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St Oswald’s, September 2006

I often find that men like you underestimate women like me. You think we must be damaged, somehow. That we seek power to compensate for some real or imagined injustice. That we must hate men, for the way they have excluded women from their boys’ clubs, holding them back, abusing them, exploiting them, for centuries. Well, yes, you may have a point. Some things make a woman fight back. And some things, though they challenge us, only make us stronger.

A woman Headmaster. To you it must seem a reversal of everything you believe. How did we come to this, you ask? How has the world been so overturned? Women like me, you tell yourself, should be this way for a reason. Our drive to succeed comes from weakness, you think. Rage, or hate, or fear, or insecurity. And that’s why I’ll win. Because you believe in the essential weakness of women in authority.

But that’s where you’re wrong, Mr Straitley. I have no insecurities. But for one early incident, my childhood was uneventful. My sexual partners have been dull to the point of uniformity. Except for Johnny Harrington, whom I fucked between the ages of sixteen and sixteen and a half, and who gave me a child, as well as the dubious novelty of having fucked, if not a murderer, then at least the next best thing. Otherwise, he too was bland, arrogant and predictable; riding on his privilege all the way to the Headship. In many ways, he was born to be Head. The model of a St Oswald’s boy; so certain of his entitlement that he never questioned his fitness. And yes, I helped him along the way. Not out of any sentiment regarding his donated sperm – he never knew about Emily, or what it had cost me to raise her – but because it was expedient. I followed his career from afar, although he never followed mine. I saw an opportunity. By the time we reconnected, I had skills to offer him, and I became his Deputy; his trusted second-in-command. He accepted my services as he had always accepted them, never once considering that I might have ambitions of my own. And when he fell – as I knew he would – in the wake of last year’s disastrous events, I was there to take his place, as St Oswald’s struggled to survive yet another unfortunate scandal. After that, it was easy. Like you, they underestimated me. All it took for me to rise was flattery, a lot of hard work, some patience, time and, most of all, the strength to accept the snubs and humiliations that inevitably come the way of any woman with ambition.

But sitting in my office now – the office that once was his – drinking coffee from his machine, reading the names on the Honours Boards that decorate the panelled walls, I feel a sense of rightness. This is my office; this is my desk. My orchids on the window ledge. My parking space under the window. My coffee machine. My cup. My school. I earned this job, I belong here, and I have nothing more to prove. St Oswald’s, with all its history, with all its relentless, patriarchal baggage, is mine. And today I sit in the Headmaster’s chair, and will stand at the lectern this morning in Assembly as the new New Head – a title that in five hundred years has never gone to a woman before – and address a school filled with boys and girls, and lead them out of the wilderness.

An old St Oswald’s proverb goes: It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a woman to enter these gates. Well, not only have I entered, but now the gates are my gates, and the rules are my rules. The mistake you made was one of scale. Men always do, used as they are to taking the main entrance. Women must be more discreet. All we need is a narrow door. And when we have crept in unseen, like a spider through a keyhole, we spin ourselves an empire of silk, and fill you with astonishment.

I’m really very fond of you, Roy. Don’t think that because I opposed you last year, I don’t have a lot of respect for you. But you are part of the old school, and I belong to the future. I don’t suppose you know what that’s like. You’ve always been part of St Oswald’s. Man and boy, you always belonged. You never needed the narrow door. And even after what happened last year, you still believe I have a heart.

How little you know me, Straitley. I have survived more setbacks than you could ever imagine. I had my daughter at seventeen without ever naming the father. I entered teaching at twenty-three, in a school very like St Oswald’s. I fought for my place every step of the way, through prejudice, sexism and judgement. I have survived a double mastectomy without confiding in anyone. I have survived the death of a spouse and an elder sibling, a love affair. I have seen my parents die; my daughter move to America. I have committed two murders; one a crime of passion, the other, a crime of convenience. I am barely forty years old and, finally, I am starting to reap the harvest my ambitions have sown. This is my time, Mr Straitley. And no, I am not damaged.

I am whole.
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St Oswald’s Grammar School for Boys Academy Michaelmas Term, September 4th, 2006


I won’t pretend it doesn’t feel like some kind of an evil omen. A crossing-out on the very first page of a new St Oswald’s diary. But, as of this year, we are no longer St Oswald’s Grammar School for Boys, but St Oswald’s Academy – a change that the new Head assures us will propel us into the stratosphere of fine independent schools in the north.

To an old lag like me, it seems like the end. The rebranding that began last year under Johnny Harrington’s regime has spread like a pernicious weed to all parts of St Oswald’s. From the removal of the Honours Boards on the Middle Corridor, to the workstations in the Common Room; whiteboards in every classroom and girls in every year, the new Head’s influence has made itself known. We even have a new motto: Progress Through Tradition, as if Tradition were a tunnel through which the express train of Progress would someday emerge in triumph, having gleefully mown down everything we stand for.

But after the chaos of last year and the tragedy of the year before, some might say we’ve been lucky. The long-delayed merger with our sister school, Mulberry House, has taken some of the heat off St Oswald’s, and the arrival of girls in the School has provoked a spate of approving articles in the local press, which, historically, has generally been rather negative towards us. The new Head is articulate, presentable and more than intelligent enough to understand how to manage the media. This week’s issue of the Malbry Examiner has her on the front page, in one of her elegant trouser suits, surrounded by a selection of some of our more photogenic new girls, all in smart new uniforms (redesigned by the Head, of course) and smiling into the camera like a victorious general.

Yes, after almost a year of standing in for the absent Head, Ms Buckfast, who until recently constituted one third of Johnny Harrington’s Crisis Team, has finally gained a permanent place in the Headmaster’s office. Her counterpart at Mulberry House (Miss Lambert, aka Call-me-Jo) was offered the post of Deputy, but instead took early retirement, and has since been spotted at various prestigious venues, where she commands extortionate fees, I am told, as an after-dinner speaker. The other Crisis Deputy has moved to a Headship of his own, and Dr Markowicz, who joined the German Department last year, has taken his place as Second Master, much to the ire of Dr Devine, who, having championed the man last year, sees this as a betrayal, and of Bob Strange, the Third Master, a staunch supporter of La Buckfast, who assumed from the start that his own long-delayed promotion would henceforth be little more than a formality.

The Languages Department has not been untouched by the merger, with a number of older colleagues taking enhancement to accommodate their younger counterparts. Kitty Teague is still Head of French, and Dr Devine Head of German, while I, the only Classicist, remain to defend my department of one. Miss Malone (aka The Foghorn) remains, and we have two new members of staff, both appointees from Mulberry House: a young woman of the Low-Fat Yoghurt type, and a young man with a small moustache, too effete for a Young Gun, and yet too trendy for a Suit.

