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    Chapter 18


    We strode up the corridor back to the headmaster’s office at warp-factor-deputy-head-on-the-warpath-pace, which meant – as it so often did when I was walking with stressed male colleagues – that I was having to make every third step a kind of jog.


    ‘He’s been caught shoplifting again,’ he explained as we walked. ‘At the local corner shop. Mr Salim’s?’


    ‘Oh, no,’ I said, feeling the gloom settling on my head like a heavy blanket, with an added layer of ‘what did we expect?’ inevitability on top.


    ‘Quite,’ said Donald. ‘Quite.’


    ‘So is Leo back in school? How did we find out? What happened, exactly?’


    ‘No, he’s not and I’ll let Mike –’ he began, rounding the corner, and nearly cannoning into a hurrying year 7 boy carrying a register. The child looked as terrified as it’s possible for a child in a school corridor to look.


    But it was his lucky day. ‘What do we not do when travelling within the school?’ Donald barked at him.


    ‘Run, sir, I’m sorry, sir,’ came the anxious reply, followed by a look of shock and awe when the response from the scary DH was not a litter-picking duty or a detention, but a similar look of shock that the lad was still in his presence. ‘Well, what are you waiting for?’ he said, flapping a hand. ‘On your way!’


    We reached Mike Moore’s office a few seconds later, without further encounters, to find Gary and Jim Dawson already there with him.


    Mike was on the phone, but Gary and Jim’s expressions mirrored mine and Donald’s.


    ‘Sit yourself down, Casey,’ Donald said, pulling an extra chair away from the wall for me. He checked his watch. ‘Gary, I’m going to go and find Mrs Fenton’s contact details, and while I’m doing that, perhaps you could fill Casey in.’


    So Gary did, and it turned out that our earlier fears about a repeat offence had been realised – and this despite all the promises he’d made and all the assurances his brother had given about stealing not ‘being them’. It seemed it might be. This time, it wasn’t hearsay, either. No, this time Leo had been caught trying to steal from the shop by Mr Salim himself.


    ‘Steal what?’ I asked.


    ‘A kind of pot noodle of instant porridge,’ Gary said. ‘And a couple of boxes of some extra-strength painkiller capsules. The front of him, eh?’ he commented. ‘He’d have had to get round behind the till to get those.’


    Jim groaned. ‘Uh-oh,’ he said.


    ‘Uh-oh?’


    ‘Don’t they use things like that to cut with drugs like cocaine? And they like the capsules, don’t they? They can pull them apart and refill them.’


    ‘Really?’ I asked. ‘You’re suggesting he’s stealing them to order for a drugs gang? Packet by packet?’


    Jim sighed. ‘I don’t know what to think, Casey,’ he said. ‘But it’s been known. They might have him going from shop to shop, mightn’t they? Packet here, packet there …’


    ‘Jeez,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘Anyway, where is Leo? Did Mr Salim call the police? Has he been arrested?’


    Gary shook his head. ‘We don’t know where he is right now. Home, presumably. Or run off somewhere. Mr Salim gave him a dressing down and sent him on his way, by all accounts.’


    ‘Without calling the police or anything?’


    ‘Apparently not,’ Gary told me. I couldn’t help but feel relieved. ‘He didn’t get away with anything. Denied even trying to; just said he was putting stuff in his backpack while he went round, or some such nonsense like that. You know how it goes.’


    ‘So Mr Salim phoned us instead,’ Gary said. ‘Said he didn’t want to press charges.’


    ‘Even after what happened before?’ I said, shocked.


    ‘Even after that. Which was extremely gracious of him,’ Mike said, having finished his phone call, which it appeared had been to Mr Salim himself.


    Mike had taken it upon himself to thank Mr Salim personally for alerting the school and asked him once again if he was sure he didn’t want to take the matter any further. ‘Very gracious of him indeed, under the circumstances,’ he said. ‘Young Master Fenton is a very lucky boy. Not that this is necessarily the end of the matter. We still need to get to the bottom of it, really, and to consider whether we want to take any action ourselves.’


    Leo was very lucky, I thought. Incredibly so, really. I couldn’t help but marvel at the tolerance Mr Salim had shown. I wasn’t sure most shopkeepers would be quite so long-suffering. Perhaps he saw the same thing in Leo that – intermittently – I did too. I would have very much liked to have spoken to him myself.


    ‘Lucky indeed,’ I agreed. ‘But why? Did he say any more? How did Leo react? He must be dreading coming back into school now. Must be waiting for his mum’s phone to ring, for that matter.’


    ‘Leo doesn’t know,’ Gary said.


    ‘He doesn’t?’


    ‘Mr Salim didn’t tell him he was going to get in touch with us. Sent him away with a telling off, and threatened him with the police if he ever caught him putting stuff in his bag again – that kind of thing, anyway – and as far as Leo knows, that’s that. It was something of an afterthought, deciding to ring us, apparently. Because it was a first offence –’


    ‘Which it wasn’t,’ I said, wishing I didn’t have to remind anyone.


