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    Chapter 9


    Tommy was in a History lesson and was actually relieved to be pulled out for a while – well, at least till it hit home that I might be asking him a few awkward questions.


    ‘Aw, miss, this ain’t fair,’ he complained as soon as we’d relocated to the photocopying room (always handy and often empty during lesson times) and asked him to spill. ‘You’re asking me to grass on my mate about stuff that I ain’t even sure about myself.’


    I tried not to grin. And failed. He always had that effect on me. He really was the film version of the Artful Dodger made flesh, and I really missed having him around. I rearranged my face. ‘Look, Tommy,’ I told him. ‘This is really important. You know I wouldn’t put you on the spot like this if it weren’t. But I’m sure you know the score – Leo is in real danger of being permanently excluded if we don’t get somewhere with him and his truanting – and I need to know what’s going on with him if I’m to help try stop that. And now he’s been in another fight, too. Now, why was he fighting at lunchtime? Come on, you must have some idea. And why does he almost always come back late from lunch?’


    Tommy looked at me as if trying to gauge the risk level involved. But I knew he trusted me, and that I could be trusted to mean what I said. ‘I dunno about him getting back late, miss,’ he said eventually. ‘We don’t hang around together at lunch, do we? But …’


    ‘But what, Tommy?’


    ‘Gawd, miss, I dunno. You’re really putting me in it here.’


    ‘How so?’ I asked him, mindful of that look Leo had seemed to give him. ‘Are you worried about what Leo might do if he found out you’d been talking to me?’


    He looked shocked now. ‘What, to me? You havin’ a laugh, miss? He’s me mate!’


    I wasn’t sure I believed him. Well, not in so far as they were so close that Leo wouldn’t give him hell for telling me what he knew. ‘Look, Tommy, I know you know more than you’re letting on, and I’m not going to drop this, so you might as well tell me, eh?’


    ‘But he’ll kill me!’


    ‘Really?’


    ‘I’m not a grass, miss.’


    ‘I know you’re not, Tommy. But sometimes you have to do things in the cause of the greater good. And if Leo is your mate, then he needs you to tell me – even if he doesn’t yet realise that himself.’


    This took a moment or two to digest and properly weigh up – I could see the cogs whirring – but he got there eventually. ‘Miss, you have to swear not to drop me in it if I do tell. I told you, he’ll kill me if he knows I grassed him up.’


    ‘No one is going to kill you, Tommy, I can swear to that,’ I assured him. ‘And, besides, he’s supposed to be your friend, isn’t he? So why would he kill you?’


    He realised I was playing with him somewhat. ‘Aww, miss, you know what I mean.’


    ‘I do, Tommy, and, like I said, I won’t say a word about what you tell me. Which is?’


    And, with a weary sigh, he poured it all out.


    ‘He’s got these older mates, miss,’ he began. ‘Well, at least I think he has. I’ve seen him talking to them on the estate.’


    ‘Do you know any of them? Any of them pupils here?’


    Tommy shook his head. ‘Nah. Older than that. He told me they were mates of his brother, but I’m not sure they are. I think they’re drug dealers, and I think he’s messing with them, miss.’


    A sense of dismay settled over me. Because it all seemed to figure. ‘Drug dealers? Are you sure, Tommy? Because, if so, then it’s pretty serious.’ I watched his face, really hoping he was wrong.


    ‘Like I said, miss, it’s only what I’ve heard, so I can’t swear on it, like. But you know, Leo never has any money. Ever. Like, nothing in his pockets. He sometimes borrows the odd twenty pence from me for a biscuit at break.’ He shrugged. ‘So it figures, don’t it?’ he said, like the world-weary, battle-hardened, tough Cockney lad he was – or could so easily be mistaken for, had his life not changed so dramatically, now he and his family were free of their horrible past.


    ‘Yes, it does,’ I agreed.


