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still.‘Because it’shard, this job, for a woman.Forsomeone like

you, it mustbesomuch harder.’

This time Walter pulled free.Lucia stepped away, ceding the

ground.

‘What did she say?’said Charlie.‘Hey,Walter. Whatdid she

say?’

Walterkept his eyesonLucia.Hisgrin became a growl.‘She

didn’t say anything.She didn’tsayfucking anything.’

Lucia facedHarry.Her lips found thecornerofhis mouth.

BeforeHarrycould react,Lucia was moving away, across the

officeand back towardsthe stairwell.When she reached it,

she turned, and could not help but catchsight again of

Walter. He was watching her withanexpressionofresentment

she had only everseen before through the grille ofa celldoor.

Lucia,though,felt none back.
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‘I know whatyou meant,Harry.I’dlikethat.I’dliketoget

a drink sometime.You know,whenever.’

Harrybeamed.‘Great,’he said.‘I’ll call you.’

‘Do,’ said Lucia.Smiling again,she made to turnaway.

The sound offlesh slapping flesh stopped her. Walterwas

beating out a sluggishapplause.Hewas grinning,Lucia saw,

but not at her. Harry was his target now.Harry,who was

moving eyesdowntowardshis desk.

‘Bravo,Harry my lad.Itlooks like you’vegot yourselfa date.

Andhereweall werethinking you werea shitepoke.’Roband

Charlie laughed.Walterlookedacross at them,affecting a

puzzled expression.‘Althoughthinking about it,’ he said,‘does

it reallycount ifthe bird you shag is a dyke?’

Harrywas passing Walter’schair.Hestopped abruptly.

‘Watchyour mouth,Walter. Watch your fucking mouth.’

Walterstood and Harry inched towardshim.

‘Why do you do it,Walter?’Atthe sound ofLucia’s voice,

the two men turnedtofaceher.‘The jokeslikethat.This front

youhave.Why do you do it?’

Walterreadied himselftoreply but Lucia did not allow him

the chance.‘Is it because you don’tlikewomen? Is that it?’

She was closing the distance betweenthem.Walterleant back

againsthis desk.

‘Itall depends on the woman,’saidWalter.Helaughedbut

the sound was hollow.Lucia was suddenly veryclose.When

she spoke again,she spoke inhis ear.

‘Isit that you don’tlikewomen?’she said again.‘Or is it

because it’snot women that you like?’

Walterrecoiled.Hetried to moveaway but Lucia held him
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was openly watching for Lucia as she emerged.Heraised his

eyebrows.Lucia returned a grimace.

Heads lifted and trackedLucia’s path acrossthe office.She

would havemade her way straighttothe stairwell had Harry

not caught up withher first.

‘Lucia,’ he said.His hand on hershoulderguided her around.

‘I realise this may not be the best time. . . ’

Lucia looked beyond Harry’sshoulder.Cole’s door was still

shutbut Walter,seatedat his desk,was regarding them with

an expression somewhere between incredulityand delight.

Roband Charlie loitered,their leerscockedand at the ready.

‘It’snot a great time,Harry.’

‘No,’he said.Heglanced behind him.‘No.Butifyou did in

therewhat I imagine you wentintodo. . . Well.I suppose we

might not be seeing each other for a while.’

Lucia found herselfsmiling at Harry’sturnofphrase.‘What’s

up?’she said.

‘Nothing. Nothingimportant.I just wanted to askyou

something,that’s all.’ Hisvoicewas quieternow, thoughthe

others werestill listening.Theywould still be able to hear.

‘I wanted to ask you whether you fancied going for a drink?

Just to apub or something. Not now obviously.Atsome

point.Just whenever.Or not,’ Harry added.‘You know,what-

ever.’

‘Whatever?’Lucia echoed.

Harry’s fingers rubbed at his forehead.‘Notwhatever.I didn’t

mean whatever.All I meant was. . . Jesus Christ, Lucia.You’re

not making this easy. All I meant was—’hebegan again but

Lucia placedher fingertips on his arm.
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‘You’re giving up. You’requitting.’

‘Call it what you like.This job isn’twhat I thought it was.

Itisn’t what it should be.’

‘That’s crap,Lucia.That’s idealistic crap.And this,’ he

said,brandishingthe envelope,‘doesn’t get you offthe hook.’

Hetossed Lucia’s letter on to the desk.Itskidded across the

surfaceand offthe otherside.‘What you did,’ he said.‘What

you’vedone.Youcould face charges.Criminal charges.You

usedprivileged information from the Szajkowski investigation

toinciteElliot Samson’sparentsintolaunching a civilprose-

cution against the school.It’s abuse ofoffice,Lucia.MrTravis

has every right to go straighttothe IPCC.’

‘Mr Travismay go wherever he wishes,’Lucia said.‘If you

like, Icould evencome up witha few suggestionsmyself.’

‘ForChrist’s sake, Lucia! You’renot evengoing to win!’

Lucia shrugged.‘LikeI say,it’s notmy business.I would

assume,though,that winning hardlymattered.It’snot usually

the court’sjudgement that counts in a case like this.’

‘Sowhat’s the point? What the hell is the point?’

‘RememberSamuel Szajkowski,Guv? He wasn’t tried but

he was judged.Travis allowedhim to be judged.And Leo

Martin. Trymentioning LeoMartin’snameto Mr Travis.See

what colour he turns.’

‘LeoMartin? Whothe hell is LeoMartin?’

‘Justa boy.Just another boy whodidn’t win.Hewonthe

argument though.The press made sure of that.’

Cole scoffed.‘You’re talking in riddles,Lucia.You’retalking

yourselfintoa shit heap oftrouble,that’swhat you’redoing.’

‘Tell me,Guv:whyareweeven having this conversation? If
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Lucia shifted.The chair,plastic and unyielding,was scrap-

ing the backs ofher knees.The restofher felt sticky, starved

ofair.‘I’msorry,’she said.‘It was just something I read. I

shouldn’t havementioned it.’

Cole waveda hand.Heleant forwards,folding his arms and

proppinghis elbows on the desk.

‘Mr Travis,’hesaid.‘The headmaster.Hereceiveda letter.’

Lucia had not intended to allowthe conversation to get this

far.Now that it had,she found herselfcurious about where it

might go. ‘Yes,’she said.‘Iknowhedid.’

‘And you know too, presumably,what that letter contained?’

Lucia held Cole’sgaze. She nodded.

The chief inspectorstudiedLucia.Hedrummedhis fingers

againstthe surface ofthe desk.Behind a bulging cheek, his

tongue occupied itselfwithsomething that had caught in his

teeth.

‘It’sa problem,’hesaid.‘You can see,can’tyou,that it’sa

problem?’

‘I would say that it was a problem for Mr Travis,Chief

Inspector.Wouldn’t you?’

Cole bobbed his head.‘Certainly,’hesaid.‘Certainlyit’s a

problemfor Mr Travis.ButI’m hoping that you and I might

find a way to makethat problem disappear.’

‘I see,’ Lucia said.‘And that’swhyI’m here.That’s whyyou

think I’m here.’

Cole didnot reply.Instead he hoistedhis smile,asthough

mindful suddenly thathe hadallowedittodroop.Hestood

upand crossed to thewatercooler.‘You’resureyou’re okay?’

he said.When Lucia did not respond,he drew himselfa cup,
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I wasn’t there. I didn’t see it. Me and Banks were down by the

ponds, pissing about with this Sainsbury’s trolley we found on

the common. We were late already so we decided to ditch. Get

in, Banks says. You get in, I say. In the end, I get in. I’m always

the one getting in. He pushes me for a bit over the field but the

wheels keep seizing up, even though the grass is short and it

hasn’t rained in a month. Sainsbury’s trolleys are shit. There’s a

Waitrose just opened up where the Safeway used to be and their

trolleys are built like Volkswagens. Sainsbury’s get theirs from

France or Italy or Korea or something. They’re like Daewoos.

Although Ming says Daewoo means fuck yourself in Chinese,

which is the only reason I’d ever buy one.

How many was it in the end? I heard thirty. Willis said sixty

but you can’t trust Willis. He reckons his uncle played for Spurs,

years ago, in the eighties or something, and that he can get

tickets whenever he likes. He never can though. I’ve asked him

like four times but he always comes up with some excuse. Not

cup games, he says. He can’t get tickets for cup games. Or I

asked too late. Says I have to tell him weeks in advance. Months.
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what ifsomething could be arranged? I mean,that’s whatthis

is really all about,isn’tit? Retribution.Revenge.Payback for

what happened to Elliot.’

Cole finally grantedLucia the opportunitytospeak.She

found that her throatwas clogged withwords.

‘Arranged?’she managed to say.‘What do you mean,

arranged?’

Cole gavea shrug.Heprodded at the edges ofa pile ofpapers

on his desk.‘Gideon,isn’t that his name? Hisfriends.The ones

whoattackedElliot.There’snothing we could do, obviously.

The investigation is closed.But Mr Travis . . . Well.It’shis

school,afterall.’

‘Forgiveme, ChiefInspector,but I thought our position –

I thought the headmaster’sposition – was that no one had

witnessed the attack.Isn’tthat whatthe Samsons weretold?’

‘We’retalking openly, Lucia.I thoughtwe weretalking

openly.’

Lucia shook her head.She found herselfsmiling in spite of

herself.

‘Thiscase,’ said Cole, his tonemoreabrupt now.‘Noone

wants it.I knowyou’ve got a problem withTravis and maybe

youcan livewith ruining one man’scareerbut what about the

school?What about the other teachers,the other pupils?’

‘You’re missing the point.You’re completely missing the

point.It’s because ofthe teachers and it’sbecause ofthe other

pupils that the Samsons are doing whatthey’redoing.’

‘And the force,Lucia? Whatabout the force?Don’tthink

this won’t touchus.Don’t think we won’t be implicated too.

Becauseyour friends are going to be standing up in courtand
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ances today.Nosuspects to interrogate, no crime to solve.No

reason to be anywhere but as close to centrestage as possible.

Lucia caught Harry’seyeand offered him a glimpse ofa

smile.She crossed the office and stopped at Cole’sdoor.Itwas

closed so she knockedand she waited.She tuckeda loose strand

ofhair behind her ear. She breathed.

‘Come in,’ avoicecalled.

Lucia glancedatHarry again,then levereddown the handle

and stepped inside.

‘Lucia,’ said Cole. He was behind his desk,halfstanding,his

weightonthe heels ofhis hands.Hewas smiling. She had not

expectedhim to be smiling.

‘Guv,’Lucia said.She closedthe door behind her.

‘Come.Sit. Coffee? You don’twant coffee.It’s toodamn hot

for coffee.Water?’