    ‘Point taken. But a first offence as far as Mr Salim is concerned,’ Mike said. ‘And given his own circumstances, he said he wanted to give Leo a chance to straighten himself out, not because he’s “soft” – that was his word – but because he didn’t – doesn’t – think Leo is a bad lad. I think he knows him quite well. As I suppose he would, given his shop’s on the lad’s estate.’ He gestured towards the phone. ‘But he thought he’d ring and put us in the picture, chiefly because Leo was in his uniform and also because he realised that this had taken place after lunchtime was over, i.e. that he was truanting as well. And all credit to him for taking it all so calmly. Question is, how do we play this now?’


    Donald reappeared at that moment with a familiar manila file in his hand. ‘I should get on to his mother again,’ Gary said, nodding towards it. ‘That’s got to be the obvious next step, hasn’t it? And this time, no fob-offs. Find out where Leo is. Whether he’s been straight with her about what he’s done. He must realise he’s not going to get away with it. Even if he doesn’t know we know, he surely knows Mr Salim is on his trail now, mustn’t he? And despite what Mr Salim’s said to him, I reckon he’s not quite going to believe it, is he? He must surely be wondering if the police are on their way round. And he’s still AWOL from school, don’t forget, so he’s got all that to deal with too. And if I put myself in his shoes, my own thirteen-year-old self, in fact,’ he smiled at Donald, ‘I think – ahem – I’d be quaking in my boots about now.’


    It was Donald, in the end, who went to telephone Leo’s mother, while the rest of us returned to our respective classrooms and offices – in my case, to an empty room all set up for Leo’s art project, which I then spent what was left of the time till the bell went clearing away. I had no one coming back, because it had been arranged that the other children would either travel home from the centre, in the case of Ria and Carl, or be collected, in the case of Darryl and Cody.


    As for Leo, I had no idea what was going to happen to him, and that concerned me greatly. Even more so when I caught up with Julia in the staffroom once the children had all left, and she told me that although Donald had tried several times to get hold of Leo’s mother, he’d as yet failed to get an answer on the phone.


    ‘So is he on his way round there?’


    Julia shook her head. ‘No, I think Gary’s going to keep trying, and, if no joy, head round there in the morning. Donald’s had to dash off to an incident with Mike.’


    ‘Incident?’


    ‘Some sort of altercation in the car park. Group of sixth formers. I believe someone’s car has been pranged –’ She rolled her eyes. ‘And punches have been thrown. Honestly, they should just stop the sixth formers bringing their cars into school, if you ask me,’ she huffed. ‘Casey, don’t look so mortified,’ she added, placing a hand on my arm, perhaps having seen the anxiety etched on it. ‘Far worse things – far worse things have happened at sea. Have happened in this very school, as you well know – know more than most do, in fact. And will keep happening. And will be sorted out, one way or another. Here,’ she said, proffering a bag of mint imperials, ‘suck on this.’


    I stuck a hand in the bag. ‘And it’ll all come out in the wash?’


    Julia smiled. ‘Something like that, anyway.’


    Julia was right. A one-off case of petty thieving was hardly the most pressing thing on either Donald or Mike’s agendas. Set against some of the things they had to deal with, it was hardly life or death. But for all that I wanted to absorb that healthy dose of perspective, I couldn’t help thinking the stain blooming on Leo would soon be too big to scrub away.


    Schools can often be places of secrets but, in terms of ethos, they’re generally not ones of lies, so when Gary sent a pupil to pull me out of class first thing Friday morning, bearing a note saying ‘Between us only’, it felt odd but understandable.


    The second oddity arrived almost on its coat tails.


    ‘Leo is in school,’ Gary told me as soon as I appeared in his office doorway, having left Kelly and the others to settle down to a morning’s graft so that the afternoon’s party could take place guilt-free.


    ‘He’s come in?’ I asked, mouth agape, wondering where he’d been seen, as he’d normally come straight to me. ‘Have you spoken to him? What did he say?’


    ‘Indeed he has come in,’ Gary confirmed. ‘On time, as well. And no, I haven’t spoken to him. But Julia has. He went straight to Learning Support – rather than coming here and facing you, apparently – and I understand that he was also full of apologies. Oh, and get this – bearing a note from his mother saying he’d been feeling unwell over lunch yesterday. A tummy bug, by all accounts, that had struck down the pair of them, but which is apparently now out of his system.’


    I reflected on this. There had been a spate of tummy bugs in school recently. And I considered the fact that Mrs Fenton hadn’t answered her phone yesterday, when she usually did. Which did perhaps point to Leo’s excuse being credible. Well, for not returning to school at least. But on the other hand, he either went home for lunch and left for school again – via a help-yourself spree at Mr Salim’s shop – or perhaps he hadn’t gone home for lunch in the first place; who was to say, in reality, that he didn’t spend his lunchtimes marauding round his estate
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