You’d think that all this change might have prompted me to walk the plank. I don’t deny it crossed my mind; but what would I do with my freedom? Rarely does a Tweed Jacket ever thrive in retirement. Like the clothes of the dead, we wear thin: the air does not sustain us. Last year, we lost three: Harry Clarke; Pat Bishop, too young, of a heart attack – though his heart had been broken two years ago; and my old friend Eric Scoones, whose plan to retire in Paris was cut short by a stroke, followed by the savage onset of dementia. A shock will do that, my doctor says, and Scoones had suffered several that year, including the death of his mother. He ended up at Meadowbank – the hospice in which Harry had died – and died of a second stroke three months later. It was a mercy, I suppose: by then he had lost the power of speech, and his eyes were those of a lost dog. Of course, he was lost to me long before that – but we do not speak of that old affair, or of my suspicions regarding the boy, the erstwhile David Spikely. Besides, it’s over now, isn’t it? No need to go digging up the past. St Oswald’s moves on, and I with it.

I have a new form this year. My old 4S have become 5M, with Miss Malone, aka The Foghorn, in charge. I dare not think what carnage my Brodie Boys – Tayler, Sutcliff, McNair and Allen-Jones – will manage to wreak under her reign. The Foghorn may sound imposing, but as soon as they realize that she is all sound and no substance, they will be in their element. And damn it all, I miss them. I’ve had them in my form for two years. They know my little foibles. Too much has already changed this year – new Head, new staff, new school. Is it really too much to hope that something, at least, would stay the same?

My own form is 2S this year, and I will be teaching both boys and girls. Thirty-two of them this year; but the merger with Mulberry House has increased our class sizes as well as proportionally raising standards and (according to the new Bursar) improving our finances immeasurably. Like a marriage of convenience between an impoverished nobleman and a merchant heiress, this merger will save our fortunes, while sadly curtailing our old way of life. Certainly, this year there has been no more mention of selling off the School playing fields. I have to admit that is a relief, but this is tempered somewhat by the fact that admitting girls to the School also means disruption: new scents; the sound of high-pitched laughter; the introduction of salads for lunch as well as the construction of various new amenities. Hence the new netball courts, changing rooms, toilets, showers and even a new sports hall, complete with swimming pool, paid for by the parents of Rupert Gunderson, who have also lent their name to a prize: the Rupert Gunderson Medal for Academic Excellence. Not that Gunderson was ever outstanding in anything but his ability to exploit weakness in a younger boy, but most things can be forgotten, I find, with the help of a large enough donation.

However, the work on the Gunderson Building has, like the young Rupert Gunderson, been both slow and disruptive. Far from being a credit to the School, it has already defied deadlines, ignored planning permissions and finally come to a standstill, with the result that, instead of a brand-new pool block ready for the new term, we still have a muddy building site around an unsightly concrete shell, surrounded by a chain-link fence, awaiting a ruling from the Council Planning Office next month. Thus I sensed that, during this term, Breaks would largely be spent patrolling the site, keeping it clear of intruders.

But I had other work today. The first day of term at St Oswald’s is traditionally free of boys, while staff attend meetings, do paperwork and ease gently into the old routine without the hindrance of teaching. Which is why I was here at 7.30 a.m., drinking tea from a St Oswald’s mug and surveying the view from my desk like Canute attempting to hold back the tide. A tide of Formica-topped tables, which, during the summer holidays, has taken all the old school desks, with their inkwells and lids scarred with over a hundred years of Latin graffiti, much of it woefully ungrammatical, but alive with a youthful exuberance that mere Formica cannot reflect. My Master’s desk has remained untouched, in spite of an offer from the new Head to replace it with something more ‘masterly’. I suppose she means something with gravitas, like Dr Devine’s new cedar-wood affair, or her own mahogany writing desk with its ormolu inkstand.

But I have sat at this shabby old desk of mine for over a hundred terms. I know every mark, every cigarette burn, every piece of graffiti. The third drawer sticks, and there is a blackened residue of something at the back of the topmost drawer that might once have been liquorice. I shall keep my desk until the day I am carried feet first from St Oswald’s. As for the new Formica desks, thanks to the Porter, Jimmy Watt, they will shortly be relocated to a different Department, and the old desks (currently in storage in the basement, pending disposal) returned to their original places. Rather a big job for Jimmy, who will have to carry them one by one up the stairs to the Bell Tower, but he has the advantage of being both good-natured and corruptible, and the promise of fifty quid, plus a round of drinks in the Thirsty Scholar, proved more than enough incentive to commandeer his services.

I lit a furtive, delicious Gauloise. The scent of smoke was moody and nostalgic. Autumn has come early this year; the trees in the Upper Quad look scorched, and at the top of the playing fields, the rosebay willowherb has turned from fiery pink to smoky white. It is my favourite time of year; melancholy, rosy and ripe, but this time, it is melancholy that dominates.

Ye gods, but I miss Eric. He was like the smell of chalk and mice and floor polish on the Middle Corridor; barely noticeable until it was gone. Now the Middle Corridor smells of floral disinfectant, and the chalk has been replaced by the reek of whiteboard marker. I know he’s gone, but I still keep expecting to meet him on the stairway; to see him in the Common Room; to hear his greeting: ‘Morning, Straits.’

It’s the time of year. It will pass. But I do miss the old idiot, even after that sad business. Or maybe I miss who I thought he was. Who I wanted him to be. The thought makes me uncomfortable: that, during so many years, he could have kept his dark secret from me. Still, sixty years of shared history counts. I still remember the boy he was. I still remember him as a young man, before the Harry Clarke affair. And whatever he did, I know that, at heart, there was kindness in him, and love, along with the anger and darkness.

According to the Ancient Greeks, five rivers led to the Underworld: Acheron, the river of sorrow and woe; Cocytus, the river of lamentation, Phlegethon, the river of fire; Styx, the river of anger and hate; and, finally, Lethe, the waters of which conferred blessed oblivion. If this is so, then I am at least four-fifths of the way to Hades. The events of past years have taken me through fire and water, darkness and grief. All I can hope for now, I suppose, is the blessed gift of oblivion. Did Eric Scoones welcome Lethe? Or did he struggle against the flow? And in his place, what would I choose? Forgetfulness, or eternal remorse?

