School Report
Sirs,

We think it’s important you know we were sneezing when he arrived. All of us sneezing. We’d been left in the gym and George Wakely had started us off, although who started us off isn’t really important. It’s a habit we formed some time ago and can no longer break: one amongst us - usually Sarah Badshaw or Robin Badwick, both of whose ski-jump noses means their nostrils are more open to the elements – begins to sneeze. Then another one of us will join in, then another, and another, and so on until we’re all sneezing. We accept there’s probably an element of ‘joining in’ to all this: none of us need to sneeze. But we simply can’t stop ourselves. We’ve tried, all of us, not to sneeze at one time or another but it just proves physically irresistible. We imagine people like you might call it an ‘addiction’.


So, as we say, we were in the thrall of this sneezing when the inspector entered the gym.  We’ve been informed how peculiar it looks and sounds to our neighbours in the town, this orchestra of girlish atishyoo’s, and more boyish ayurrh’s which occasionally springs up, so goodness only knows what visitors make of it.  Located at the rear of the school and hidden among branches of long overgrown trees, our gym, as we are sure you are aware, is not a large building – barely bigger than the dining rooms you find in the larger houses – but the stone floor and high ceiling amplify noises, causing them to echo and distort. As we were all crowded into the corner furthest from the door, shielding our project, our sneezing must have made quite a din. 

The inspector stood watching us, a bemused half-smile on his face, clearly willing to appear accepting and enthusiastic to whatever was going on. We simply looked back at him, all of us sneezing but none of us smiling or laughing any more. We’d stopped all that as soon as the door-handle was turned. We knew who the inspector was.  
It was only when Mr Latimer marched in, pulled the door shut and made his presence known with an authoritative smoothing down of his comb-over that we finally fell silent. Just as we find the urge to sneeze magnetically irresistible once one in our number is seized by it, likewise Mr Latimer’s appearance acts like the back-end of a magnet, repelling our instincts, driving away whatever force compels us. Why? We’ve asked it of ourselves, and even experimented with attempts at sneezing or similarly frivolous behaviour in his company, all to no avail. It’s a simple science: we behave in his presence. He’s our only teacher and, apart from our own parents, the only adult we see every day. I suppose the sad truth is this: we love Mr Latimer.


We could tell they’d already had a disagreement. ‘Children,’ Mr Latimer said, ‘this is Mr Sally. Who can tell me why he’s here today?’ 

As naturally as she could, Rose Wakeshaw put her hand up.

‘Yes,’ said Mr Latimer, picking her out as though the rest of us had our hands up, ‘Rose.’


‘He’s here to inspect us,’ said Rose, then sank back into the crowd.

At this the inspector smiled. He had a warm smile, genuine and unsuspecting. Mr Latimer smiled back at him. We couldn’t bring ourselves to smile. Later, we agreed that a pulse of tension had passed through us at this point.

‘Very good, Rose,’ said the inspector. He was friendly. He looked a great deal more earnest than any of us had expected him to look. Although Mr Latimer hadn’t exactly described what the inspector would look or sound like, from the things he had told us – about the city and the people who lived there – we’d created a cumulative picture in our minds. We’d expected someone who would glare down at us with contempt and superiority, marking his clipboard as he interrogated us. But this man had no clipboard. His high forehead was lined with folds, as though caring about education had left him creased. He wore a matching crumpled brown suit and a tie patterned with cartoon pictures of rackets and tennis balls. None of us had expected an inspector who dressed in a hurry in the mornings but enjoyed sports. 
‘Very good indeed,’ he said. ‘But not quite right, I’m afraid. I’m not here to inspect you. That would be the job of a nurse or a doctor. I’m here to inspect your school, to make sure it’s all working fine. So, I suppose you could say I’m a doctor for your school.’

Mr Latimer laughed at this, raising his eyebrows to signal for us to join in. We hadn’t been told there would be jokes.


‘Yes, well, all I need you to do is whatever you’d ordinarily be doing on a wet Tuesday afternoon like today. That alright?’


Again, we gave him only silence and stares. It may seem odd to you that Mr Latimer should have neglected to give us anything further to say to the inspector so we didn’t come across as unusual. But you can’t predict what direction conversations will take, even prescribed ones such as this and, should he have had the opportunity to file his report, he would no doubt have chalked up our non-communicativeness to an anxiousness at being monitored or a rural wariness of outsiders. At any rate, his opinion of us is unimportant.


‘Right, jolly good. Well, I suppose, seeing as you’re all here, that would be PE, yes?’

‘Quite right,’ said Mr Latimer, and gave us all a nod. We began, most of us, to play between ourselves. Amongst us was a sack containing sports items and, just hidden from view, four spools of thick copper wire. We pulled from it a racket and a beanbag and began an improvised rounders-style game. The inspector watched us, his brow puckered with what looked like concern, a hand to his mouth. Several of us maintained our position around our project. It wasn’t easy to miss - roughly the size of a human body, a dirty white sheet draped over its misshapen outline – but if the inspector saw it he gave no outward indication.
The inspector and Mr Latimer began to speak. As we played we listened, those of us able to hear the conversation going on. 