‘Thankyou,’Lucia said.‘I’mfine.’She crossed the office and

lowered herselfintothe chair her boss had indicated.Across

fromher,Cole sat downtoo.Hewas stillsmiling.

‘Thisisn’tformal,’hesaid.‘Thisisn’tofficial.’

‘No. Irealise that.But before you say anything—’

Cole held up a hand.‘Ineed some help, Lucia.I need your

help.’

‘Guv—’

‘Please,Lucia.Give me a moment.’

Lucia fell silent.Cole reclined in his chair.Hishand drifted

tohis upper lip but stopped short when he noticedLucia

watching.

‘The toothpaste,’hesaid.‘Itdidn’t work. It burnt like hell,

ifyouwant the truth.’
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Not the day before, even though it wasn’t the day before, it was

a Monday or a Tuesday or something and the game wasn’t till

Saturday.

So how many was it?

Oh. Really? Oh.

Just five?

Oh.

Well, anyway. That’s where we were when we heard: down

by the ponds. There’s this track that runs round the edge. It’s

made of planks. There are gaps where the wheels can get wedged

and it feels like you’re off-roading in a Skoda but you can get

up some speed. You have to watch the flowerpots. They stick

out into the path and you can’t move em cos the council have

nailed em to the floor. I dunno why they bothered. They’re full

of Coke cans now, not flowers.

When I say we heard, I don’t mean we heard it happen.

School was half a mile away, back across the railway tracks.

But these year eights turn up just as Banks decides to have a go

in the trolley. He gets his foot caught and sort of falls, not arse

over gob but enough to make me laugh. I shouldn’t of. He gets

pissed and starts having a go. And then the year eights turn up

and even though they haven’t seen him trip, Banks decides to

have a go at them.

It was weird though. They’re crying, the year eights. Two of

em are, any rate. The other one just kind of stares. Not at any-

thing in particular. Like he’s watching TV on the inside of his

glasses.

So anyway, Banks starts having a go but the year eights just

kind of let him. They don’t run or mouth off or try to fight
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then returned to his position behind the desk.Hedid not sit

down.

‘Acourtcase,’hesaid.‘Acivilprosecution.Perhaps you’d

explain to me,Lucia,just whatitisyou are hoping to achieve.’

‘That’s not for me to say,ChiefInspector.It’s not my busi-

ness,after all.’

Cole laughed.Helaughedand for the first time betrayed his

impatience.‘Ithink we’re past pretending, Inspector.Don’t

you?’

Lucia made to stand.‘I’mnot sure this conversation is going

toaccomplish anything,Guv.Ifyoudon’tmind—’

‘Sit down, Inspector,’said Cole.

Lucia held still.

‘Please,’Cole said.‘Sit down,Lucia.’

Lucia sat.She folded her arms.

‘Fromwhat I understand,the Samsons havea grievance.

Theyare lashing out,itseems to me,in the only way they can.’

‘No,’said Lucia.‘That’s not—’

Cole cut her off.‘Theyarelashing out at the school and they

arelashing out at its headmaster.Wait,Lucia.Just wait a

minute.’ He smiled again.The smile did not reach his eyes. ‘It’s

understandable,’hesaid.‘Ofcourse it is.Theylost their son.

Elliot,isn’t it? That was hisname,amI right?They lost their

son and no one was punished.Why wouldn’t they be angry?’

‘Theyareangry,’Lucia said,struggling now to keep her voice

steady.‘They’refurious.Andthey’renot alone.’

‘It’sunderstandable,’Cole said again.‘Isympathise.Weall

do.Even Mr Travis,as hard as you may find that to believe.’

Again Lucia tried to interrupt.Cole spoke overher.‘But
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or anything. I recognise one of em. Ambrose, his name is. My

sister, she’s in year eight too, she knows him and says he’s okay

so I ask him what’s going on. He can’t speak. His words come

out all squashed and stuck together. Banks turns on him but

I tell him to leave it. In the end one of the others tells us. I

don’t remember his name. Spotty kid. Normally I’d say shut

the fuck up but he’s the only one making any sense.

Banks wants to take the trolley with us but I tell him there’ll

be police and that there so he shoves it in a bush and says to

the year eights if they take it he’ll shit in their mouths. They

don’t look much interested in the trolley, to be fair. The spotty

kid nods just the same, all wide-eyed like, but the other two

don’t look like they’ve even noticed the trolley.

I’ve never run to school in my life. Neither’s Banks, I guess.

I remember we were laughing, not cos it was funny, just cos it

was something, you know?

I say to Banks, who do you think did it?

Jones, Banks says. It was Jones, I know it.

How do you know it?

I just do. He was pissed all last week after Bickle made him

sing on his own in assembly.

Bickle, that’s Mr Travis, the headmaster. That’s what we call

him cos basically he’s mental.

You won’t tell him I said that, will you?

Anyway, I don’t say anything for a moment. Then I say, I

bet it was one of them Goths. One of them kids with the hair

and the jeans and the boots they wear in the summer.

Banks sort of scrunches his nose, like he doesn’t want to

admit it but he thinks I’m probably right.
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Lucia shifted.The chair,plastic and unyielding,was scrap-

ing the backs ofher knees.The restofher felt sticky, starved

ofair.‘I’msorry,’she said.‘It was just something I read. I

shouldn’t havementioned it.’

Cole waveda hand.Heleant forwards,folding his arms and

proppinghis elbows on the desk.

‘Mr Travis,’hesaid.‘The headmaster.Hereceiveda letter.’

Lucia had not intended to allowthe conversation to get this

far.Now that it had,she found herselfcurious about where it

might go. ‘Yes,’she said.‘Iknowhedid.’

‘And you know too, presumably,what that letter contained?’

Lucia held Cole’sgaze. She nodded.

The chief inspectorstudiedLucia.Hedrummedhis fingers

againstthe surface ofthe desk.Behind a bulging cheek, his

tongue occupied itselfwithsomething that had caught in his

teeth.

‘It’sa problem,’hesaid.‘You can see,can’tyou,that it’sa

problem?’

‘I would say that it was a problem for Mr Travis,Chief

Inspector.Wouldn’t you?’

Cole bobbed his head.‘Certainly,’hesaid.‘Certainlyit’s a

problemfor Mr Travis.ButI’m hoping that you and I might

find a way to makethat problem disappear.’

‘I see,’ Lucia said.‘And that’swhyI’m here.That’s whyyou

think I’m here.’

Cole didnot reply.Instead he hoistedhis smile,asthough

mindful suddenly thathe hadallowedittodroop.Hestood

upand crossed to thewatercooler.‘You’resureyou’re okay?’

he said.When Lucia did not respond,he drew himselfa cup,
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Have you seen Taxi Driver, by the way?

You should.

We hear the sirens before we see the school. We’ve heard em

already I expect but we haven’t noticed em. And when we get

there I count ten police cars at least. Shitty ones, Fiestas and

that, but they’re everywhere, all with their lights going. But I

guess you know that. You were there, right?

But you got there later?

Thought so. Cos it’s your case, right? You’re in charge.

Sort of? What does that mean?

Well, anyway, there are ambulances there too and a fire

engine for some reason. Some are still moving, just arriving

I guess. The rest are all across the street and halfway up the

pavement like someone’s asked my mum to park em.

I’m sweating and I stop and I hear Banks panting beside me.

We aren’t laughing any more.

Everyone’s going the opposite way. They’re leaving the

building, any rate. At the pavement everyone’s sort of gathered,

hanging together in groups. There are some year sevens near the

teachers, just outside the gates. The sixth-formers are furthest

away, across the road on the edge of the common and just

along from me and Banks. I can’t see any of our lot but people

keep blocking my view. It’s like three-thirty or parents’ night

or a fire drill or something, or all of them things at once.

Check it out, says Banks and he’s pointing at Miss Hobbs.

She’s carrying some kid in her arms, crossing the playground

towards the gates. There’s blood on em but I can’t tell whose.

Are you sure it was only five?

Well, whatever. So Miss Hobbs is crossing the playground,
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ances today.Nosuspects to interrogate, no crime to solve.No

reason to be anywhere but as close to centrestage as possible.

Lucia caught Harry’seyeand offered him a glimpse ofa

smile.She crossed the office and stopped at Cole’sdoor.Itwas

closed so she knockedand she waited.She tuckeda loose strand

ofhair behind her ear. She breathed.

‘Come in,’ avoicecalled.

Lucia glancedatHarry again,then levereddown the handle

and stepped inside.

‘Lucia,’ said Cole. He was behind his desk,halfstanding,his

weightonthe heels ofhis hands.Hewas smiling. She had not

expectedhim to be smiling.

‘Guv,’Lucia said.She closedthe door behind her.

‘Come.Sit. Coffee? You don’twant coffee.It’s toodamn hot

for coffee.Water?’

‘Thankyou,’Lucia said.‘I’mfine.’She crossed the office and

lowered herselfintothe chair her boss had indicated.Across

fromher,Cole sat downtoo.Hewas stillsmiling.

‘Thisisn’tformal,’hesaid.‘Thisisn’tofficial.’

‘No. Irealise that.But before you say anything—’

Cole held up a hand.‘Ineed some help, Lucia.I need your

help.’

‘Guv—’

‘Please,Lucia.Give me a moment.’

Lucia fell silent.Cole reclined in his chair.Hishand drifted

tohis upper lip but stopped short when he noticedLucia

watching.

‘The toothpaste,’hesaid.‘Itdidn’t work. It burnt like hell,

ifyouwant the truth.’
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ofanything.He’sat his desk.He’sleant forwards on his elbows

and he’sgot one hand on his head.The children,theyseem to

be doing whatever they feel like doing:just chatting,mostof

them,but one or two are running about and there’seven one

little girlstanding on a chair,over by thewindow, Imean she’s

virtually falling out.And I probably should haveinterrupted

but I don’t.I just wait outside until the bell.

Aftera minuteortwo it goes and it’sbarely finished ring-

ing before the childrenareout the door. The ruckus seems to

nudge Samuelfrom his daydream and slowlyhegets to his feet.

I’mwaiting for him by the door.

I smile at him but he doesn’tsmile back.Hewould have

walkedright past me ifI hadn’t said hisname.

Janet,hesays.What do you want?

Whichis not the way to talk to someone,isit? It’snot the

waytotalk to one ofyour colleagues and not whatI would

have expectedofhim.So I was rather brusque,I’mafraid.

I say,the headmaster says to go home.Hesays to takesome

rest.Hedoesn’t expectyou here this afternoon,nor tomorrow

I assume.

Isthat all? says Samueland he’salreadywalking away.