Tea, I think, to banish the ghosts. Barring Lethe, it is my preferred option. I have a kettle under my desk, along with some teabags and a small supply of single-portion containers of UHT milk. I draw the line at a teapot, but I do prefer my St Oswald’s mug. Until recently, Eric’s mug was still in the Common Room cupboard, but last term I saw that it had been removed. One less thing to remind me. Or maybe one of the new cleaners really likes Princess Diana.

I made the tea and sat down at my desk. Jimmy would be arriving soon. In fact, when I heard a knock at the door, I was fully expecting to see his round face peering through the marbled glass. Instead, I was surprised to see what seemed like a whole group of people, one of whom was wearing a neon-pink garment of a style that Jimmy would never contemplate.

‘Come in,’ I said, and the door opened to reveal a very familiar foursome. Sutcliff, Allen-Jones and McNair, along with Benedicta Wild – aka Ben – with whom they had made friends last year, in spite of the fact that she was now in the Upper Sixth and they were only fifth-formers. All out of uniform, of course, with Allen-Jones wearing a shocking-pink T-shirt emblazoned with the mysterious legend: ON WEDNESDAYS WE SMASH THE PATRIARCHY. Was it a joke, I wondered? I have to confess, schoolboy humour has evolved since those sunnier, simpler days in which Caesar had some jam for tea, and Brutus had a rat.

In fact, it took me a moment longer than I should to recognize them. A boy out of uniform is like a house cat at night; somehow more independent; skittish, more remote than by day. And, of course, they had grown: they always do over the long summer holidays. Except for Allen-Jones, who remains rather more boyish than the rest, and Ben – a Brodie Boy by association – who has acquired a new and very short haircut that would have driven Call-Me-Jo into spasms of disapproval.

At the sight of this delegation I put down my mug of tea and stood up. It was still only 7.45; too early for a social call. And the fact that they were all out of uniform ruled out the possibility that all four of them had somehow forgotten the fact that the first day of term is for staff only.

‘Good morning,’ I said.

‘Good morning, Sir.’ Allen-Jones had always been the spokesman of the little group, and he looked uncharacteristically serious. For a terrible moment I thought that something had happened to Tayler – the only one of my Brodie Boys not present. Then I remembered that Tayler’s family had been on a kibbutz in Israel, and that young Tayler was not expected to be in School before the end of the week. I suppose my mind was still on old Scoones, but I already knew that something was amiss.

‘What’s happened?’ I said. ‘Is something wrong?’ At any other time I might have followed with a cheery Latin quip, but there was something about their expressions that made me feel that in this case it would be inappropriate. Once more I thought of Tayler. So many things have already gone wrong that the thought of losing one of my boys made my heart lurch alarmingly. The ghostly digit that sometimes lurks at around the third button of my waistcoat – a reminder of the heart attack that laid me low two years ago – gave a twitch. ‘What is it?’ I said, rather more sharply than I’d meant.

Allen-Jones looked at the others. Ben gave a nod. Sutcliff looked pale – but then his redhead’s colouring means that whatever the season, he always looks as if he has spent his life in a cave. The ghostly finger started to move gently up my ribcage. I wanted to ask after Tayler, but dared not say the words aloud. Give voice to your fear, and it will take shape. Lupus in fabula.

‘What is it?’ I repeated, in a voice that was gruff with anxiety.

‘Sir,’ said Allen-Jones at last, ‘we think we’ve found a body.’
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St Oswald’s Grammar School for Boys Academy Michaelmas Term, September 4th, 2006


It took them a while to tell their tale. Allen-Jones has – to my regret – never been especially concise or to the point. Besides, the others kept trying to add unnecessary details, so that the storyline soon disappeared in a burst of interjections.

The tale, in brief, was this. To celebrate the return to school, the little group had planned a practical joke. I had no doubt that this idea – had it come to fruition – would have been both elaborate and subversive. The site of the half-finished Gunderson Building – which lay beyond the playing fields close to the erstwhile Porter’s Gate – a remnant from the old days when the Porter lived on site – had been left unattended inside its chain-link fence since the Planning Council’s decision to suspend the works.

‘We were trying to get through the fence,’ began Allen-Jones. ‘We were kind of thinking of starting the new term with a really classic prank. You know, like the time the Lower Sixth managed to get a Morris Minor onto the roof of the Physics block?’ (In actual fact, it wasn’t a Morris Minor, but a Mini Cooper, and the boys had transported it onto one of the tennis courts, not the roof of the Physics block, but I let that pass for the present. The point was that the prank had gone down as a legend in St Oswald’s history, and my boys had predictably seen it as a challenge to their wits and ingenuity.)

‘What kind of a prank?’ I said, cautiously. ‘Please don’t tell me you’ve stolen a crane.’

Ben looked at the others. ‘Not quite, Sir.’

‘Ye gods!’

‘It was my idea,’ said Ben, now looking somewhat mutinous. I didn’t doubt it; the girl was bright. ‘I’d rather not go into details just now –’

‘But, Sir, it would have been fabulous,’ said Allen-Jones, his eyes shining. ‘Honestly, if we could manage it, it would make the whole Morris Minor thing look puny.’

The others nodded, I thought with regret. By then I have to admit that I was starting to wonder whether the prank in question was this tale, designed to make me its victim, but their demeanour was still unusual enough for me to dismiss the suspicion.

‘So, what exactly happened?’ I said.

‘Well, there’s a part of the fence where the links have kind of pulled away,’ said Allen-Jones. ‘We thought that might be a good place to start, so we went off to investigate. There’s a big heap of excavated rubble and stones beside it, waiting to be carted off, and on the other side there’s the Glory Hole –’

‘The Gunderson Building,’ said McNair.

I know what he means. The section of the playing fields closest to the side gate is often waterlogged after rain, and the recent excavations have created a swimming-pool-sized hole, which promptly filled up with water. Since the commencement of the works, this pool has already yielded three shopping trolleys, a child’s scooter, plus various aluminium cans, bottles and pieces of litter. This morning, there had been something else.

‘A body,’ I said gently.

They nodded, their humour forgotten. ‘It looked like –’

The pile of rubble had recently slipped, probably because of the rains. A portion of the excavated soil had slid towards the side of the pit, revealing something that looked like –

‘Remains,’ said Ben.

I sighed. ‘We’d better have a look.’