The inspector, still frowning but letting his hand drop from his face: ‘…the rest of the children…?’


Mr Latimer, smiling, replying: ‘… no more, sir - these you see here are the…’


The inspector, confused: ‘… but all different age groups…’


Mr Latimer, still smiling but also glaring, his reasonable tone shaped now with enmity: ‘… can’t be expected to divide so few into…’


The inspector, shifting his hands down to his hips: ‘... aware that the practice is unlawful…’


Mr Latimer, his head tilted as though to display concern, but really to get the inspector’s full attention, scooping any stray concentration the inspector might not be giving: ‘… the full backing of my community…’


The inspector: ‘… becomes the authorities’ concern…?’


Mr Latimer: ‘… about your bloody authorities…’


A silence then. We hadn’t expected things to escalate so quickly. The inspector returned to watching us play at playing: Thomas Wickshaw gently pitched the beanbag underarm towards Henrietta Wakefield who struck it weakly with the badminton racket. Grace Massie caught it and stooped to touch it to the ground. ‘Baggsy!’ we all called.
Needless to say, we rarely have visitors. Unfamiliar cars sometimes pass through the town and, occasionally, they stop to ask someone for directions. Every once in a while the passengers even get out, looking for a pub to get a bite to eat. We can always tell when these interlopers are loose about the place, even when we’re at school where we can’t see them and there’s no-one to inform us of them. We just know. It’s like our sneezing, some kind of tic in the nervous system we share with this place: as soon as they are out of their cars and wandering about looking at things, it flares up like a stench in our thoughts. It becomes impossible not to start seeing our surroundings through their eyes, thinking what they think. Our church, the town’s oldest building, is ordinarily like a kind of grandfather-place to everyone who lives here, anchored to the land, its roots reaching deep into our history. It’s a place we love, if love is the word, without knowing it. But in the eyes of these intruders it becomes a bent stone shack, squat and sunken with age, almost claimed by damp and spreading moss. The rear of our post-office, following a big storm which occurred before any of us were born, has a wooden wall which, although initially temporary, has proved so sturdy no-one’s bothered to replace it. Ordinarily, we’d think of it – if we think of it at all - as a small symbol of our town’s ingenuity and resourcefulness. With our visitors’ thoughts it becomes a ramshackle patchwork of discarded planks held together with fraying twine. And the row of large houses by the marsh-lands - usually these are the envy of the community, protected as they are by a sloping, mulchy woods at the outskirts of the town. On days like today, however, they become simply a clump of idiot hovels knuckled into a dirty landscape’s wet patch. These thoughts are embarrassing, and it’s difficult not to resent the people who put them in our heads.


The inspector was having these thoughts. We could hear them. In fact, you could even see it on his face. He was very good at appearing to be sincere, but no-one is ever wholly sincere.  Every turn of his head, every gesture, every movement of his eyes as they alighted on some new element in his unfamiliar surroundings – they all belied his discomfort and distain. Please don’t misunderstand us. He was polite and courteous, very much so. We didn’t want to resent him. But through the layers of friendliness and tolerance, each of us could hear the same old screaming nucleus of ridicule. Never a pleasant thing to be on the receiving end of.

‘What game is this?’ asked the inspector. He’d approached close enough to break our circle.


‘I believe it’s called baggsy,’ said Mr Latimer, still standing at the other end of the room.

‘Please, I’d like the children to answer,’ said the inspector, not turning round. He crouched down to face us, his eyes moving from one of us to the other. He still seemed not to see our project although we were grouped around it, some of us shifting very slightly to try to block it from his view with our shoulders. We didn’t look at it. We just stared at the inspector. 

‘And what are the rules for this baggsy?’ he said.
We didn’t speak.


Slowly, Mr Latimer approached the inspector, surveying those of us he could see over the top of his head.

‘I wonder if any of you can to tell me,’ the inspector was saying, ‘the name of the country we’re currently at war with?’

We stared at him.


‘The name of the country? No…? Alright. Do you know… who the Prime Minister is…? Any of you…? Any of you older children…?’


Behind him, Mr Latimer removed his tweed jacket.


‘What is the capital of this country? Anybody…?’


We said nothing. Mr Latimer removed his fob-watch, slipped it into his pocket and then rolled back his sleeves.



‘What is the name of this country?’

The inspector sighed. He picked out Susan. Susan is visibly the oldest by some years. ‘You… How old are you?’ he asked, his eyes moved up and down her body mistrustfully. 


At this Mr Latimer gave us a nod, his arms outstretched to conduct us. His eyes were wide and alive.