I say,yes. I’mrather taken aback.I say,yes,then I say,no.

Because I forgot to tellhim about the assembly. So then I say,

you’retobehereonWednesdaymorning. The headmaster will

be addressing the school,totalk about whathappened to Elliot

Samson.AndSamuel can’tknowwhat I’m talking about but

hedoesn’teven wait forme to explain.Hejust leaves. He looks

at me,helooks me in the eye,and then he leaves.

Andthat,Inspector,was the last I saw ofhim.Itwas the
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wobbling and swaying and looking like she’s about to drop this

kid but no one helps her, not till she reaches the gates. All

around her kids are buzzing about and the police, they’re going

the other way, into the school. Then Miss Hobbs yells, she’s got

quite a yell I can tell you, like the time she yelled at Banks for

flicking his sandwich crusts at Stacie Crump, and one of the

ambulance men spots her and legs it over with a stretcher. They

disappear after that, behind the ambulance, and that’s when I

see Jenkins with the others by the lights.

I tug at Banks and I point and we weave in and out the cars

and over to the crossing.

Where you been? says Jenkins.

What’s happening? I ask him.

Someone went loony tunes. In assembly. Shot the whole

place up.

What, with a gun? I say and right away wish I hadn’t of.

Jenkins looks at me. Either a gun, he says, or a fifty-litre

bottle of ketchup.

Who? says Banks. Who did it?

Dunno. Couldn’t see. People were up and running and that

before we knew what was happening. Someone said it was Bum-

fluff but it couldn’t of been, could it?

Then Banks says, where’s Jones?

Didn’t I say? says Terry, who’s standing right beside Jenkins.

Didn’t I tell you it was Jones?

Jenkins gives Terry a punch on the arm. Banks doesn’t know

it was Jones, does he? He was just asking where he was.

Well, where is he? Terry says but Banks is already moving

away.
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Itwas the hottestday.

Ever,said the headlines.Sincerecords began,ran the small

print.Itwas like labouringupan incline,Lucia thought,and

finally reaching the summit.Althoughit occurred to her too

that it in fact felt no hotterthan yesterday,than any other day

sincethe heatwavehad begun.

She entered the lobby and nodded a greeting to the staffat

the desk.A facilities worker wheeled up a trolleybeside her as

she waitedfor the lift,and whenthe doors to theelevator shud-

dered open,she gestured him in ahead ofher before squeezing

in behind.Lucia pressed button three. Thefacilities worker

pressedsix.The doors closed and a motorwhined and the

winchstrainedaudibly to hoist them upwards.Lucia focused

on her distortedreflection in the chipped brass panelling of

the doors,her thigh pressing against the metal handle ofthe

trolleyand the aroma ofcoffee from the urn on topmaking

the air seem thickerand more humid than it already was.

The whole cast was assembled.Harry was there,Walterwas

there,his two goons huddled beside him.Nocourtappear-
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tothe children.Tothe stafftoo.I don’tthink Samuel’sreally

up to that.Notinthe state he’sin.

I say,no,Headmaster. You’reprobablyright.

Good, he says. Good.Oh, andJanet.

Yes, Headmaster?

What did you tellthe governors? Did you reschedule?

I toldthem something urgent had comeup. Itold themI

was waiting to talkto you.

See ifyou can set it up for tomorrowmorning. Send my

apologiesand tellthem what’shappened but make it clear

that the assault took place outsideofschool.I don’twant them

worrying.I don’t want them distracted.

Yes, Headmaster. I’ll do it right away, Headmaster.

Afteryou’vedealt withSamuel,he says.

I say,ofcourse.AfterI’ve dealt withSamuel.

One more thing,hesays.I suppose we shouldschedule an

assembly.BettermakeitWednesday. First thing. All the pupils

aretobe there.Allthe stafftoo.Noexceptions,Janet.

AndI say,yes,Headmaster. Willtherebe anything else,Head-

master?

Butthereisn’t anything elseso that’swhen I go looking for

Samuel.He’sin classroom three, just as the headmaster said he

would be.AlthoughI could havefound him without directions

because the classroom,it’s utterchaos.The new wing – we call

it the new wing but really it’snot so new any more,it must

be tenyears old at least – the new wing is right at the north-

ernend ofthe building but I can hear Samuel’sclass from the

dining hall.He’steaching yearsevens.I say teaching but when

I look throughthe glass he doesn’tseem to be doing verymuch
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Where you going? I say but he ignores me. I run to catch

up and hear Jenkins behind me. You won’t get in, he says but

Banks doesn’t even look back.

We try the main gates first but there’s these policemen there

dressed in yellow, they look like stewards at White Hart Lane.

They turn us back. Banks tries again and has to scarper when

one of the policemen shouts at him and tries to grab him. We

go round the back instead, to the side gate by the kitchens, and

there’s a policeman there as well but he’s talking to a woman

with a pushchair, pointing at something across the street. He

doesn’t see us.

I’ve never been in the kitchens before. I’ve seen em from

the other side, from the counter, but only the main bit and

even then you can barely see past the dinner ladies, they’re like

sumo wrestlers in a scrum. Not that you’d want to. It’s fucking

disgusting. The main bit, where they serve the food, it’s not too

bad but in the back, with the cookers and the bins, it’s rank.

I see what I had for lunch the day before, a pile of pork all

glistening with fat like it’s been run over by a herd of slugs,

just left on a tray in the sink. And there’s stuff all over the floor,

lettuce gone soggy and brown, and peas with their guts splat-

tered and smeared all over the tiles. I almost throw up. I have

to swallow it back down. But I’d rather eat vomit than eat in

the canteen again, I swear. Banks, though, he doesn’t hardly

notice. He lives in a council. I live in a council too but a better

one.

We’re trapped in there for a bit. We can’t find a way out cept

for the way we’ve just come in. In the end we jump up over

the counter. I kick at a tray of glasses with my foot, not on
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very last time I saw him.I don’t suppose I’vebeen veryhelp-

ful but I don’t know what else I can tellyou. Isaw Samuelin

the morning and he was upset about something but Icouldn’t

saywhat.Itwas unusual,his behaviour,but not that unusual,

not for Samuel.Then the police arrivedand there was this

business about Elliot,whichwas terrible ofcourse,truly dread-

ful.Althoughhe is getting better,soI’m told. He’sinhospital

but he’sdoing fine,whichis one piece ofgood news at least.

Butyes,the police arrivedand then I spoke to the headmaster

and we agreed it would be best ifwesent Samuelhome.SoI

found him and I did.And that’sit.That’s everything.I mean,

ifthere’sanything else,I can’t think ofit. Because I’d tell

youiftherewas,ofcourse I would.Because I do tendtotalk,

Inspector.I do tendtoprattle on.You’ve probably realised that

for yourself.Most people havetostopme.It’s not alwayseasy

onceI get going but most people havetostopme from saying

toomuch.
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purpose, but some of the glasses fall and they break. Banks

starts having a go, tells me to be quiet, but no one hears. No

one would of cared.

From the canteen we go out into the passageway and along

into the entrance hall and that brings us right up to the main

doors and there’s a crowd there and who should we run into

but Michael Jones himself. And we know just by looking at

him that it can’t of been Jones.

He spots us but doesn’t say anything and he’s as pale as a

custard cream. He’s trying to get out by the looks of him but

he’s stuck behind a wall of sixth-formers. The sixth-formers,

they’re standing there, waving their arms about and bossing

people where to go but it seems to me like they’re only making

things worse. Bickle’s there too, Mr Travis, he’s standing by

the doors, telling the kids to keep moving to settle down to

maintain order to move along. That’s one of his phrases

that: maintain order. As in, I’m sitting in on this class today

to help maintain order. Or he’ll be marching the corridors,

whacking kids on the head, yelling, order children, maintain

order. He calls us children even though we’re like thirteen.

The sixth-formers are eighteen some of em. Anyway, it should

be our school motto – maintain order – not that thing we have

in Latin. Something about helping yourself or helping others

or doing one but not the other. Something like that.

Bickle spots us too and he looks like he’s about to collar us

but he’s distracted, there’s kids pushing past him, banging

against him, on purpose some of em I bet, and Banks and

me slip past and into the main corridor, the one that leads to

the stairs and the classrooms and at the bottom, at the end, the
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ofanything.He’sat his desk.He’sleant forwards on his elbows

and he’sgot one hand on his head.The children,theyseem to

be doing whatever they feel like doing:just chatting,mostof

them,but one or two are running about and there’seven one

little girlstanding on a chair,over by thewindow, Imean she’s

virtually falling out.And I probably should haveinterrupted

but I don’t.I just wait outside until the bell.

Aftera minuteortwo it goes and it’sbarely finished ring-

ing before the childrenareout the door. The ruckus seems to

nudge Samuelfrom his daydream and slowlyhegets to his feet.

I’mwaiting for him by the door.

I smile at him but he doesn’tsmile back.Hewould have

walkedright past me ifI hadn’t said hisname.

Janet,hesays.What do you want?

Whichis not the way to talk to someone,isit? It’snot the

waytotalk to one ofyour colleagues and not whatI would

have expectedofhim.So I was rather brusque,I’mafraid.

I say,the headmaster says to go home.Hesays to takesome

rest.Hedoesn’t expectyou here this afternoon,nor tomorrow

I assume.

Isthat all? says Samueland he’salreadywalking away.

I say,yes. I’mrather taken aback.I say,yes,then I say,no.

Because I forgot to tellhim about the assembly. So then I say,

you’retobehereonWednesdaymorning. The headmaster will

be addressing the school,totalk about whathappened to Elliot

Samson.AndSamuel can’tknowwhat I’m talking about but

hedoesn’teven wait forme to explain.Hejust leaves. He looks

at me,helooks me in the eye,and then he leaves.

Andthat,Inspector,was the last I saw ofhim.Itwas the
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hall, the assembly hall. That’s where it all happened, right? The

assembly hall.

We almost make it. We almost see it. The whadyacallit.

The aftermath. I’m glad we didn’t. Banks wanted to but I think

I’m glad we didn’t. Do you know what I mean?

It’s a woman that nabs us in the end, a policewoman and

they’re the worst. All bossy and up themselves.

Oh.

No offence.

But anyway, we’re halfway down the corridor and we can

see the doors into the hall and we can see there are people

inside, police and that mainly, and we don’t see her reach for

us. She was in one of the classrooms, I guess. She saw us pass

and must of figured what we were doing, where we were going,

and she doesn’t shout or anything, she just comes up behind

us and she nails us. Banks yells at her to geroff but in the end

we can’t really do anything, I mean what can we do? And she

marches us up the corridor, back into the hallway, through

the doors past Bickle, who just kind of glares, and all the way

to the gates. And then she gives us a shove.

