mattress, a lavatory bowl without a seat and a bench.

It was in here, in the disciplinary technique much favoured by Michael Falconer as well as the Metropolitan Police, that Patrick was left to stew. And while he was stewing, a new seeping stench – that of stale urine, of unflushed loos – joined and overpowered all others. But even though the air quality was very poor, Patrick did some deep breathing. He also tried to decipher some of the names scratched on the door by previous occupants.

Dave D

Rog Selwood

up your arse

Normal Norman

a good few swastikas

suck my cock

Sammy

Switch off, Patrick said to himself. Switch off now.

Over the years Patrick had developed the ability to switch off, or, if not quite to switch off at least to desensitise himself, to bring his body and his emotional temperature down to freezing point, to turn the volume around him right down so that whatever was going on in front of him – particularly if it was distasteful or tedious – was no more than a kind of half-heard murmur, rather like a radio left on in a distant room. He found this a particularly helpful technique in staff meetings when they still hadn’t got past item three and Barbara Bingham was boring for England.

Switch off.

Switch off. Choose your attitude.

And, strangely enough, when he was in the cell in Charing Cross Police Station there was something else, something quite specific which helped him, a particular sentence which was at work in his mind. While Patrick had been shaving that very morning, the morning of the day on which he was arrested, he had heard ‘Thought for the Day’ on Radio 4. It was about Victor Frankel. Until that moment Patrick had never even heard of Frankel – a philosopher and logotherapist and a survivor of Auschwitz – but, with half his face covered in soap, Patrick put his razor down and stood staring in to the bathroom mirror. He was held by Frankel’s life and by the way the man had come through his appalling experiences. And of all the excellent things Frankel said the line that hit Patrick hardest was ‘Our last freedom is to choose our attitude.’

If Victor Frankel could come through Auschwitz and be positive, the very least Patrick Balfour could do was put up with being kept waiting in a piss-soaked police cell.

So he sat there and repeated to himself Frankel’s words:

Choose your attitude, Patrick.

An hour and a half later, with the smell of urine now in his shirt and in his hands and in every breath he took, and with the man in the next cell still complaining at the top of his voice about his trainers, Patrick was taken back to the interview room. This time, Detective Chief Inspector Bevan explained, the interview would all be recorded. When Bevan then asked him, ‘Do you understand that?’ Patrick cut back, ‘You mean, do I understand the words “This will be recorded”?’

That was how long his choose your attitude attitude had lasted, about fifteen seconds. Unperturbed, Bevan pressed play and record.

‘I am DCI Bevan. I am interviewing Mr Patrick Balfour. The date is 5 November. The time is 1600 hours. Before the commencement of this interview I must remind you that you are entitled to free legal advice. I understand you do not wish to have a solicitor present. This interview is being conducted in the interview room at Charing Cross Police Station. At the conclusion of this interview I will give you a notice explaining what will happen to the tapes. I will now once again caution you. You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defence if you do not mention, when questioned, anything you may later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.’

Then, having broken the numbered seal of a plastic bag, DCI Bevan spoke as much to the mouth of the plastic bag in his hand as to Patrick.

‘I am opening a plastic bag and taking out Mr Balfour’s wallet.’ He handed it to Patrick. ‘Your wallet, Mr Balfour.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Very nice. It seems very new.’

‘It is.’

‘How long have you had this one?’

‘This one?’

‘That’s what I asked.’

‘Three weeks. Or thereabouts.’

‘What happened to your previous one?’

‘I lost it.’

‘Did you report it?’

‘I didn’t think it worth bothering. There wasn’t much money in it, I don’t carry much, as you’ve doubtless found out; somehow I’ve got into that habit. I suppose I’ve become rather spoilt by my secretary’s arrangements.’

‘No credit cards either?’

‘Yes, I rang up my three credit card companies straight-away.’

‘Which cards?’

‘Gold Card, Visa and American Express. I rang to cancel them. Luckily nothing had been spent on them, no shopping bonanzas, so I got new cards and a new wallet. The one you’ve just seen. End of story.’

‘Maybe.’

‘What do you mean?’

Bevan looked steadily into his eyes. ‘Well, you keep saying “full stop” and “end of story” as if you’re running the show. The thing is you’re not. I’m not one of your students. All right?’

Patrick seethed but chose his attitude and said nothing. He breathed deeply. The detective smiled no harm done and went on.

‘Were you upset about losing the wallet?’