I had already dismissed the idea that this might be the practical joke. Their faces were too serious, the subject matter too grisly. I stood up, carefully placing my cup back onto the tabletop. My gown was hanging behind the door, and I slipped it on automatically, much as an elderly knight may don a familiar piece of armour. Thus prepared, with sinking heart, I strode out across the playing fields, a standard-bearer at the head of a decimated legion.
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Over the summer holidays, the site of the Gunderson Building has gone from merely unsightly to something akin to a Circle of Hell. Litter and other detritus form a kind of berg at the flooded end, and the water is crazed and foxed with an oily residue. I followed the boys through the broken fence – with rather less ease of movement. With something of an effort, I squatted by the side of the pit where the excavated earth had slid. My knees protested violently.

‘There, Sir!’

It could have been anything. And yet, it could have been nothing else. A sense of inevitability, like something in a troubling dream, started to take hold of me. I leant to inspect a large wad of fabric, and what might have been a piece of wood, there on the mound of broken earth at the edge of the Gunderson Building.

But it was not a piece of wood. And there, against the fabric, I saw the gleam of something familiar.

Once more, my knees protested. I have reached the age at which a man thinks twice about bending down. One of my shoelaces was untied. I took the opportunity to tie it with a double knot. Then I lurched to my feet with a grunt and turned once more to my Brodie Boys.

‘Well, Sir?’

I felt an overwhelming urge to tell them that all was well, that they had made a mistake; that they should go back home and enjoy the final day of the holidays. I could see they wanted that. They might even have believed it. But they were my boys, and I could not lie. To others, perhaps, but not to them.

Instead, I said: ‘You may be right. I’ll have to inform the Head of this.’

‘Will we have to make a statement?’ said Ben.

I shook my head. ‘I doubt it,’ I said. ‘But thank you for coming to me with this. I’ll deal with it now. You leave this with me. But don’t tell anyone else what you saw. You don’t want to jeopardize a potential investigation.’

Allen-Jones looked hopeful. ‘You really think it’s a body, Sir?’

I suppose to a boy like Allen-Jones, such a discovery on School grounds was like a dog in the playground; a welcome distraction from dull routine; an exciting mystery. To a Master, it appears otherwise. The past two years have been hard for us all. Multiple scandals; a murdered boy; revenge, abuse and public disgrace have dragged the school’s reputation down and brought us to near bankruptcy. The last thing we need this year, of all years, is any more excitement. I summoned my natural gravitas. ‘I shall look into it, Allen-Jones. You need not pursue this further.’ And with that, I squeezed back through the fence so forcefully that it gouged the tender roll of flesh around my stomach and my hip, leaving an angry spot of blood on my first-day-of-school shirt.

Another bad sign. That makes three today. But this one was by far the worst; a sign, not just of storm clouds, but of an impending hurricane. Because I’d recognized something in the knot of rags by the Gunderson Building; something my Brodie Boys would not have seen as significant. But I had seen, and I knew what it meant. Another postcard from the past. One that, if uncovered now, would jeopardize the School just as it was starting to recover – both financially and emotionally – from the disastrous events of last year, and those of the year before. One that might finally topple us, in spite of the efforts of our new Head and the rescue package from Mulberry House.

But nothing stays buried forever, I thought. The past is a gift that keeps giving, pulling names from a big black hat. David Spikely, Becky Price – now returned as Ms. Buckfast – Eric Scoones and Harry Clarke. One day, maybe my own name. I put my hand in my pocket. The object I’d found by the edge of the pool was cold between my fingers. It occurred to me that even now, I could just drop it somewhere on the fields, to be trodden into the mud. No one would know. No one would care about such ancient history. And the law must sleep in time of war. Inter arma enim silent leges.

Are we at war? Perhaps we are. Those desks are only the start of it. Whiteboards; gymslips; computers; e-mail; slogans. Progress Through Tradition. From my place by the chain-link fence, I watched my Brodie Boys cross the muddy field, Allen-Jones’s pink T-shirt shining like a beacon. Sutcliff turned and waved at me.

I took my hand out of my pocket and waved back. I realized I had no choice. The School publicity brochure may read Progress Through Tradition, replacing the more traditional Audere, agere, auferre, but my personal motto remains; Ad astra per aspera. Even from the gutter, we are always striving for the stars.

I turned. The sound of youthful laughter rang exuberantly across the fields. Then, and with a heavy heart, I made my way across the fields towards the Headmaster’s office.
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Becky was an only child, and yet she had a brother. It sounds like a riddle, doesn’t it? And yes, perhaps it was, in a way. Because my brother disappeared when he was just fourteen years old, leaving nothing in his wake but grief and a boy-shaped space I could never fill, that grew while I diminished.

It was not the first time that my parents had lost a child. A sister, who died before Conrad was born; of whom my parents seldom spoke. There were no photographs of her; no portrait in the living room. I understood that she had died shortly after she was born; that there had been something wrong with her. Whatever grief my parents had felt was tempered by that knowledge. Not so with Conrad. He had been altogether perfect.

I was just five when he disappeared. Too young to understand what it meant. Too young to know how my world had changed. Too young to know that whatever I did, however much I tried, I would never inhabit that space, never once stop feeling the cold draught of Conrad’s absence, like an open door into the night. And it was there in my parents’ eyes; the absence that endured throughout my childhood and adolescence; the absence of Conrad, more powerful than any mere presence could be, eclipsing me completely. Through marriage and widowhood it endured: through motherhood into menopause. Even now, as I take my place as Head of St Oswald’s, I can still hear that familiar voice, saying: Are you here? Are you really here?

I pour another cup of coffee. Johnny left me his coffee machine – not that he really had much choice – and it is an expensive one; gleaming chrome that reflects my face, once more affirming my presence. At last, I am here. At last, I am real. Not just a reflection. Not just a name. Not just a ghost in the coffee machine.

I told you before that I was whole. That wholeness has been fought for. For all those years I was aware that part of me was missing. No one actually said as much. But children are aware of these things. I knew that there were days when I disappeared into a silent world of my own; days that seemed to vanish into a series of sink holes. And I could see it in their eyes; their longing; their disappointment. As if they wished that I, not he, had been the one to disappear. Perhaps that was why, as I reached my teens, I used sex as a means of control. I learnt I was desirable; I learnt how to make boys see me – at least, for as long as it suited them. I can’t think of another reason for encouraging Johnny Harrington; I certainly never cared for him, although I enjoyed my new-found control. But still, to my parents, I was a ghost; a knocking in the water pipes; an everyday reminder of the day my brother disappeared.