Banks tried to get back in after that but I’m pretty sure he

didn’t make it. By the time we get outside there’s tape and more

police and TV cameras and everything’s being organised. The

teachers, they’re calling register and forming lines and that

sort of thing. I stand on my own, to one side. I sit on the kerb.

Then, I dunno. I just watch, like everyone else.

So that’s it, I guess. I told you, I don’t know anything really.

I wasn’t even there when it happened.
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tothe children.Tothe stafftoo.I don’tthink Samuel’sreally

up to that.Notinthe state he’sin.

I say,no,Headmaster. You’reprobablyright.

Good, he says. Good.Oh, andJanet.

Yes, Headmaster?

What did you tellthe governors? Did you reschedule?

I toldthem something urgent had comeup. Itold themI

was waiting to talkto you.

See ifyou can set it up for tomorrowmorning. Send my

apologiesand tellthem what’shappened but make it clear

that the assault took place outsideofschool.I don’twant them

worrying.I don’t want them distracted.

Yes, Headmaster. I’ll do it right away, Headmaster.

Afteryou’vedealt withSamuel,he says.

I say,ofcourse.AfterI’ve dealt withSamuel.

One more thing,hesays.I suppose we shouldschedule an

assembly.BettermakeitWednesday. First thing. All the pupils

aretobe there.Allthe stafftoo.Noexceptions,Janet.

AndI say,yes,Headmaster. Willtherebe anything else,Head-

master?

Butthereisn’t anything elseso that’swhen I go looking for

Samuel.He’sin classroom three, just as the headmaster said he

would be.AlthoughI could havefound him without directions

because the classroom,it’s utterchaos.The new wing – we call

it the new wing but really it’snot so new any more,it must

be tenyears old at least – the new wing is right at the north-

ernend ofthe building but I can hear Samuel’sclass from the

dining hall.He’steaching yearsevens.I say teaching but when

I look throughthe glass he doesn’tseem to be doing verymuch
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‘It’s dragging on, Lucia.’

‘It’s been a week.’

Cole nodded. He sat with his elbows on the desk, his fin-

gertips pressed together, his knuckles slightly bent. ‘It’s been a

week.’

‘I don’t know what you expect me to say, sir, but—’

‘You’re giving me cold sores, Inspector.’

‘Cold sores?’

‘Look here,’ said Cole. He leant forwards, pointing towards

his chin. ‘And here. I get them when I’m stressed. My wife says

they make me look like a teenager. A teenager with acne or a

drug habit or something.’

‘I don’t think you look like a teenager, sir.’ The detective chief

inspector was bald on top and where he was not bald his hair

was grey. He wheezed when he walked and perspired even when

it was cold. Just as Lucia’s grandfather had, he wore button-down

short-sleeved shirts in the summer. He was wearing one now.

‘Have you ever had a cold sore, Lucia?’

She shook her head.
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This time she started where he had started.

There was nothing in the room that gave notice of the

violence it had begotten. Several coats on the rack, though not

many. There was one overcoat, on a hanger, a relic presumably

of the winter. Otherwise just jackets, lightweight, inexpensive,

the one on top with an arm turned inside out. There were

coffee mugs on the table, the one nearest to her drained com-

pletely, the rest finished with but not emptied, milk curdling

on the surface of the liquid. On the arm of one of the chairs,

an open packet of digestives, and crumbs on the rest of the

seats. The seats themselves were stained, ripped in places, com-

fortable looking.

Lucia May moved from the seating area towards the kitch-

enette. She opened the door of the microwave and then shut

what she found back inside. The smell escaped, though –

sweet, artificial, she thought, low calorie. A packet of Marlboro

lay next to a yellow Clipper on the worktop. She did not look

at them directly. The cupboard next to the sink served as a

makeshift noticeboard. There was a Garfield strip bemoaning

9

PM010 - Rupture:rupture  2/11/09  11:53  Page 9

nodded and slid away, until shewas barricaded behind the

armchair.Samson remained perched on thearm.Toan

observer,theywould haveseemed the reluctant callers,Lucia

andDavidthe uneasy hosts.Sophie remained out ofsightbut

Lucia had the impression that she was lurking at the topof

thestairs.

‘Thankyou for seeing us,’ Lucia said.‘Irealise you’reprob-

ably both verybusy.’

ToLucia’s surprise,Samson laughed.The sound was bitter,

almostderisive.‘Not that busy, Inspector.Not busy enough,if

youwant the truth.’

Samson’s wifeput a hand on his shoulder. ‘Paul,’she said.

Samson did not turn aroundand her hand dropped away.

‘What do you want,Inspector?Why are you here? Forgive

me for being so blunt but your call – it was somewhat unex-

pected.’

Lucia nodded.‘This is DavidWells,’she said,looking at

Samson’s wife. ‘He’sa solicitor.A verygood solicitor.’

Davidmumbled something. He tugged at one ofhis trouser

legs, fiddled witha cufflink.

‘David’sfirm was involvedina case some time back.Itwas

several years agonow but it’srelevant.Toyour situation.To

what happened to your son.’

NowSamson began to fidget.Hesaid nothing.

‘Therewas a boy,’Lucia continued,addressingElliot’s father

again.‘Hehad problems at school,just like Elliot.’

‘Elliot didn’thave problems,Inspector.Hewas bullied.The

problemsweren’t his.Theywere forced upon him.’

Again Lucia nodded.‘What I mean to sayis,this boy was
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Samuel but before thegovernors’meeting,althoughin the end

that had to be postponed.

The headmaster and I are in my office.The police havejust

left,as I say.We’reboth a little shocked,I suppose.I mean the

headmaster, he looks dreadfully pale.And I say to the head-

master, what a terrible thing to havehappened.Because it was.

Terrible,just terrible.Andthe headmasternods anddoesn’tsay

anything and we’re both just looking at the floor.

Then the headmaster says,Janet.Have you heard any more

fromSamuel?

I say,no,Headmaster, not athing. Nothingsince first thing.

Andthe headmaster looks at me.Hesays,first thing? You

mean you heard all that this morning? He’slooking at me like

suddenly I’vedone something awful but I could hardlyhelp

overhearing, could I? AndI’mstanding there notknowing what

tosayand I say,no,well,yes, Imean the walls are verythin.

Andhesortoffrowns. He says, whatdid you hear? Whatdid

youmakeofit?

I say,makeofit, Headmaster?I couldn’t verywell make

anything ofit. It wasjust Samuel. JustSamuel being Samuel.

Andthe headmaster says,yes. Well.Quite.Still,he says,and

then he’sthinking.Hesays,Janet.Do me a favour,would you?

Ofcourse,Headmaster. Whatisit?

Hesays,send Samuelhome.

I say,home,Headmaster, and he says,home.Let’ssee,he

says.It’salmost lunchtime.Heshould be in the new wing,class-

room threeorfour.Catchhim there and sendhim home.Tell

him to takesome time off.The police,they’llbe back this after-

noon to follow up on this Samson business.Theywant to talk
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would have made it difficult not to employ him. His references

were positively glowing; his CV proved accurate to a fault. There

was no trace of delinquency in his past nor half a hint of what

he would ultimately prove capable of doing. Any school in our

position would have acted as we did, Inspector, and anyone

who tells you otherwise is either a fool or an outright liar.

But you asked me what was different about him. You asked

me why I had my doubts.

His handshake then, and his demeanour. His attempt at

humour, though this he did not repeat. He did not seem ner-

vous, which I am not used to, because I am aware that I make

people nervous. He was aloof, rather, and somewhat arrogant.

He was in many ways exactly as I hoped he would not be.

All very subjective, I realise. All very ambiguous. But as I

say, Inspector, I am talking about instinct more than anything

else. Nothing particularly tangible for you to go on and noth-

ing that I could have used to justify a decision not to hire him.

But that’s the problem with gut feelings, isn’t it? They can be

powerful, overwhelming even, and yet without any foundation.

They are illogical, unscientific and imprecise. And yet they are

so often correct.

Such a waste. Such a waste of young lives. Sarah Kingsley,

we had high hopes for her. Felix had his problems and Dono-

van was no end of trouble. Maddeningly bright but no end of

trouble. But Sarah. Sarah might have gone to Oxford, Inspec-

tor. She was just the calibre of pupil we have been looking to

bring to this school. She was precisely the calibre.

Now then. Another cup of tea? Shall I have Janet bring in

some biscuits?
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Mondays cut neatly from a newspaper and a ‘Now wash your

hands’ sticker and a handwritten note reminding people to

please rinse out their cups. The word people was underlined,

as well as the word cups. Four mugs sat festering in the basin.

The basin smelt of drains.

He would have left this room alone. He would have waited

until he was the last.

Lucia drifted back towards the seats and out of the door and

into the corridor. Opposite her was the noticeboard proper,

half the size of a snooker table and almost the same shade of

green. It displayed fire-drill instructions, medical procedures,

assembly rosters, break-time regulations. Nothing else. The

notices were attached to the board with colour-matched pins,

all red on one sheet of paper, all yellow on the next, four pins

to a page. She felt an urge to shuffle the pins, to remove a notice

and reattach it at a less regimented angle.

She turned to her left and moved along the passageway, down

the short flight of stairs and into the entrance hall. She paused,

wondering whether he had done the same. She glanced right,

towards the canteen, and then the other way, towards the doors.

Through the glass she saw two uniforms, and beyond them the

playground, and beyond that the road. The policemen were

watching her, their arms folded and their eyes shaded by the

brims of their helmets.

There was blood on the floor. She had known it was there

and she had meant to ignore it because the blood had come

after, during, not before. She looked at it anyway. The girl whose

blood it was had still been alive when she had shed it. It had

run down her arm and to her hand and from her fingers as
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bullied too. He was persecuted,just like your son.Indifferent

waysperhaps.Through different means.But he suffered.’

‘That’s verysad,Inspector.What’s your point?’

‘Call me Lucia,please.This isn’texactly an official visit.’

‘Luciathen.What’syourpoint?’

‘Perhaps it would be bestifDavidexplained.’

Davidcoughed.Heshuffled.‘Ishould say,’hebegan,‘that

I wasn’tinvolved in the case myself.This was before my time.

Beforemytime at Blake,Henryand Lorne,I mean.But I’d

heardabout it.And afterLucia here came calling, Idid some

reading.SoI’m pretty muchuptospeed.’

Samson frowned.Hiswife too.