‘I was irritated. Not upset, no.’

‘I would be.’

‘I’m too busy to worry about that sort of thing for too long. I’d suffered no financial damage.’

‘You weren’t concerned about any other damage it might do you?’

‘I don’t follow.’

Bevan stood up and hitched his trousers up over his stomach. ‘When did you last see that wallet?’

‘The afternoon I went to Hatchard’s.’

‘Hatchard’s?’

‘The bookshop in Piccadilly.’

‘You were buying something there?’

‘No, signing copies of my latest book.’

‘Oh, yes, of course. Was this one fact or fiction?’

‘Fiction.’

‘Do you enjoy fiction?’

‘Yes.’

Did Patrick spot the slightest of smirks flit over the detective’s face, a kind of Hugo Solomon smirk? He couldn’t be sure, but the very thought of it unsettled him and he was annoyed to hear a defensive blustering note in his voice as he said, ‘Well, a mixture I suppose. A bit of fact, a bit of fiction, sometimes I’m on the line between. I write … historical novels.’

‘Interesting, that. I’ll read them. So, how long were you in Hatchard’s?’

‘I’m not sure, an hour or more. An hour and a half. When I got home and realised my wallet was missing I rang them, of course, but it hadn’t been handed in.’

‘No, but it was handed in to the police at West End Central.’

Patrick sat up a bit in his chair.

‘Well, it’s good to know there are still some honest people out there.’

‘There are plenty of honest people out there, I’d say.’

‘I know that.’

‘Do you?’

‘It was a silly comment. I was joking.’

‘Were you?’

‘You’re making too much of it.’

Bevan stared at him in silence. Then he opened a drawer in the table and took out another plastic bag. Inside it Patrick could see another wallet, the black leather one he had lost. It still had the yellow Post-it on it, the one to remind him to buy a birthday card for Caroline. He had forgotten to buy the card, but Daphne, who always kept some spare cards in her desk, had (and not for the first time) saved the day.

‘What was in it when you last saw this particular wallet?’

‘In it? I can’t remember.’

‘Yes you can.’

‘Not much. Pretty boring stuff. My driving licence, some photos of my family, nothing of interest.’

‘And that’s all?’

‘That’s about it.’

‘Well, this wallet has some interesting things in it, Mr Balfour.’

‘Really?’

Bevan opened the wallet and carefully slipped something out. ‘These cards.’

‘Cards?’

‘As well as some telephone numbers. Quite a few cards, and quite a few numbers.’

‘What sort of cards?’

‘These.’

The room lurched, the floor tilted, my legs went weak, my mouth went dry, I couldn’t believe it was happening to me. Patrick had heard them all said, all those phrases, and he had read them all, and each time he had heard them or read them he had felt superior because his professional life had taught him to reject such clichés, to put a red line through each and every one, to put such books back on the revolving stand.

Well, the room lurched, the floor tilted, his legs went weak, his mouth went dry, and he could not believe it was happening to him. Dry-mouthed, Patrick said, ‘Anyone could have put these in my wallet.’

‘But that is your handwriting, Mr Balfour?’

‘Where?’

‘On the back of the pink card?’

Patrick turned over the card. He looked and looked again, holding the card closer. It was not his writing on the back but it was as close to his writing as dammit was to swearing. But, dammit, lots of people could do that. Copying signatures was a schoolboy’s game. As a schoolboy himself he had been an expert at it: he used to practise writing all his friends’ names exactly in the way they did, and as a forger he was always in heavy demand and frequently offered free packets of cigarettes to sign order forms.

Bevan passed over another card.

Patrick took it. The numbers on the back of this card were also formed in just the way that he formed his numbers, most especially his characteristic 3 and 7. The handwriting was very small, as was his. The ink was the same colour and strength as he used, a strong black ink. But in particular his eye was held by the way that the letter ‘r’ was formed. That ‘r’. His heart kicked into another gear. How the hell could anyone know about that? It was an ‘r’ he had briefly appropriated from a much cleverer contemporary who had dazzled him at Cambridge. But he had not used that ‘r’ for many years, in fact not since his undergraduate days.

He smelt his fingers. It was no longer the smell of his own body. It was the smell of other people’s urine. His shirt was now sticking to his neck, to his back and clinging under his arms.

Bevan went on talking, in his whispering Welsh boyo way, as he wandered round the room. He then stood right behind Patrick’s chair, a technique Michael Falconer had told Patrick that he favoured when leaning on a suspect.