Of course, my parents are both dead now. Everyone in this story is dead, or changed beyond recognition. No one compares me to Conrad now. No one blames me for his death. The house is no longer a shrine to him, but home to a nice little family with no idea of the drama that played out within their walls so many years ago. Two children and a Jack Russell dog. A little garden with roses. No one living there listens to the numbers stations anymore. The gurgling drains have been mended at last. I never fix down the toilet seat. I even get cards on my birthday.

But nothing ever lasts. The past is never completely over. And this is why I felt no surprise when you came to me with your story today. I think I was expecting it. I have waited these twenty years for someone to stumble over the truth. It seems almost poetic now that that someone should be Roy Straitley. Straitley, the shambling buffoon who somehow brought down Johnny Harrington. Straitley, the incorruptible; the heart and soul of St Oswald’s. But it is because of St Oswald’s that I will win. St Oswald’s is his weakness, just as Conrad once was mine. But unlike me, Roy Straitley cannot exorcise his weakness. He wears it like a favourite coat, foolishly thinking it armour. And that’s why I was not afraid when he came to me this morning. That is why I did not flinch when he took a small metallic object from his pocket and laid it in front of me on my desk.

Instead I felt a kind of relief, and thought: At last. They’ve found him.
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I’ll say this for La Buckfast; she isn’t easily shaken. She listened to my story, then lifted the metallic object I had picked out of the rubble by the side of the Gunderson Building between her index finger and thumb, and gave her Mona Lisa smile.

‘You recognize what it is, of course,’ I said.

She nodded. ‘Yes, of course.’ She indicated the coffee machine. ‘The cappuccino’s very good, though Johnny preferred espresso. Can I tempt you?’

‘No, thanks.’ I was jumpy enough already. It isn’t every morning you find a body on the playing fields, but the Head seemed to take it in her stride, as if the disaster about to hit St Oswald’s like a juggernaut were nothing but a minor annoyance.

‘You realize what this means,’ I said, watching her make coffee. ‘The police will have to be involved. There’ll be an investigation. The papers will be all over it. The building will be suspended again, not just for months, but perhaps for years. And the parents. What will the parents think? And once the governors get involved – Headmaster, it could ruin us.’ I realized that, in my agitation, I had called her Headmaster.

La Buckfast showed no reaction. She picked up a small glass receptacle and sprinkled cocoa powder over her cappuccino. ‘You’re always so dramatic, Roy. The worst may never happen.’ She sipped the coffee delicately, to avoid leaving lip-stick on her cup. ‘Let’s start at the beginning, shall we? Tell me what you know about this.’

And she indicated the object that I’d fished out of the mud at the side of the Gunderson Building; no larger than my thumbnail, yet heavy with significance. Twenty years under the soil has scoured it of its colour: but I know it was once the rich, dark red of a fine old claret. The pin has been lost, and the metal has corroded to a dirty brown, but the shape is still recognizable; a shield, still bearing the ghosts of letters that were once emblazoned in gold; letters that would once have read:


KING HENRY’S GRAMMAR SCHOOL:

PREFECT



For a moment I looked at it. Such a small thing. Such a small thing, to bring down a school. In that moment I wished I had simply covered it again with earth, along with the bundle of rags and sticks that once had been a human being. But the rocky road that leads to the stars is filled with such temptations as this. A Master of St Oswald’s must set the right example. He must be honest, brave and true, or else, what good is anything?

‘You first,’ I told La Buckfast.

‘What makes you think I know?’

Oh, please. My stint at St Oswald’s, man and boy, has taught me certain instincts. For a start, she’s much too calm. And she never really looked at the badge; scarcely even glanced at it. La Buckfast has been expecting this. Maybe she knew about it before. But if she already knew of a body in the School grounds, why would she not have reported it?

She smiled. ‘It’s quite a long story,’ she said. ‘Are you sure you want to know?’

‘I’m here all week, Headmaster.’

‘Of course you are.’ She smiled again. It struck me how at ease she was; as if she was almost enjoying it all. Like a chess player who knows from the start the outcome of the tournament.

I said: ‘I’ll have that coffee now.’

‘I thought perhaps you might,’ she said. She poured me a cappuccino, with a sprinkle of chocolate over the foam. By accident or happenstance, it fell into the shape of a skull. Cicero, the cynic, refused to believe in omens and prodigies. I wonder if I should emulate him. After all, as Freud might have said, sometimes a Caunean fig is just another piece of fruit.

The cappuccino was good, although I still prefer the English kind. I remember when coffee came in just black or white. Things – and people – were simpler then. You always knew where to draw the line. But the Head must know the truth, regardless of where it may lead us. Veritas numquam perit. Truth never dies, unlike the poor chap by the Gunderson Building, reduced to a twist of sticks and rags. If my suspicions are correct, he wasn’t one of ours. And yet his story should be told, whatever it may cost us. A school like St Oswald’s is a stage for every shade of drama. This morning, Tragedy. Tomorrow, Farce. La Buckfast understands this perfectly. She was, after all, an actress, when she was still a Mulberry girl. She knows the value of suspense, and the pleasure of having an audience listening with bated breath. And yet she must be aware of how much damage such a revelation may do to the empire she is building. Does she mean to persuade me to ignore my find, for the good of all? Does she really believe I would, for the good of St Oswald’s?

She finished her coffee and looked at me.

‘Well, Mr Straitley,’ she said with a smile. ‘If you’re ready, I’ll begin.’

Her eyes are a curious shade of green; rather cold, but humorous. I thought: Ye gods, she’s enjoying this.

I put down my cup. ‘I’m listening.’
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St Oswald’s, September 4th, 2006

I remember the day he disappeared, because it was my birthday. Our birthday, to be precise: we were born exactly nine years apart. At five, a birthday is magical: a long-anticipated day of presents, treats and indulgences. And it had started off so well, with pancakes for breakfast, and birthday cards, and even a present from Conrad. A little school satchel, much like his own, but smaller, and in lollipop red: exactly what I needed for my new term at primary school. But that was still six weeks away, after the summer holidays, and by then, Conrad would be gone, and everything would be different.

I remember that Friday morning with the clarity of certain dreams. The ninth of July 1971; with the radio playing ‘Get It On’, and butterflies in my stomach, and the long summer holidays so close you could almost smell the seaside. I’ve told the story so many times that the details have acquired a kind of unusual patina, like the prominent features on a bronze after repeated handling. I do not quite remember his face. All I remember is photographs. The one the newspapers published, of course, taken the day he disappeared: Conrad in his school uniform – charcoal trousers, red-striped tie; blazer with the grosgrain trim. Then the one with my parents at Christmas; the one at the beach, with the sandcastle, and me aged three, with bucket and spade, laughing into the camera. And the one on the cover of that book that caused us so much heartache: CONRAD: The Lost Boy of Malbry, by a woman called Catherine Potts; with Conrad’s face superimposed over a shot of a green door.