‘Anyway,’said David. ‘Basically whathappened is this.There’s

a boy,LeoMartin,he’s sixteen,he takes his GCSEs and he fails,

I suppose,about halfofthem.Whichno one expectshim to

do because he’sa brightkid.Very bright,asinheshould be

gettingstraightAsorA starsor whatever it was in 2002.So

his parents kick up a fuss,startbyblaming the examboard,

and there’sthis whole hullabaloo, and afterthe parents and

the school dig a little deeper, it turnsout that the reason Leo

failed is that the time his parents thought he was spending

studying for his exams in the school library, he was actually

doing courseworkfor a bunch ofkids in the yearbelowhim.I

mean,they’reyounger but they’re bigger and they’re meaner.

Andfor some time they’ve been tormenting this kid,terroris-

ing him,threatening him.Theythreatened his sister too, who’s

tenoreleven or younger anyway, and the only way Leocan get

them to leave her alone is to playtheir little pet.You know,

doing the dares they set,stealingthe stufftheytell him to steal,
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I’ve never seen him so excited. So it was veryreasonable,really,

that the headmaster should show Samuel to the door.

Samuelsays,please,Headmaster. Please.

Mr Szajkowski,the headmaster says.Get a griponyourself.

Youcan’tgobehaving like this in front ofthe children.You’re

a teacher,man.Set an example.

Andnow it sounds like theheadmasteris overbythe door,

and Samuel, Samuel’sshuffling around in front ofthe head-

master’s desk.Then there’ssilencefor a moment,neither one

ofthem says anything.Until the headmaster speaks again.

Hesays,well,Mr Szajkowski,I really mustbegetting on.And

Samueldoesn’t reply.Hedoesn’t say anything,nothing that I

can hear. He leaves, Isuppose.I don’t hear him leavebut I sup-

pose that’swhat he does because the door clicks and there’s

quiet again and then the headmaster appears in my office.

So that’sit.I mean it’snot veryhelpful,I don’tsuppose

but,yes, that’s just about it.That was the last time I saw

Samuel.

No.Wait a minute. Isaw him later.Ofcourse I saw him

later.Howsilly ofme. Isaw him latertosend him home.The

headmasterasked me to,yousee.Afterthe police arrived.After

theyleft,actually; after they’dtold us about Elliot Samson.

Elliot’s a first-year here.Year sevenwecall them now.He

was attacked,Inspector.Beatenup quite badly, by all accounts.

Ithappened afterschoolon the Fridaybut we didn’t hear

aboutit until the Mondaymorning. Your colleagues arrived

at about ten.Price,one ofthem was called.I didn’t catchthe

other one’sname.That’s whenthey toldthe headmaster.That’s

when heand I found out.Thiswas afterthe business with
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nodded and slid away, until shewas barricaded behind the

armchair.Samson remained perched on thearm.Toan

observer,theywould haveseemed the reluctant callers,Lucia

andDavidthe uneasy hosts.Sophie remained out ofsightbut

Lucia had the impression that she was lurking at the topof

thestairs.

‘Thankyou for seeing us,’ Lucia said.‘Irealise you’reprob-

ably both verybusy.’

ToLucia’s surprise,Samson laughed.The sound was bitter,

almostderisive.‘Not that busy, Inspector.Not busy enough,if

youwant the truth.’

Samson’s wifeput a hand on his shoulder. ‘Paul,’she said.

Samson did not turn aroundand her hand dropped away.

‘What do you want,Inspector?Why are you here? Forgive

me for being so blunt but your call – it was somewhat unex-

pected.’

Lucia nodded.‘This is DavidWells,’she said,looking at

Samson’s wife. ‘He’sa solicitor.A verygood solicitor.’

Davidmumbled something. He tugged at one ofhis trouser

legs, fiddled witha cufflink.

‘David’sfirm was involvedina case some time back.Itwas

several years agonow but it’srelevant.Toyour situation.To

what happened to your son.’

NowSamson began to fidget.Hesaid nothing.

‘Therewas a boy,’Lucia continued,addressingElliot’s father

again.‘Hehad problems at school,just like Elliot.’

‘Elliot didn’thave problems,Inspector.Hewas bullied.The

problemsweren’t his.Theywere forced upon him.’

Again Lucia nodded.‘What I mean to sayis,this boy was
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Samuel but before thegovernors’meeting,althoughin the end

that had to be postponed.

The headmaster and I are in my office.The police havejust

left,as I say.We’reboth a little shocked,I suppose.I mean the

headmaster, he looks dreadfully pale.And I say to the head-

master, what a terrible thing to havehappened.Because it was.

Terrible,just terrible.Andthe headmasternods anddoesn’tsay

anything and we’re both just looking at the floor.

Then the headmaster says,Janet.Have you heard any more

fromSamuel?

I say,no,Headmaster, not athing. Nothingsince first thing.

Andthe headmaster looks at me.Hesays,first thing? You

mean you heard all that this morning? He’slooking at me like

suddenly I’vedone something awful but I could hardlyhelp

overhearing, could I? AndI’mstanding there notknowing what

tosayand I say,no,well,yes, Imean the walls are verythin.

Andhesortoffrowns. He says, whatdid you hear? Whatdid

youmakeofit?

I say,makeofit, Headmaster?I couldn’t verywell make

anything ofit. It wasjust Samuel. JustSamuel being Samuel.

Andthe headmaster says,yes. Well.Quite.Still,he says,and

then he’sthinking.Hesays,Janet.Do me a favour,would you?

Ofcourse,Headmaster. Whatisit?

Hesays,send Samuelhome.

I say,home,Headmaster, and he says,home.Let’ssee,he

says.It’salmost lunchtime.Heshould be in the new wing,class-

room threeorfour.Catchhim there and sendhim home.Tell

him to takesome time off.The police,they’llbe back this after-

noon to follow up on this Samson business.Theywant to talk
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him what he thinks of history. I ask him what he thinks his-

tory is.

He says, have I read Carr, is that what you’re asking me?

I admit I am taken aback. E. H. Carr, Inspector. There is a

copy on the shelf beside you. A moronic work. Lucid enough

but entirely misguided. A history teacher who has not read it,

however, may as well be replaced by a book.

And what did you make of Mr Carr’s hypothesis?

I agreed with parts, he says. But in general I found his argu-

ments overblown. A bit too self-important. History is what it

is. It can’t predict the future but it can help us understand who

we are, where we’re from. History is all about context, he says,

and without context all meaning is lost.

That impressed me, I will admit. He had some intellectual

backbone even if he lacked any in his demeanour. His qualifi -

cations, indeed, were never in doubt. Good school, venerable

university – not one of these self-aggrandising polytechnics –

and solid grades. An A-level in mathematics, if you please.

He was bright. Green but bright, and because he was green he

was cheap.

We have targets now, Inspector. Targets to meet and books

to balance. You raise an eyebrow at me but I cannot ignore the

cost of the capital in which we invest, human or otherwise.

Believe me, I would like to. The handling of currency sullies

one’s soul as much as one’s fingertips. Book-keeping can be a

sordid business. But it is a necessary one, and one I would

rather deal with myself than leave to bureaucrats who have no

facility with the workings of a school.

There were aspects to Szajkowski’s candidacy then that
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the teacher had carried her out. It lay in drops and in several

places it was smeared, as if by a toe or a heel or a knee where

someone had stumbled.

He would not have stopped, Lucia was sure, and so she

carried on, not walking on the blood but not not walking on

the blood.

The assembly hall was some distance from the staffroom. The

walk would have allowed him plenty of time to think, to recon-

sider, to change his mind and then back again. Somehow she

knew that he had not thought. He had focused on not thinking.

As she paced the length of the corridor she passed class-

rooms with their doors open and a series of recessed stairwells.

She glanced through each doorway and up each flight of stairs,

sure that he would have done the same. In her school, she

recalled, there had been pupils’ work displayed along the cor-

ridors: geography projects or charity work or photos from the

year-end musical. The walls she passed were bare, breeze-block

grey. The only markings were from the paint, a darker grey,

that the caretaker had used to conceal graffiti. After every other

door there was an alarm switch and at the far end of the hall

the alarm itself, higher up and encased in wire.

There was tape across the doors that led into the assembly

hall. The doors themselves were locked. Lucia took a key from

her pocket, turned it in the padlock and opened one of the

doors. She ducked under the tape and stepped inside.

It smelt of plimsolls. Rubbery, sweaty, the yield of scores of

scrabbling feet. The assembly hall, she knew, doubled as the

gym. There were climbing frames, folded to the walls and

locked in place.
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putting up withtheir beatings and,eventually,doing their

schoolwork for them whenitlooks like they’reabout to fail

themselves.’

Samson’s eyesdriftedintothe hallway, searching for his

daughter,Lucia assumed.Davidnoticed and paused.‘Ishould

sayallegedly.I mean,all ofthis,it’s what the parents claimed.

Later, in court.Theysued,yousee.Theysued the school.’

‘Why?’

Davidturnedto Elliot’s mother.‘Pardonme?’

‘I said,why? Whydid they sue the school? If theyhad to sue

anyone, whynot theparents ofthe kids whodid this to him?’

‘Their argument –my firm’sargument – was that it was the

school’s responsibilitytoprotect the childrenunder its charge.

The bullying,for the most part,happened on school premises,

duringschoolhours,when the school,effectively,assumed the

role ofparent in monitoringthe behaviourand the well-being

ofits students.Our position was,what could the parents of

these kids havedone,even iftheyhad knownwhat was going

on? They weren’tthere.’

Elliot’s mother shook her head.‘Idon’tagree. The parents

areresponsible.The parents are alwaysresponsible.’

‘I think,’ said Lucia,‘I think the point David’sfirmwas

making is that the school had a duty ofcare.Just like busi-

nesses havea duty to their employees, to their customers,but

all the more so because schools are in a unique position of

trust.’

Elliot’s mother did not respond.Herlips drew tight.She

lookeddown at her hands and pokeda protruding corner of

handkerchiefbackbehind her knuckles.
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I saw them.That’s when he said it.I sawthem and they saw

me.Andhe’snot talking in his usual toneofvoice,I mean

there’snothing muffled about it now so I can tellhe’s got

himselfall in a fluster.And I’m standing there withthe head-

master’s coffee and I rollmyeyes and I’m debating whether to

knock or insteadtojust leavethem to it.I leavethem to it.

Who? the headmaster says.Whodid you see? Calm down,

for pity’ssake,man.

Youhavetohelp me,says Samuel. You havetodosome-

thing.They’ll comeafterme, Iknowtheywill.

The poor headmaster,I can tellhe’s losing his patience.What

areyoutalking about? he says.Whodid you see?

Who? says Samuel. You know who. Donovan.Gideon.The

twoofthem and their mates.

