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Preface
Thanatos

‘Strait is the gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it.’
(Matthew 7:14)
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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.


PART 1

Acheron
(River of Woe)


1

[image: ]

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 neonpink 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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