These photographs are my memories. The rest is a distant bank of fog. Even the dreams are forgotten now. Especially those dreams, and the voice of the person I called Mr Smallface.

I imagine you’ve heard the story. It made the papers, after all, though you and St Oswald’s must have had rather more pressing concerns at the time. Nor would you have remembered the name of the lost boy’s baby sister, even when she re-entered your life as a pupil at your sister school. But who could forget Conrad Price? He was a mystery indeed. A pupil at King Henry’s vanished on his birthday, just before the end of the summer term, never to be seen again; no body ever found. And I was there when it happened, though my account of the day’s events were useless to the investigation. They tried to make me remember, referred me to a psychologist, but the more they tried, the less they found, and finally they concluded that whatever I’d seen was gone for good into the sink hole of my trauma.

The basic facts were simple enough. My brother was supposed to have picked me up from my nursery school that day. I was excited. Conrad was in his School play, and Friday was the closing night. As a result, his birthday treat had been planned for the following day, which meant that, for the first time, I had a party of my own.

But when I came out of school that day, Conrad wasn’t waiting for me. So I did what I usually did. I walked up to King Henry’s, which was only a few hundred yards away. Remember, it was the Seventies, and Malbry is a small town. In those days, children still walked home from school. The teacher was long since used to me joining my brother down the road. I’d made my way into the building via the Middle School entrance, and from there, to the Middle School cloakroom, where Conrad used to hang out with his friends: Milky, who looked like the Milky Bar Kid, Fatty – or sometimes Fattyman – and Mod, who wore a green parka, which explained his nickname. I was used to doing this. Conrad didn’t like being seen at the gates of the nursery school. But, this time, something happened; something years of therapy failed to make me remember, and I had been found, hours later, crammed into one of the lockers like a small animal in hibernation. Of Conrad there had been no sign. When asked where my brother was, all I could do was shake my head – the red curls newly cropped – and say: ‘Mr Smallface took him away. Took him through the green door.’

The authorities had tried very hard to find out what I meant by the green door. The doors at King Henry’s were mostly made of varnished natural wood, and the doors to the utility rooms – the caretaker’s office, the boiler room – were uniformly painted black. The police investigated every green door in the area, without result. The Malbry Examiner pointed out that St Oswald’s doors were painted green, which caused a brief excitement; but St Oswald’s was five miles away, and there was no reason to believe that Conrad or I had been there at all. It was far more likely, they thought, that the boy had been abducted from school – perhaps by an intruder in a green car – and that the trauma of what I had seen had translated into a fantasy.

In any case, Conrad was gone, except in dreams and photographs. And for nearly twenty years after that, my birthdays passed without celebration: my sixteenth, my eighteenth, my twenty-first. That day was forever set aside; an offering to Conrad’s ghost. And from that day, I too was a ghost; moving from room to room in a house in which Conrad’s giant presence grew year by year, while I continued to shrink, until at last, in my parents’ eyes, I had almost disappeared.

On good days, they still talked to me. They went through the motions of living. My father had taken redundancy the year of Conrad’s abduction; he’d been a deputy at the pit, and he had a generous pension. There were the couple’s savings, too; money they had put aside to pay for Conrad’s school fees. They could have gone on holiday, or moved into a nicer house. But my father would never have touched the money put by for Conrad. On good days, he went to the football, or worked on his allotment. On good days, my mother went to church and helped out with coffee mornings. But on bad days, there was no reaching them. My mother went through phases of going to bed for weeks at a time and my father became increasingly obsessed with numbers stations, and the thought that Conrad’s abduction was somehow connected with them. Throughout the early months and years following the abduction, he had played them incessantly, so that the soundtrack of my youth was not a series of pop hits, or television themes, but those haunted station idents – Lincolnshire Poacher or Cherry Ripe, the cheeriness of the little tune robbed of all life by the static – or worse, an unspeakable warbling that seemed to go on forever. And then came the lists of numbers: Zero, two, five, eight, eight. Zero, two, five, eight, eight – always with that little lift in the final delivery, as if the synthetic voice were discharging some jaunty message of hope. Perhaps that’s what my father heard; a signal from beyond the grave. To me, they were the voices of the dead, and I would fall asleep to their relentless cadences, however much cotton wool I stuffed into my ears at bedtime.

I had just one friend at school: a girl called Emily Jackson. I remember her very well – those memories predate the thing my mind refuses to accept – a little blonde girl with a rosy face and a placid, maternal temperament. Her elder sister Teresa had cerebral palsy and Emily had taken on the role of elder sibling, putting Teresa’s needs before hers without any sign of resentment. Her parents were plump and jovial; their house filled with cheery disorder. She and her family moved away in the winter of 1971, but I had never forgotten her, and my friendship with her remained the most loving part of my childhood. Aside from her, I had no one; lost in my imaginary world. Without the Jacksons, I would have been completely friendless and alone.

I’m not trying to gain your sympathy. I’m merely trying to set the scene. My parents’ house, the numbers stations, the shrine to my vanished brother. Oh yes, they had a shrine: a photo of him in school uniform, his Prefect’s badge in his lapel, his hair as blond and shiny-sleek as mine was red and untameable.

Red hair is a sign of bad temper, or so my mother used to say, but, by then, I had already learnt to keep my feelings safely under control. I was a model schoolgirl. I went to church every Sunday. At Mulberry House, I won prizes in Drama and Deportment. Yes, there was that little thing with Johnny Harrington when I was sixteen; but as soon as his name made the papers, I broke it off. I had more sense. The unplanned result – my daughter Emily – was born in summer the following year, and my parents, though shaken, greeted my decision to keep the child with the same helpless bewilderment with which they had faced every event in our lives since Conrad’s disappearance.

But yes, I was a good girl. A quiet girl. An obedient girl. And if sometimes I had nightmares in which something pursued me relentlessly down the deserted corridors of King Henry’s Grammar School, something I could never quite see, but which smelt of burning tinfoil and drains and the sourness of stagnant water – then that was surely not too high a price to pay for the privilege of having outgrown my big brother, who would never live to see fifteen, or kiss a girl, go to college, or give his parents a grandchild.