Donovan Stanley,Inspector.One ofthe boys who was shot,

as things turned out.I assume that’swhoSamuel meant.Dono-

van and his best friend Gideon.Alwayscausing mischief,those

two. Justsilly stuff,usually,just boys’stuff,nothing for Samuel

tomakesucha fuss about.I mean this was exactly the typeof

thing Samueland the headmaster had been throughbefore.

This was exactlythe typeofthing.And I thought Samuelhad

got a griponthingsbut clearly he hadn’t.Hewas outofhis

depth:that’sthe plain truth ofit. Working in a school:it’s not

as easy as people assume.

I don’t havetime for this,MrSzajkowski,the headmaster

saysand he didn’t.I could vouchfor the fact that hedidn’t.

Therewas a big meeting that morning,you see.With the

governors and some special guests.A veryimportantmeeting

for the future of the school.The headmaster was excited. Truly,

SIMONLELIC

278

PM010 - Rupture:rupture  2/11/09  11:54  Page 278

H23008_Text 05/11/2009 23:01:45



bullied too. He was persecuted,just like your son.Indifferent

waysperhaps.Through different means.But he suffered.’

‘That’s verysad,Inspector.What’s your point?’

‘Call me Lucia,please.This isn’texactly an official visit.’

‘Luciathen.What’syourpoint?’

‘Perhaps it would be bestifDavidexplained.’

Davidcoughed.Heshuffled.‘Ishould say,’hebegan,‘that

I wasn’tinvolved in the case myself.This was before my time.

Beforemytime at Blake,Henryand Lorne,I mean.But I’d

heardabout it.And afterLucia here came calling, Idid some

reading.SoI’m pretty muchuptospeed.’

Samson frowned.Hiswife too.

‘Anyway,’said David. ‘Basically whathappened is this.There’s

a boy,LeoMartin,he’s sixteen,he takes his GCSEs and he fails,

I suppose,about halfofthem.Whichno one expectshim to

do because he’sa brightkid.Very bright,asinheshould be

gettingstraightAsorA starsor whatever it was in 2002.So

his parents kick up a fuss,startbyblaming the examboard,

and there’sthis whole hullabaloo, and afterthe parents and

the school dig a little deeper, it turnsout that the reason Leo

failed is that the time his parents thought he was spending

studying for his exams in the school library, he was actually

doing courseworkfor a bunch ofkids in the yearbelowhim.I

mean,they’reyounger but they’re bigger and they’re meaner.

Andfor some time they’ve been tormenting this kid,terroris-

ing him,threatening him.Theythreatened his sister too, who’s

tenoreleven or younger anyway, and the only way Leocan get

them to leave her alone is to playtheir little pet.You know,

doing the dares they set,stealingthe stufftheytell him to steal,

SIMONLELIC

266

PM010 - Rupture:rupture  2/11/09  11:54  Page 266

I’ve never seen him so excited. So it was veryreasonable,really,

that the headmaster should show Samuel to the door.

Samuelsays,please,Headmaster. Please.

Mr Szajkowski,the headmaster says.Get a griponyourself.

Youcan’tgobehaving like this in front ofthe children.You’re

a teacher,man.Set an example.

Andnow it sounds like theheadmasteris overbythe door,

and Samuel, Samuel’sshuffling around in front ofthe head-

master’s desk.Then there’ssilencefor a moment,neither one

ofthem says anything.Until the headmaster speaks again.

Hesays,well,Mr Szajkowski,I really mustbegetting on.And

Samueldoesn’t reply.Hedoesn’t say anything,nothing that I

can hear. He leaves, Isuppose.I don’t hear him leavebut I sup-

pose that’swhat he does because the door clicks and there’s

quiet again and then the headmaster appears in my office.

So that’sit.I mean it’snot veryhelpful,I don’tsuppose

but,yes, that’s just about it.That was the last time I saw

Samuel.

No.Wait a minute. Isaw him later.Ofcourse I saw him

later.Howsilly ofme. Isaw him latertosend him home.The

headmasterasked me to,yousee.Afterthe police arrived.After

theyleft,actually; after they’dtold us about Elliot Samson.

Elliot’s a first-year here.Year sevenwecall them now.He

was attacked,Inspector.Beatenup quite badly, by all accounts.

Ithappened afterschoolon the Fridaybut we didn’t hear

aboutit until the Mondaymorning. Your colleagues arrived

at about ten.Price,one ofthem was called.I didn’t catchthe

other one’sname.That’s whenthey toldthe headmaster.That’s

when heand I found out.Thiswas afterthe business with
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but then changes his mind. In the end he just clutches it in his

lap. I can tell he regrets having asked for it but I do not offer

to take it from him. I do not see why I should have to.

In an ideal world, I tell him, we would have you teaching

just the younger pupils. Years seven, eight, nine, ten. But this

is not an ideal world, Mr Szajkowski, and we are short-staffed.

Szajkowski nods, gives the impression that he understands.

I am not at all sure that he does.

You would be teaching students in their exam years, I say.

GCSE, even A-level. And not just history, Mr Szajkowski.

Teachers get ill. I do not encourage illness but it happens. It

is a fact of life. And when teachers get ill, other teachers need

to cover their classes.

I would be happy to, Mr Travis. I’m more than willing to

do my bit.

It is a permanent state of affairs, Mr Szajkowski. There will

be no respite while you are employed here, I can assure you of

that. Assuming of course that we decide to employ you in the

first place.

Of course, he says and again he nods gravely. I appreciate

the warning, just as I would appreciate the opportunity. I am

sure the situation here is not unusual. I would imagine the

demands would be similar in just about any state-run school.

Again a hint of arrogance, like he is in a position to lecture

me about the condition of education in this country. But I let

the matter drop. He will, I tell myself, come to terms with his

inexperience soon enough.

Before he leaves – just before he walks out of my office still

clutching that infernal glass – I ask him one more thing. I ask
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She shut the door behind her, just as he had done. He would

have looked to the front, she assumed, at the stage and whomever

had been speaking. The headmaster. Travis. Lucia’s eyes, though,

caught on the climbing frame opposite her, on the ropes that

bisected the rows of bars. One of the victims had hauled them-

selves upright, had used a rope to try and help them escape the

onrush of bodies. There was blood on the knot at the bottom

and at intervals for several feet up. At head height the blood

marks stopped.

The hall was as it had been all week. Nothing had been

moved, other perhaps than by the faltering feet of a photog-

rapher. It would have been hard not to bump into something.

There was no clear pathway to the stage, nor to the side of the

hall across from her. From the rear wall to the podium, chairs

lay on their backs, on their sides, any way but the right way

up. Many were still laced together so that where one chair

had fallen the rest had fallen too, transforming the row into a

barrier, the legs of the chairs into barbs. Lucia was reminded

of an image of Verdun, of the land and the barricades between

the trenches. She imagined children, their eyes bleeding fear,

tripping and becoming entangled and then trampled by those

behind. She imagined the impact of one of the upended chair

legs against a stomach, a cheek, a temple.

On the chairs and under them were jumpers, some books,

the contents of children’s pockets. A set of keys here, attached

to a chain attached to a belt loop torn from someone’s trousers.

An iPod, black, with its headphones still plugged in and its

screen cracked. Mobile phones. And shoes. There was a sur-

prising number of shoes. Girls’ shoes mainly but also trainers
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‘Right,’ said David. ‘That’sright. So that’swhat we said.

The school was neglectful.The school was negligent.The school,

through its inaction,directly contributed to the physical and

mental distress suffered by LeoMartin, and to the otherwise

unaccountable dip in his academic performance.Which,need-

less to say,would havea tangible impact on his future earning

potential.’

‘Soitwas about money?’said Elliot’smother.‘For this boy’s

parents,itwas about money?’

David held her eye.‘Yes,’hesaid.‘Essentially.’

‘Inthis case,’ Lucia added.‘In this case it was about money.’

‘And in our case?’said Elliot’sfather.‘In our case,what

would it be about? I mean,I assume that’swhyyou’re here.

You, you’retouting for business.And you.’HegloweredatLucia.

‘You’re working on commission,am I right?’

‘Now wait a minute—’Davidsaid butLucia,returning

Samson’s gaze,put a hand on David’sarm.

‘That’s notwhywe’rehere, Mr Samson.I promise you that’s

not whywe’rehere.’

‘Butyoujustsaid—’

‘I said in LeoMartin’scase,moneycame into it.The impor-

tant thing – the reason we’re telling you this – is because of

the precedent.’

Samson was shaking his head.‘Idon’tbuy that.What else

is this about,ifit’snot about themoney?’

Lucia sighed. ‘Theschool,’she said.‘It’snot as innocent

as you think.It’snot innocentfull stop.The bullying there is

endemic.It’s not just Elliot.It’snot evenjust the pupils.And

the school ignoresit.The school averts its eyeslikeit was
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master. No good morning,nohello,Janet,howwas your week-

end? Justthat:I need to see the headmaster.SoI saytohim,

good morning,Samuel.What are you doing here so early? And

hesays,is he in? The headmaster:ishein? AndI say,it’s only

just seveno’clock.The headmasterarrivesat fifteen minutes

past.I’ll tellhim you werehere,shall I? Because I’m thinking,

I’ve just arrivedand I’vea pile ofthingstosortthroughand

I don’treally havetime to sit and natter.Particularly withsome-

one like Samuel,whowas alwaysvery courteous as I say but

not really one for a natter.Heseemed to be missing the gene.

Samuel looks at his watch.Hefrowns and looks around him,

likehe’sworried someone’sbeen sneaking up on him while his

attention’sbeen on me.Hesays,I’ll wait.I’ll just wait here.

AndI say,really,Samuel,the headmaster has a lot on his plate

this morning.I think it would be better ifyou came back later.

Buthejust slides to thefloor. He doesn’tsay anything else.He

just sits there,likepeople used to do in the sixties.

When the headmaster arrivesI’mat my desk.Everymorn-

ing he comes throughmyofficetoget to his so I can givehim

the morning’s post and his newspaper and his cup ofcoffee.

Hehas it black,with sugar just up to therimofthe spoon.

SoI get to my feet whenI hear him and I’m trying to think

what I can say to makeit plain that I did my best but Samuel,

hejust wouldn’t leave.ButI’m looking at the door and it

doesn’t open.I hearthem talking outside,both at once it seems

tome,but the walls are thickerbetweenhereand the corri-

dor so I hardlycatcha word. All ofa sudden,though,they’re

in theheadmaster’sroom next door and this wall,it’sonly a

partition.
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It’s shy-kov-skee, he says and I ask him where it is from.

It’s Polish. My grandfather was Polish.

I see. And do you speak it?