‘Can you at least tell me… wha…?’ He broke of, smiling for a moment, confused, a quick breath of laughter escaping him. Several of us had lunged forward, clamping onto either shin. ‘What’s going on? What’re you…?’ His smile disappeared as others leapt at him, grabbing his arms, pulling him forward. We were hoping our suddenness would surprise him and he’d topple forward, allowing us to hold him down. But he was quicker to resist than we’d thought and immediately began to shake himself free, violently swinging some of us from his arms, kicking others from his legs. Several of us who should have assisted the rest of the class at this point found that, despite the preparation we’d received, we were too stunned by what was now going on and merely stood watching, idle and open-mouthed. We managed to hold the inspector in place however and, as planned, Mr Latimer pounced at him from behind and clamped an arm around his neck, crumpling the inspector’s tie and a lapel up against the side of his face. 

‘Please!’ the inspector was shouting, aware he’d been defeated. His eyes fastened in our direction, searching our faces for some kind of explanation. We stared at him. For a moment his gaze rested on the project. There was no point in concealing it now.
Mr Latimer pinned the inspector’s hands back and barked at us. Just a short bark, no words. We knew what he meant. One of the older boys among us – none of us can remember who – stepped forward and dealt a blow to the stomach of the inspector. He lurched forward with a long painful-sounding wheeze, his struggling ceased. Mr Latimer lifted a foot and stamped hard against the back of the inspector’s knees. The inspector gave a weak cry and slumped forward, the side of his face connecting heavily with the stone floor. We saw a tooth skid out of his mouth and down the front of his shirt, a pool of blood already creeping across his collar. 
Mr Latimer straddled his shoulders, grunting as he shifted about, ensuring he had enough purchase on the inspector to keep him down, working a hand into the man’s hair. He gave a nod and those of us assigned to pull the spools of copper wire from the bag did so and came forward to bind together the inspector’s hands.
‘Stop this!’ A belated, convulsing fury appeared to have suddenly seized the inspector. ‘Get them off me! Get them off me! Get them off me!’
Having secured a firm grip in the inspector’s hair, Mr Latimer yanked his head up. We saw the side of the inspector’s face was now marked with a large arrow-shaped cut roughly pointing towards his eye, blood pooling into his lower eyelid then leaking down to his neck and onto the floor. His brief burst of indignation instantly spluttered into a hoarse, pleading wheeze. Those of us who had come forward now began binding his feet together. Then we tethered them to his hands so that he was on his front, his limbs all bunched together and pointing upwards behind him.
‘Please let me go! Please!’


‘That sheet,’ Mr Latimer shouted at us, raising himself away from the wheezing, trussed-up body, ‘get it away!’ There were flecks of spittle in his moustache, his face red.
We lifted the sheet away from our project. 

When we were building it – the whole thing assembled weeks ago in strict accordance with Mr Latimer’s instructions, of course – we all agreed that, even though you can’t tell just by looking at it what it’s for, it’s obvious that the purpose of this contraption is to hold a person’s body and do something to it. It’s all hinges and spokes and wooden grating and large leather-padded handles, but there’s something decipherable about it, something uncomfortably human. The inspector’s reaction – a series of short, breathless groans as he tried to writhe about face and squirm back towards the door - confirmed as much. Something which had caused us particular intrigue were two rounded grooves which we’d cut into the lengths of wood that, when the device was operated and they met, formed a hole where the neck of whoever was inside would evidently be placed, allowing their head to stick out the side. But, we had all agreed during its construction, a neck could not possibly fit.

‘I’ll have the children write a report detailing exactly what happens to you,’ said Mr Latimer, lifting a casual boot into the inspector’s face. 

After we’d killed him, Mr Latimer had us gather up the inspector’s compacted body in the white sheet. We lugged it through the school garden’s back gate, through a gap in the chicken-wire perimeter fence and through to a rocky clearing in the surrounding woodland. There we came to the large hole in the ground, exactly as we’d left it the day before, our spades sticking out of the large mound of soil alongside it.

We dragged the inspector’s body into the hole, the sheet coming away somewhat as it landed, revealing a mess of bone protruding from a squashed-up knot of bent toes, something red and stringy and dirty sprawling from the flesh like roots. We quickly took turns shoveling the soil back into the hole. When we had finished one of us poked a stick into the earth as a marker. 
Mr Latimer hurried us back to the school to wash our hands and listen to a special lesson about what we’d achieved. On our return we were directed past a grassy hummock of earth, the grave of a previous visitor whose behavior had necessitated a similar sentence, a school story we are all familiar with. Something Mr Latimer didn’t notice was a shard of slate wedged into the mound which is there still. None of us know who placed it there but we assume it must be one of us. Weather had faded what’s written on it to a few chalk scratches, but we all know what it says: ‘I shall return. Have faith’.
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