    ‘An’ he’s like just what they’re after, isn’t he? So I reckon he might be trying to get in with them to try and earn a bit of cash.’ He waggled a finger. ‘Maybe that’s why he’s always back late, miss. You know – running errands for them and stuff on the estate.’


    I let that ‘errands’ sink in, conscious that the feeling of dismay had travelled downwards to my stomach, where it had settled like the nest of bad vibes it was. It wasn’t in character for a lad like Tommy to be so frank with a teacher about a friend, so he must have been worried himself.


    ‘The fight, though?’ I asked. ‘How is that connected to it?’


    ‘The fight with Arran?’ he asked, as if the spat with the Salim boy was one of very many. ‘Well that’s the other thing, miss,’ he said, seeming to warm to his task now. ‘Arran said he saw Leo pinching a bar of chocolate from Mr Salim’s shop. That’s Arran’s uncle, miss. He owns it. Anyway, Leo ran off and when Arran caught up with him and threatened to tell on him, Leo told him he’d better keep his trap shut with telling lies about him, or else when his brother gets back from killing all the Al-Qaeda guys, then Arran would be next on his list.’


    ‘And he also hit him.’


    ‘Er, yeah.’


    ‘So you did know all about it, then. Were you there?’


    ‘Sort of, miss. Leo told me he was gonna sort Arran out before he went and found him. I did try to stop him, miss, but he was, like, tamping, he was.’


    ‘Hmm. Anger management …’ I mused. ‘So what are you saying, Tommy? That Arran’s right? That Leo did nick the chocolate? Or that Leo was cross because Arran had been lying?’


    Tommy frowned. ‘I don’t know, miss. Honest I don’t. Arran said he did and Leo said he didn’t. And some kids do wind him up. You know. Gob off about him. Say stuff that’s not true … And honest, miss, I ain’t never heard anyone say anything about him robbing stuff before.’


    ‘And what do you think?’


    ‘What do I think?’


    ‘About Leo robbing stuff, getting into trouble.’


    ‘I don’t know! Yeah, he might have, ’cos why’d Arran say anything – he’s, like, not exactly one of the lads, is he? But I’ve never seen Leo nickin’ stuff, and that’s the God’s honest truth, miss. Aww, miss, can’t I go now? I told you, he’ll kill me if he knows I’ve been talking to you.’


    ‘No he won’t, Tommy. He’s your mate, isn’t he?’


    Tommy gave me what my mum would call an old-fashioned look. ‘Miss, you know how the rules work. Now please can I go? It’s a lot less stressful in the Gunpowder Plot, I can tell you!’


    Despite feeling slightly like some sort of underhand secret government agent – poor old Tommy – I felt pleased with what I’d found out. Not pleased in a jolly way, just pleased that I now had some raw materials; something tangible to go on. Some idea of Leo’s life outside of school. But I was also still dismayed – God, how I hoped the shoplifting incident wasn’t true. And, if it turned out that it was, that it was only an isolated incident, rather than the tip of an even more worrying iceberg. I was even more concerned about his apparent fraternisation with the local drug dealers. That was dangerous territory indeed.


    I certainly had a lot to think about that afternoon. For one thing, my next port of call was Arran himself. Taking the law somewhat into my own hands, and with Kelly holding the fort, I caught up with him in the middle of a drama class, of all things, where I had a very short conversation with him in the corridor, much of the kind I’d been half expecting – i.e. he was suddenly unable to remember anything about what the fight had been about, even when prompted by me.


    And I didn’t push it. I knew full well what might be happening here anyway. Whether what he’d said about Leo had been true or not, he wasn’t going to risk sharing any of it with me, preferring to maintain the fragile status quo that he presumably figured would prove safest.


    I wasn’t sure whether this made me more or less inclined to believe what Tommy had told me. After all, how could I make a call on things I still knew so little about? One thing was for sure, however. That I was getting a little weary of the amount of emotional energy I was devoting to a lad who I wasn’t even sure wasn’t playing me too. Because, in reality, was Leo even trying to change his behaviour while in the Unit, or was he just using the opportunity of being with me as a get-out-of-jail-free card? Compared with the regular classes that seemed to see him acting up so often, and all too often bunking off and turning up late, life in the Unit must have felt like a breeze.