No, not really.

Not really.

I know words. Some useful, most less so. I can’t spell any of

them.

You see what I mean? He was making a joke of his inad-

equacy. At an interview, for pity’s sake. I did not laugh and we

carried on.

Why teaching, Mr Szajkowski? What has motivated you to

become a teacher?

Szajkowski nods and for a moment appears to contemplate.

I can think of nothing more worthwhile, Mr Travis. My father

practised medicine and my mother worked in a bank. Neither

profession made them happy.

They are noble professions, young man. They are significant

professions.

Oh I quite agree. But so is teaching. It doesn’t pay particu-

larly well but can you think of anything more rewarding? Again

he ponders. I think the word I’m looking for is meaning, he

says. Teaching to my mind has meaning. Genuine meaning.

I did not appreciate that answer either. It seemed pompous

and it seemed calculated. He might have read that answer in a

book.

He asks for a glass of water. I have not offered but he asks

for one anyway. I have Janet bring one in and he thanks her,

rather obsequiously. He takes a swig and then seems unsure

what to do with the glass. He makes a motion towards my desk
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and boots. To one side a single brogue, size ten or eleven.

A pair of glasses, the lenses intact but one arm snapped off. A

handkerchief, white.

She tried to ignore the state of the hall and to picture it as

he would have seen it: every seat full, the children silent for

once given the circumstances of the assembly, some of them

crying and trying not to. The teachers seated in rows flanking

the headmaster, jaws tense, eyes downcast or fixed on the head-

master himself. Travis at the lectern, his hands on the corners

furthest away from him and his elbows locked, his eyes

commanding the attention of his audience, his speechifying

relentless despite the late arrival to the hall. Travis would

have seen him walk through the doors of course. Some of the

teachers would have too, though they could not have made

out what he was carrying. Children in the back row may have

turned, may even have noticed the gun, but they would

have assumed, surely, that it was a prop, that his late entrance

was staged to coincide with some aspect of Travis’s address.

The gun was in keeping with the theme of the headmaster’s

sermon after all. Violence was the theme of the day.

She traced his steps as best she could, moving across the rear

of the hall and then turning at the corner towards the stage.

Halfway along the side wall Lucia stopped and faced inwards,

in the direction of where the pupils would have been sitting.

He would have had no skill with a gun. His aim was poor

and his prey would have started moving and the gun itself did

not fire straight. So Sarah Kingsley, aged eleven, was the first

to be shot. As it turned out, she was also the last to die. Lucia

wondered if it had registered, his mistake, after he had squeezed
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some obscenityscrawled on a wall.’ Shewas leaning forwards

now. Herknees werepressed against the coffee table.‘You told

me yourself,Mr Samson.They’rein theprocessofarranging

private funding. Whatdoyou think would happen to that

funding ifthe truth weretocome out?’

‘You’re wrong,’said Elliot’smother.‘The school’sbeen good

tous.The school’sbeen supportive.Theysent us flowers.

The headmaster,hewrotea letter.’ Shewas close to tears,Lucia

realised.Herhandkerchiefwas unfurled.‘And what about

Sophie?’Frances Samson continued.‘Sophie’s due to start

therethe September afternext.What kind ofparents would

webe to put the prospectofa financial settlement abovethe

educationofour daughter?’

‘Right,’ said her husband.‘Quiteright. Andwhat aboutyou?’

Heturned to David.‘What’s in it foryou?I mean,you’rea solic-

itor, right? Whyareyouhereifnot for yourtwentyper cent?’

David’sback straightened.‘I’mherebecause Lucia askedme

tobe here.I can leave.Ifyou want me to,I can leave.Believe

me,thereareother things I could be doing withmytime.’He

stood.Lucia rosetoo.

‘Please,’she said.‘David,please sit down.MrSamson,Mrs

Samson:this was my idea,not David’s.Davidishereas a

courtesy. He doesn’t standto gain fromthis at all.’

Elliot’s father scoffed.

‘Myfirmdoesn’t evenknowI’mhere,’ said David, still stand-

ing.‘Probably they wouldn’t want to getinvolved. Idon’tknow.

Ifyoudecided to go ahead,I’d havetotalk to them.Possibly

theywould see an upside in the publicity.Itneverhurtsbeing

on the victim’s side.Even ifitisa losing side.’
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up excuses,tell Samuelthat the headmaster was in a meeting,

on a call,out ofhis office eventhoughhe’s hardly everout of

his office,I mean he’ssocommitted to this school.He’s another

one,yousee.We’re verysimilar,heand I.Hecan’thelp it either

but he really shouldn’tbeworking himselfsohard.And I tell

him that.I saytohim,you’veearned a break,Headmaster. Let

someone else shoulder some ofthe responsibility. Andhetells

me not to nag,not to makea fuss but ifI don’t make afuss

then . . . Well.Who will?

He’dspeak to Samuel more often than not ofcourse but

what could he do?I’m finding ithard,Samuel would say,like

he was expecting the headmaster to wavesome magicwand.

Thinking about it,though,this was mainly in the autumn term,

Samuel’sfirst.Afterthat,Samuel stopped being such a nuis-

ance. He seemed to understand that there werecertain things

heshould really havebeen able to sortout for himself.Hecame

when he was summoned ofcourse.Hecame to discuss lesson

plans and the syllabus and exam results and the like.Just like

everyteacher really.But otherwise he became a rarevisitor to

our little corner ofthe school.Hekept himselftohimself.

That’s whyit was such asurprise when I found him here on

the Mondaymorning, the Mondaybeforethe shooting.

First thing, this was,likeI was saying.The headmaster wasn’t

even in yet.I was just arriving and invariably I’m about the

first.Notthat I get paid for coming in early but I havetoif

I’mtomakeithome at a respectable hour. ButSamuel was

waiting.Hewas sittingjust out there on the floor, his back

against my door,his knees tuckedup against his chest.When

he sees me he jumps right up. He says, Ineed to see the head-
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was something about him amiss. One just knows, don’t you

find? He seemed the decent type, isn’t that what they always

say? Quiet, kept himself to himself. ‘Never harmed nobody.’

Well, he was quiet certainly. An introvert and I do not trust

introverts. I do not trust extroverts either. One needs balance,

Inspector, I am sure you agree. In your profession as much

as anyone’s, words must be followed by action, compassion

reinforced with resolve. Good cop, bad cop, am I right?

He had a beard, wispy and ill-considered. He was average in

height, average in build, averagely turned out in every aspect

of his dress. Distinctly unimpressive in other words but not

offensively lacklustre either. He looked, Inspector, like a teacher

of history.

He sat where you are sitting. He waited to be asked. He did

not smile as he took my hand and he gripped only the tips of

my fingers. It was a woman’s handshake, Inspector, and that I

would say is when I knew.

Yes, I know. I hired him. You may voice what you are think-

ing. Yes, I hired him and as I have said it was a mistake. Believe

me, it has shaken my self-belief. My ability to judge a charac-

ter is something in which I take pride. Well, you know what

they say about pride. Next time I will trust my instincts. I ques-

tioned myself, that was the problem. We needed a teacher and

Samuel Szajkowski was the least underqualified of a less than

inspiring lot.

What else? Lots of little things. His attempts at humour for

instance.

How do you pronounce this? I asked him, gesturing at the

name on his CV.
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the trigger. Whether he had even noticed. Sarah’s blood was at

her feet. It was Sarah’s blood, mainly, that she had followed

along the corridor. It was Sarah’s blood on the rope.

The first report would have impacted like a brick through

glass. The stillness in the hall would have shattered and been

displaced by a jagged, piercing panic. The children would have

scattered, they would have screamed. He would have tried to

remain still, to stand unyielding against the thrashing bodies,

to find his aim again. Once more he had fired and once more

he had missed his target. Felix Abe, aged twelve, had died instead.

Two from two. The weapon was a museum piece, not a semi-

automatic. It was in poor condition. That he killed five, five

with six bullets, was in a way a minor miracle. It was the worst

kind of luck.

The teachers would have been standing by now, fixated and

immobile, like theatre-goers trapped in the circle as chaos

consumes the stalls. They would have seen him fire for a third

time and they would have seen the third child fall. When he

fired again – his fourth bullet, the second one to hit Donovan

Stanley, aged fifteen – they might have understood. When he

had then looked to them and taken his first step towards

the stage, they might finally have run themselves.

Lucia moved to where the final victim – Veronica Staples, the

teacher – had fallen, at the base of the steps leading away from

the stage. There were more shoes gathered here, piled almost

neatly at the bottom step. There was a handbag too, its contents

spilled and scattered: a lipgloss with its case cracked; receipts

and scraps of paper, marked and muddied by frantic feet; a pen;

a whistle threaded with pink ribbon; half a packet of Polo mints.
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Lucia’s head sank.She found herselfunable to watchthe

Samsons’ reactions.

‘Alosing side?’said Elliot’sfather.‘You mean we wouldn’t

win? Evenifweagreedtothis,you’resaying we wouldn’t win?’

‘It’sunlikely,’ Lucia conceded.

‘It’sa virtual certainty, I’mafraid,that you would lose.’

Lucia raisedher head.‘Sit down, David,for Christ’ssake.’

She looked acrossatElliot’sfather.Hewas smiling an incred-

ulous smile.

‘Sothis boy,’hesaid.‘This boy whose parents sued.Helost.

Helost and the school won.’

Davidfinally sat back down,sofar forward on the seatthat

hewas in danger ofsliding off.HeregardedSamson for a

moment,then he nodded.

‘Sothe jury—’

‘The judge.’

‘The judge,then.Whatever.The judge agreedwith us.He

said what we said.’

Daviddid not answer.Heglanced at Lucia,ceding the floor

toher.

‘Itwasn’t entirely straightforward,’ Lucia said.‘Thingscame

out in the hearing.Not about the boy,not about the school –

as far as we know, everything happened just as Davidsaidit

did.Butthe parents.Therewere question marks.They’dspent

some time in the States and broughtback withthem a certain

. . . Thatis,theyhad a tendency . . . ’

‘Theyliked to sue,’Davidsaid.‘Itdidn’t reflectwell.’

‘Sowhat would be the point? Whybother? My wife and I,

myfamily,we’removing on.’ Samson noticedLucia’s eyesdart
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ButSamuel.Wewere talking about Samuel. He was always

soverypolite, you see.Not like some ofthe teachers we’ve had

here. Some ofthe teachers we havehere.Really,it’sno wonder

that childrenthese daysare turning out the way they do when

youlook at the example they’re being set.Terenceis a tease,

hemakesme smile sometimes in spite ofmyself.Butsome of

the language he comes out with. Honestly.And it’snot just

Terence.Vicky’sas bad.Christina’s as bad.And George.George

Roth.He’sa niceenoughfellowand I’veneverheardhim swear

but I’m still not sure that it’sright.He’sa homosexual,yousee.