‘We rang the numbers, Patrick.’

‘Did you?’

‘Yes we did.’

‘Well, I never have.’

‘Come on, Patrick. We’ve got a record of the calls you made … from your number in your flat … one-thirty in the morning, two in the morning. The calls are listed.’

‘It must have been someone else.’

‘Not very nice. Schoolgirls. Offering a bit of female discipline for the teacher. A bit of caning. Bottoms up for teacher. In her twelve-year-old’s school skirt. Tied up to the desk with her school tie. That’s what she said she was best at. Bit of a speciality. And the twelve-year-old’s dress and white socks. And when one of the girls takes her clothes off it’s a boy. Not what I’d like to think any son or daughter of mine was up to. Not, I imagine, Mr Balfour, what you’d like to think your son or daughter was up to.’

Patrick’s voice croaked, ‘Keep my children out of it!’

Bevan opened his hands in a gently untroubled gesture. ‘I was making a general parenting point. You’ve written a book on parenting, you see, and I’ve read it. Bought it off the internet. Got very good write-ups. And you mention your children in it. You brought your children into it quite a lot. Jamie and Alice. You’re very interested in the young, aren’t you?’

Patrick stared at the cards. His blood was beating in his ears. ‘Who handed it in? My wallet?’

‘A man came in to the station and left it.’

‘When?’

‘On the same afternoon as you were in Piccadilly. The afternoon you were in the bookshop.’

‘What was his name?’

‘We don’t know.’

‘You don’t know or you won’t tell me?’

‘We don’t know.’

‘But you must take the name and address of whoever hands things in?’

‘Usually. But he just came in, said he’d found it and left.’

‘Bit odd, isn’t it?’

‘It is a bit unusual, but it does happen. Police stations are very busy places.’

‘Why don’t you find your unknown benefactor and ask him? He’ll be on your CCTV, then you can give him his cards back.’

‘At the moment I am asking you some questions.’

‘Are there any more? Any more things in your drawer?’

Detective Chief Inspector Bevan seemed to enjoy that. ‘Why do you ask that, Patrick?’

‘Things tend to come in threes. And you’ve got that look about you.’

‘But I haven’t finished with the wallet yet.’

‘Well, I’ve left a busy school behind and a busy day.’ ‘I’m sure they can do without you for a while. And they’ll have to: you’re now under arrest.’

‘I’m aware of that. And it’s a disgrace.’

‘Well, it’s not very nice, I agree, but then nor is what you’ve been up to.’

‘Up to?’

‘Yes. With the young.’

Patrick could now feel the blood pulsing in his temples. He flexed his fingers and tried to control his breathing.

‘I’ve been up to nothing. Someone else has.’

‘Well, they all say that.’

‘Do they?’

‘Oh they do. All of them. Are you interested in photography?’

‘Photography? Why?’

‘Are you?’

‘I’m interested, yes. I’ve got a camera, if that’s what you mean.’

‘What sort?’

‘It’s a digital.’

‘Good at it, are you?’

‘No, not myself, not as an art form, but I like going to exhibitions. At the National Portrait Gallery, that sort of thing.’

‘Very nice.’

The detective seemed amused. Patrick tried to ignore it. He kept going.

‘And there are a couple of promising photographers at my school. One girl at the moment is particularly good.’

‘And that’s it?’

‘Well, as I said, I sometimes go to exhibitions at the National Portrait Gallery, if I’m walking past.’

‘You walk around London a lot?’

‘Yes.’

‘On your own?’

‘I like walking, I like fresh air, I like to get out of my study.’

‘But you don’t take photographs yourself?’

‘No, my wife does. Well, I’m sure over the years I’ve taken a few bad snapshots, like all parents, but no, I don’t take photos. As such.’

‘Really?’

‘What is this?’

‘Well, that’s the point, that’s what I am hoping you can tell me, because of more concern to me, Mr Balfour, than the contents of your wallet are what I have here.’

Detective Chief Inspector Bevan half-gestured, this time with an almost apologetic here-we-go-again-nod, towards the drawer beneath his stomach. He then took out another plastic bag, undid another numbered seal, this time containing an envelope of photographs. As he opened the envelope and described for the benefit of the running tape what he was doing and handed the photographs to Patrick, one by one, as one might pass across some recent holiday snaps to a friend over the dinner table or around the fire, he spoke very quietly and very courteously in his stroking voice, his face not far from Patrick’s ear:
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