    Perhaps I was actually doing him a disservice by ‘rescuing’ him from the hands of those who would kick him out of school. Perhaps another way to look at it was, in fact, the better way to look at it – that he should be left to suffer the consequences of his truanting and bad behaviour and fighting and whatever, and learn from them.


    And yet, and yet … Everyone knew Leo had underlying problems; reasons, if not excuses, why he might be having a difficult adolescence. And he did seem to acknowledge them – how many kids had I ever come across who actually requested anger-management classes, rather than having them foisted upon them? Not one.


    And could it really be that he was somehow criminally embroiled in some drugs gang, as Tommy had hinted, or was it, in fact, a bit simpler than that. Wasn’t it really that he was just trying to impress the local ‘top dogs’; that he was trying to gain status, trying to live up to his older brother? That he was searching for some sort of validation and acceptance because – who knew? – he didn’t feel good enough – just enough – for his mum?


    The truth was I simply had no idea, and there was absolutely no point in second guessing. It was a start, though. Not that I’d confront Leo with what I knew – that would drop Tommy right in it. No, I’d keep my powder dry till I’d spoken to Gary and made a plan. Or, I thought, remembering Tommy’s words, even a plot.


    The classroom was buzzing with excitement by the time I returned, Kelly having stirred up the kids’ enthusiasm like the pro she was, and now they were all busy writing all their great thoughts in their books. I made a mental note to nag her some more about studying for a full professional teaching qualification.


    ‘Ria’s really excited about being team leader,’ she told me. ‘That girl is a born leader, isn’t she? She’s also done a whole term of environmental stuff and recycling, in Geography – and so knowledgeable is she that she actually stood up and delivered a mini ecology lesson for us. She did really well.’


    I smiled proudly across at Ria, who had obviously caught her name being said because she was already looking in our direction. She returned the smile, her cheeks colouring slightly. I was finding it increasingly hard to equate what I was seeing with this girl to what I’d been told about her before she joined me. After those first few stroppy days, she’d now settled down really well, and was proving to be even more helpful and giving with the younger ones than we’d anticipated that she might be.


    ‘Is there something different about her today?’ I asked Kelly, as I continued to look at her, wondering quite what it was.


    Kelly laughed. ‘Something different?’ I could tell she was mocking me. ‘Casey, she’s had one half of her hair practically shaved off!’


    I looked again, marvelling that I hadn’t noticed it before. Though, in my defence, it was only on one side of her head. But now that I looked at her again, it really was quite a dramatic change – she’d been shorn from roughly her eyeline on the right side of her head, all the way round almost to the centre of the back. I leaned closer towards Kelly. ‘Is that the latest fashion?’ I whispered.


    ‘Not from what I’ve seen,’ Kelly replied, ‘but then Ria doesn’t strike me as being a follower of fashion anyway. More an “I’ll-dress-how-I-like” kind of girl.’


    And all power to her, I decided, as I continued to observe her. Whatever ailed her currently, that kind of self-possession was good to see in a girl.


    There was a good feeling in the classroom, period. Nothing like a change in routine or a new project to fire up a group of kids. Leo, particularly, seemed completely engrossed. I walked over to where he was busy drawing in his book, head down, deep in concentration.


    ‘How are you getting on, then?’ I asked him, immediately aware how much his whole demeanour had now changed. He was chastened, yes – how could any boy not be when they’ve been hauled up for fighting in the playground? – but he also seemed completely focused on the task in hand, and happy to be so.


    He glanced up. ‘It’s an engine, miss. That’s what I’m designing.’


    I leaned in to take a closer look at what he’d done so far. It looked good.


    ‘This first picture, here, miss, is of how a motorbike engine looks. It’s almost genuine, I think.’


    ‘I’ll have to take your word for that
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