WhichI don’thave aproblem with. Liveand let live,that’s

what I alwayssay. Buta homosexual teaching Christian values.

Tochildren.I don’t know.Maybe it’sjust my upbringing.Maybe

I’mold before my time.But that,tome, does not seem right.

SoI worried about Samuel. Ireally did.Heneverseemed

quitecut out for it.Heneverseemed quite toughenough.I

hear things,yousee,Inspector.I don’t listen out forthings but

being in my position,being as close to the headmaster as I am

– emotionally, it goes without saying,but also withmyoffice

being where it is – it’snot alwayseasy not to hearthings,even

when you do your best not to listen.And not a month after

he started, Samuel was in with the headmaster.I didn’t catch

everyword of what was said.The headmaster,hehas such a

clear voice,suchanauthoritativevoice– a newsreader’svoice

I alwaystell him – but Samuel, it used to sound throughthe

door like he was talking into his sleeve.Still,I heard enough

toknowthat he was finding it difficult.I heardenoughtomake

me wonder whether teachingwas really for him.

Anditwas more than once.Itgot to the point I had to make
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some obscenityscrawled on a wall.’ Shewas leaning forwards

now. Herknees werepressed against the coffee table.‘You told

me yourself,Mr Samson.They’rein theprocessofarranging

private funding. Whatdoyou think would happen to that

funding ifthe truth weretocome out?’

‘You’re wrong,’said Elliot’smother.‘The school’sbeen good

tous.The school’sbeen supportive.Theysent us flowers.

The headmaster,hewrotea letter.’ Shewas close to tears,Lucia

realised.Herhandkerchiefwas unfurled.‘And what about

Sophie?’Frances Samson continued.‘Sophie’s due to start

therethe September afternext.What kind ofparents would

webe to put the prospectofa financial settlement abovethe

educationofour daughter?’

‘Right,’ said her husband.‘Quiteright. Andwhat aboutyou?’

Heturned to David.‘What’s in it foryou?I mean,you’rea solic-

itor, right? Whyareyouhereifnot for yourtwentyper cent?’

David’sback straightened.‘I’mherebecause Lucia askedme

tobe here.I can leave.Ifyou want me to,I can leave.Believe

me,thereareother things I could be doing withmytime.’He

stood.Lucia rosetoo.

‘Please,’she said.‘David,please sit down.MrSamson,Mrs

Samson:this was my idea,not David’s.Davidishereas a

courtesy. He doesn’t standto gain fromthis at all.’

Elliot’s father scoffed.

‘Myfirmdoesn’t evenknowI’mhere,’ said David, still stand-

ing.‘Probably they wouldn’t want to getinvolved. Idon’tknow.

Ifyoudecided to go ahead,I’d havetotalk to them.Possibly

theywould see an upside in the publicity.Itneverhurtsbeing

on the victim’s side.Even ifitisa losing side.’
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up excuses,tell Samuelthat the headmaster was in a meeting,

on a call,out ofhis office eventhoughhe’s hardly everout of

his office,I mean he’ssocommitted to this school.He’s another

one,yousee.We’re verysimilar,heand I.Hecan’thelp it either

but he really shouldn’tbeworking himselfsohard.And I tell

him that.I saytohim,you’veearned a break,Headmaster. Let

someone else shoulder some ofthe responsibility. Andhetells

me not to nag,not to makea fuss but ifI don’t make afuss

then . . . Well.Who will?

He’dspeak to Samuel more often than not ofcourse but

what could he do?I’m finding ithard,Samuel would say,like

he was expecting the headmaster to wavesome magicwand.

Thinking about it,though,this was mainly in the autumn term,

Samuel’sfirst.Afterthat,Samuel stopped being such a nuis-

ance. He seemed to understand that there werecertain things

heshould really havebeen able to sortout for himself.Hecame

when he was summoned ofcourse.Hecame to discuss lesson

plans and the syllabus and exam results and the like.Just like

everyteacher really.But otherwise he became a rarevisitor to

our little corner ofthe school.Hekept himselftohimself.

That’s whyit was such asurprise when I found him here on

the Mondaymorning, the Mondaybeforethe shooting.

First thing, this was,likeI was saying.The headmaster wasn’t

even in yet.I was just arriving and invariably I’m about the

first.Notthat I get paid for coming in early but I havetoif

I’mtomakeithome at a respectable hour. ButSamuel was

waiting.Hewas sittingjust out there on the floor, his back

against my door,his knees tuckedup against his chest.When

he sees me he jumps right up. He says, Ineed to see the head-
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I ask you.

You would not have attended university, I assume?

Well. I stand corrected. And what, pray tell, did you read?

No, don’t tell me. It is clear from your expression. And in a

way, my dear, you are a case in point. Where has your history

degree got you if not further back than where you began? You

are, how old? Thirty.

Thirty-two then. If you had joined the police force when

you were sixteen you might be a chief inspector by now. Super-

intendent.

But I digress. My point is that when Amelia Evans left us –

and not before time, let me tell you – we had no choice. We

needed a teacher who could recount in order the wives of Henry

VIII, who could point on a map to the fields of Bosworth and

who could recall the date of Queen Elizabeth’s coronation. The

first Queen Elizabeth, that is. Heaven forbid we teach them any-

thing of relevance to the age in which they actually live.

It was the name that drew me to him. Russian, I assumed.

Eastern European. Of a country that still recognises the edu-

cational import of the third of the three Rs. That’s what I have

resorted to, Inspector. Scouring the international backwaters

for someone to help me safeguard the future of this nation.

It was a mistake. Naturally it was a mistake given what has

happened but it was a mistake a priori. I am a man who owns

up to his mistakes, Inspector, and I can but admit to one here.

I misjudged the man. I prejudged him. I willed him to corres -

pond with a template I had envisioned and when he did not I

adjusted the template to fit.

Although, having said that, I knew from the start that there
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She turned, checking the ground around her as she did so,

and saw where he had fired the sixth round, the last bullet in

the barrel, and where his blood had splattered the wall. The

plaster, once yellow, was pitted by bullet and bone. There were

strands of hair too, clumps of it, where his head had impacted

against the wall and slid towards the skirting. She crouched

and imagined herself level with him, looking at him, watching

the carnage he had created reflected back at her by his unsee-

ing eyes.

Finally she reversed the order, moving to the point where

Sarah, the first victim, had been shot. In her mind, the scene

unfolded like a DVD playing in reverse. The bullets retreated,

the chairs toppled upright, the blood flowed to the place it

belonged. Children found their seats, teachers lowered their gaze

and Samuel Szajkowski walked backwards and out of the room.

It was warmer outside than in. Stepping out into the play-

ground was like stepping on to a runway in the tropics. The

policemen, tall and overweight both, were red cheeked and

sweating. They had been chatting, making jokes, and they were

grinning as she came through the doors.

‘Find what you were looking for, Inspector?’

Every day the same question. A different uniform but the

same question. They thought Lucia enjoyed being here. They

thought that was why she kept coming back. But they were

asking the wrong thing. She had found what she was looking

for – she had found what she had been sent to discover – but

she had found out more besides. The question was what to do

about it. The question was whether to do anything at all.
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tothe pile ofboxesand his expression became rigid. ‘We’re

trying.All right? We’re doing our best.Why would we want to

jeopardisethat?’

‘Mr Samson,’ Lucia replied,‘the last thing I would ask you

todo is jeopardise your family’s welfare.What I’m asking is

that you do just the opposite.I’masking you to protectyour

daughter,yourdaughter’s friends.I’masking you to createsuch

a stink that the school has to do something.Ithas to accept

responsibilityand act to makesurethat what happened to Elliot

doesn’t happen to anyone else’schild.’

NowSamson stood.‘Listen to me,Inspector.We’vesaid this

beforebut clearly you need it repeated.What happened to

Elliot,what happened to our son – it wasn’tthe school’sfault.

What the hell could they havedone? If you havesome scheme

that would allow us to punish the idiots – the animals – who

areresponsible for Elliot’sdeath,then maybe we’ll listen.If

not,ifthis is the best that you can comeupwith,then,well.

I suggest you and your friend here showyourselvesout.’

Samson took a step forwards.Hewas not a big man but he

loomed overLucia where she sat.Lucia,though,did not move.

‘Remindme,Mr Samson,’ she said.‘Whywas it that nothing

was done afterElliot wasattacked? Whywere theboys who

beat him – the boys whobit him and cut him – whywere they

allowedtowalk free?’

‘Because no one saw,Inspector.Noone saw them do it.

That’s whatyou toldus, remember? That’swhat your col-

leagues toldus.’

‘That’s right.That’s whatwesaid.Wespoketoeveryonewe

could and everyone told us the same thing. Elliot’s friends.

RUPTURE

271

PM010 - Rupture:rupture  2/11/09  11:54  Page 271

one day she just didn’tturnup. Not a phone call,not a letter

and not a sign of her eversince.And ofcourse there was Samuel

himself.

Hewas toopolite, that was theproblem.Itseems a ridic -

ulous thing to saynow, given whathedid,but I could have

told you at the start that there would be trouble,I could

have toldyou that there would be tears.

Althoughnot this kind oftrouble.I mean,how could anyone

have predictedthis? I’m sitting here and we’re talking about

what happened and I know that Samueldid it,thata hundred

people say he did it,theysawhim do it,but still I just don’t

believeit.I suppose it’sone ofthose things you’ll neverquite

believeunless you’veseen it happen withyour owneyes.And

I didn’t.Thankheavens.Thank heavens I didn’tbecause some-

thinglike that,I don’tknowwhat I would havedone.I don’t

knowhow it would haveaffectedme.I havesuchtrouble

sleeping these daysas it is.It’sthe pressureofwork.All this

work.I havetroublejust switching off.I takethese tablets,my

Jessica gavethem to me.Jessica’s the middle one,the brightest

one really– not the best presented,that would be Chloe,my

youngest – but the brightest.AndI don’t want to seem ungrate-

ful but they’re not proper tablets.They’rewhat do you call it.

Complementary. Which means they’re about as muchuse to

me as a goldfishin a pillowcase.Jessica,she works for Holland

& Barrett.Katie,myeldest,got her the job and she’sdeputy

assistant manager now,whichis wonderful.Butthe things she

brings home.The rubbish she gives me to take.I tellyou, you

can keep your herbalNytol. Givemehalfa diazepam and a

large glass ofsomething Frenchanynightofthe week.
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