She should have been a boy, I suppose. Then, they might have loved her, loving me by association. But, cocooned in their grief like a pair of dead moths, my parents seemed hardly to notice their only grandchild, except when I suggested they allow me to convert Conrad’s old room into a nursery, a suggestion they greeted with the same alarm as if I had suggested burning down the house. Perhaps, if she had been a boy, I might have considered giving her up. It had certainly not been my plan to get myself knocked up at sixteen and a half by a boy six months my junior. But the thought of leaving my daughter to the mercy of a patriarchal State – or worse, of flushing her away like a dying goldfish – filled me with a deep disgust. I would not abandon her as I had been abandoned. Nor would I turn to my parents for help, or contact Johnny’s family. And so, as soon as I turned eighteen, I left for a council flat in Pog Hill, and a part-time job as a receptionist at the Meadowbank Care Home. The hours were good, the pay rather less; but between that and the Social Security, we managed to live, if not comfortably, then at least in a way that kept Emily fed, the bills paid, and the social workers off my back.

Every Sunday afternoon I would take the bus back to my parents’ house on Jackson Street, and spend exactly fifty minutes drinking tea and trying to make conversation. Sometimes my father would offer me money, which I always declined. Sometimes, I would bring Emily. But no aspect of my life – neither my job, nor my daughter – seemed to hold their interest. Conrad’s absence had swallowed them both, and they only ever came alive – briefly, and erratically, and then only on good days – at the mention of his name.

And so we spoke of Conrad: always in the present tense; as if at any time he might just walk into the living room. Above the relentless litany of the numbers station, they would go over school grades, his sporting successes, his qualities; while I sat watching the second hand of the living room clock go round and round.

‘Conrad’s so good with children,’ my mother would say over her cooling tea. ‘When he gets home, he’ll be so surprised to find he has a little niece.’

‘Have a Bourbon,’ my father would say. ‘Go on. They’re your favourites.’

In fact they were Conrad’s favourites; I had never liked them. The same went for Coco Pops, Conrad’s preferred cereal, which my parents had served me relentlessly for breakfast every morning, and Scotch eggs, which appeared in my school lunchbox every morning without fail, and which I would drop from the bridge into the canal on my way to school, where they floated like small orange buoys, and were eaten by the water rats who lined up solemnly on the bank like children in a dinner queue. It was almost as if, by feeding me Conrad’s favourite foods, my parents could continue to pretend that he was still a part of our lives.

‘I don’t like Bourbons. Remember?’

‘I suppose you’re on a diet,’ my mother would say. ‘You shouldn’t, you’re thin enough as it is.’

‘Honestly, it isn’t that.’

‘Conrad always eats like a horse. It’s all that running about he does. You ought to get out in the open air. That’ll give you an appetite.’

In the end I always gave in. It’s only a biscuit, I’d tell myself. What harm does it do to indulge them? And so I’d eat one, very fast, to get it over with quickly, and she would look at me and say; ‘See? You were hungry after all. I’ve got Scotch eggs in the pantry.’

Meanwhile, between caring for Emily and my job at the care home, I managed to finish my A-levels, then on to an Open University degree, then a teacher training course at the Tech and finally, aged twenty-three, ended up as a supply teacher at Sunnybank Park Comprehensive. It was not all I’d dreamt of, or what my parents had hoped for me. Nor was it the kind of life I wanted for my daughter. Over those six years, I barely slept; I bought my clothes from charity shops and lived on packet noodles. But over six years, I grew strong. I learnt to develop my talents. And that was how I met Dominic, and although that didn’t work out as well as I’d hoped, you might say Dominic saved me.

I said you might say that, Roy. I’ll even let you believe it. Men like you – like Dominic – love to think that of yourselves. You see us as fragile orchids, ready to wilt at the slightest change. But orchids are tougher than you think. We happen to flourish on neglect. Mine require nothing but a soaking every week or two: and when they flower, they do so for months, their blooms like moulded rubber. And yet they seem so delicate; so pretty and so vulnerable. They make you believe they are helpless things. Just like women. More fool you.

Dominic Buckfast was Head of Art, and some nine or ten years older than I. He was charming, funny and smart – much too smart for Sunnybank Park. He could have taught at the Grammar School, or even the University. But Dominic was a Labour man. He didn’t believe in grammar schools. The son of a Trinidadian woman barely able to read and write, he was a born romantic, always looking for a cause to espouse: in this case, that of a single mother and her six-year-old daughter. To my surprise, he was aware of my family’s history. He’d been the same age as Conrad the year my brother disappeared. He’d read about the case, and was shocked at what it had done to the family. He had a house on April Street – a three-bedroom house, with a garden. He took to Emily straightaway. Best of all, he was single.

And so I allowed him to save us. After six years of fierce independence, of working every hour I could; of buying clothes from charity shops; of always buying the cheapest food; of hoarding coins for the meter; after six years of refusing to be patronized, or pitied, or used, I let myself be saved by a man.

The things we do for our children, Roy. The complicated decisions we make. But Emily was six years old. Old enough to compare herself to the other girls at school. Old enough to understand that we were somehow different. Not because we were poor, but because there was something lacking. I’d taught her independence, determination and courage. But there was something missing, I knew; something I’d never had myself.

As a child, I’d always assumed that, one day, I would fall in love. It happened in stories and on TV. The newspapers were full of it. Even at six, Emily’s life was dominated by fairy tales. But I had never been in love. Not with Johnny Harrington, or any of the boys I’d fucked. I’d never even had a crush on a pop star or an actor. I must have loved my parents once. I knew I must have loved Conrad – but all of that had disappeared into one of those sink holes that had swallowed so much of my past. And whatever I felt for Emily – that strange and fierce protectiveness – never came out in the normal way, as kisses and bedtime stories.

Remember, Straitley, I was young. I still thought a man could complete me. And he was a good man, in so many ways; and my child needed a father. It didn’t quite work out as I’d planned. And yet, I would probably do it again, if I had the chance to go back. But this is where my story starts. I’ve always known I would tell it one day. It seems oddly fitting to tell it to you. And it starts, not the day Conrad disappeared, but eighteen years later, in Dominic’s house, when Emily came home from primary school with a drawing, painstakingly labelled with the words:

Mr SmoLface.
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Yes, of course. I remember the case. A tragedy for all involved. Conrad Price, a Third-Form boy at King Henry’s Grammar School, who disappeared on the last day of term, never to be seen again. If he had been one of ours, I probably would have made the connection sooner, but King Henry’s is six miles away, as well as being a rival school, and I suppose it had slipped my mind.

‘I’m so sorry, Headmaster,’ I said. ‘It must have been a terrible loss.’

‘Are you going to keep calling me that?’ Her eyes still shone with amusement. I realized that my sympathy was neither welcome nor warranted.

‘Headmaster is traditional,’ I said.

She laughed. ‘Then by all means use it. But my brother’s death was a long time ago. Don’t feel the need to sympathize: that isn’t why I’m telling you this. But I owe you a full explanation before we decide where to go from here.’

For a moment I was puzzled. Where else to go with a body but to the police? And yet, if these were her brother’s remains, then maybe she deserved the right to decide when to make the announcement. Then a terrible thought crossed my mind, and I forbore from comment. Why would a boy from King Henry’s be buried in St Oswald’s grounds? Could there be another link than accidental geography?

La Buckfast gave me a pitying smile. ‘Your friend Eric Scoones used to teach at King Henry’s, didn’t he?’

‘Ten years after Conrad’s death,’ I said, a little too quickly. ‘Between 1982 and 1990.’ I heard the defensiveness in my tone, and winced. Of course La Buckfast did not mean to imply anything inappropriate. But on the subject of Eric I am more than a little sensitive. The man is dead. Now let him lie. And yet, her words had troubled me. What was she implying? That Scoones, with his predilections, might have been a suspect in a boy’s disappearance? No. That isn’t possible. Eric may have been deeply flawed, but he was never a murderer. I would have known it if he were. I would surely have seen it.

La Buckfast gave that smile again. ‘I was once a supply teacher at King Henry’s myself, for a while. Just for a term, in 1989. One of their French Masters fell ill and they needed someone at short notice.’

‘Really?’ I was a little surprised. King Henry’s – even more than St Oswald’s – has always prided itself on its enduring traditions. What survives at St Oswald’s as a slightly grubby kind of academic folklore has evolved at King Henry’s as a Gothic edifice of pretension, including doctoral robes in Assemblies, straw boaters for the rowing team and a multitude of arcane traditions designed to make outsiders feel uncomfortable. Our boys call theirs ‘Henriettas’, and even though the school has since evolved to include some of the more prestigious and lucrative policies of the twentieth century (mixed-sex classes, Academy status, Drama, Social Sciences), it still retains a (somewhat undeserved) reputation for exclusivity. As a result, predictably, Ozzies and Henriettas have always been bitter enemies, which made old Eric’s abrupt defection even more bitter to swallow.

La Buckfast smiled. ‘It was an experience.’

‘I’ll bet it was.’

‘In fact, I worked with Mr Scoones. I’ll tell you about that, too,’ she said. ‘But for now, I have a meeting with Dr Markowicz and the Chairman of Governors. Would you allow me a day’s grace? All this has rather shaken me.’

Has it? I thought. She looked calm enough. And yet, now I came to think of it, wasn’t her smile a little forced, her face rather paler than usual? I felt a stab of sympathy. It couldn’t be easy, thinking back to those old, traumatic events. The death of a brother is hard enough. But a disappearance is far worse. It tears at the soul. It never rests. And Hope is the ghoul that will not die, and will not lay the dead to rest.

Of course, I was an only child. I lost my parents years ago, and mourned them out of duty. But losing Eric has taught me about grief. We were only two years apart; brothers in everything but name. I know how sometimes an absence can feel more substantial than flesh itself, like an amputated limb that still demands attention. I’ll admit it. I wanted more. I wanted to hear what Eric had been like during his time at King Henry’s. Perhaps, most of all, I needed to hear that his abuse of one of our boys had been but a single incident. One long-ago aberration, revealed at the end of his career. I said: ‘Of course. I understand.’

‘Tomorrow, after school? Shall we say, five-thirty?’

I nodded. ‘It’s a date.’
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St Oswald’s, September 5th, 2006

The things we say from embarrassment. A date? I must have really shaken him. Good. I need him shaken. The mention of Scoones will have done that. Most importantly, I need him to believe that I am vulnerable.

And so I am, but maybe not for the reason Straitley thinks. Scheherazade may have lived a thousand nights under sentence of death, but she was always the one in control. And I do not need a thousand nights: a week or two should cover it. Straitley is a romantic at heart. Like the White Knight in Alice, he sees himself in the chivalrous role; allowing me to tell my tale as he leads me to security. Of course, this is very far from the truth. I direct the narrative: I tell him only what he needs to know. A tale of misdirection, to keep him on my side until the danger is averted. The rest – the deeper history, the messy, tangled guts of the tale – will stay securely packed away, like handkerchiefs in lavender. And yet, I can feel the echoes of the woman I was all those years ago; that young and brittle woman, still under the shadow of Conrad, and under her show of confidence, still awaiting the inevitable.

Mr Smallface. Oh, that name. That name, in my daughter’s handwriting. How naïve I was to believe that scars such as mine could just disappear. Two words on a piece of paper. That’s all it took to bring them back. Two words and a shapeless picture: a figure with a tiny head. Two words, and a sudden memory, as sharp as the scent of burning: myself, aged five, in a plastic chair, and two adults in uniform, one at each side; shiny, hopeful faces flushed with mounting fatigue and frustration:

‘Did you see where Conrad went? Did he go off with anyone?’

And my answer, again and again, in that tiny, whispery voice: Mr Smallface took him away. Took him through the green door.

‘Where does he live, Becky? Where’s the green door?’

Down the sink hole.

‘Underground?’

It wasn’t much, I know, but it was the only possible lead they had. They followed it as far as they could: asked me to draw Mr Smallface; asked me where he lived, who he was, and why he would want to take Conrad. They tried again and again to find out what I meant by the green door. They searched the basement of the school, as well as the basements of various abandoned buildings in Malbry, Pog Hill and the neighbouring villages. They searched in culverts and clay pits and the sites of disused collieries. The literal-minded idiots even went as far as to bring into the station a local man afflicted with microcephaly, in the hope that I might give them a lead on a potential suspect.

But although the man did indeed have a small face (and a hopeful, nervous smile revealing a set of short, stumpy teeth, and a habit of pulling out hairs one by one from the crown of his head as the officers kept repeating: Look at him, Becky, is that the man? Is that the man who took Conrad?), I would only shake my head. Even so, the local papers got hold of the name of the small-headed man, whose house unfortunately happened to have a greenish door. He finally left the village, was tracked down again by the News of the World, and ended up taking his own life in a caravan park near Blackpool. And as the trail grew colder, Conrad was – if not quite forgotten, simply pushed to the bottom of the pile, as other cases took precedence.
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