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			Dedication

			To my children;

			I love you to the moon and back.

		

		
			Confidentiality

			My main consideration when sharing my experience of fostering is to protect the identity of the children I care for. That’s why some details in the following case have been changed, as well as names and locations. The rest is a true account of my time with the Powell family.

			I shy away from using the word ‘evil’ because we’re all a product of many factors over which we have little or no control. The abuse in this case, however, was so calculated and sadistic that it’s hard to think of any other way to describe it, or to find empathy in my heart for the perpetrator.

			One of the lessons I’ve learned in the last two decades of fostering is that abused children are often highly skilled at masking their pain. I hope that by shining a light into dark places we’ll get better at recognising the tell-tale signs of a child in crisis. It’s nice to think that this insight might also inspire some readers to embark on their own fostering journey.

			Fostering has its challenges but the wonderful young people who have come through our door over the years have changed our lives immeasurably for the better.

		

		
			Chapter One

			The book flies through the air, seemingly out of nowhere.

			I dodge out of the way, thinking for one disorientating moment that I’m the intended target. Shrinking behind the straggly bush growing over the Powells’ front gate, I tighten my coat around myself and squint up at the small terraced house in front of me. A curtain shivers at the open first-floor window. Another book shoots through the gap. It hits the slush-covered pavement with a thud, quickly followed by a yellow plastic truck.

			Raised voices reach my ears. My heart quickens as a tall figure flits into view. A series of low thumps follows.

			The scant details in the profile I’ve been given about the family on the other side of the walls come to mind as my eyes run over the rusted guttering and peeling paintwork.

			Two-year-old Louis is first to my thoughts. I hope he’s nowhere near the gaping window. He and his siblings, Bartley, ten, nine-year-old Caitlin and Ethan, six, had been identified as children in need (CIN) a couple of years ago, after Bartley lashed out at his sister so violently that she needed treatment in A&E.

			A child ‘in need’ is a replacement of the old ‘at risk’ term that was seen by many as pejorative. Children are classified as CIN if a family assessment reveals that their development is likely to be impaired without targeted intervention. Social services have a duty to safeguard and promote the welfare of CIN with the external provision of services.

			It doesn’t always work, and in the Powells’ case a recent crisis brought everything to a head. Two nights ago, police received an anonymous tip-off that the children had been left home alone. Their mother, Bonnie Powell, was sectioned under the Mental Health Act after being found wandering the icy late-February streets half-dressed and stoned in the early hours.

			Julie and Ryan Chambers, Bonnie’s mother and stepfather, quickly stepped into the breach, but supervision has been deemed necessary while they are assessed as kinship carers.

			Cue a specialist foster carer from the recently implemented Mockingbird scheme. Besides offering social workers a window into how well the Powells function as a family, my task is to offer non-judgemental support to Julie and Ryan while they adjust to their new responsibilities. Signposting them to services that might help them negotiate the tricky weeks ahead and acting as a single point of contact with social services will hopefully aid communication. By reducing pressure on the family, we’re mitigating the risk of the children coming into full-time care. That’s the idea anyway, provided I can make it safely into the house, that is.

			When I’ve reassured myself that there are no further missiles in-flight, I pick my way cautiously over the books and toys littering the front path. I’m about to knock on the door when a scowling, ferrety-looking man yanks it open. He slams it to a close just as he registers my presence. ‘Fuck!’ he says. We blink at each other in surprise, then he mutters an apology and stamps off down the path.

			I ring the doorbell, wondering whether I’ve just met Ryan Chambers. Whoever it was, they’ve left a pungent smell of cannabis behind. My heart flutters as I smooth down my unruly blonde and grey curls and blink a few stray flakes of snow out of my eyes.

			Ever since I began task-based fostering almost two decades ago, I’ve felt a mixture of anxiety and excitement at the prospect of taking on a new placement. It’s 2019 and just one week into my new role on the special scheme designed to keep struggling families together, I’m wary of what might be awaiting me on the other side of the door. I feel vulnerable, and my stomach twists at the clatter of approaching footsteps. It’s a valuable insight into the minds of the children I foster, waiting on the doorstep to meet their temporary guardian for the first time, when all that’s familiar has been stripped away.

			As soon as the door opens and I catch sight of Julie Chambers, however, my nerves fall away.

			Almost a foot taller than me and slim in a fitted blouse and black jeans, the children’s grandmother smiles warmly as she invites me into the narrow hall. There’s no outward sign of the strain she must be under with her daughter in hospital and four extra children to care for.

			‘Carnage,’ she says, when I glance over my shoulder at the pock-marked lawn. ‘You’ve taken your life in your hands coming to this place, Rosie.’ Her kohl-lined, big blue eyes shine with amusement.

			I laugh, already warming to her. I make a guess that she’s around my age, but she’s far less ‘mumsy’ than me, with her glowing tan, rows of bangles on each wrist and long, remarkably straight brown hair. ‘Lively morning?’

			‘Oh, a hundred per cent.’ She raises a hand to her forehead, bangles tinkling. ‘They’ve just had a scuffle over – you know what? I don’t even remember now.’ She booms a laugh. ‘Can I get you a drink? Oh, this is my youngest, by the way,’ she says, as a girl with long, sandy-coloured hair breezes down the stairs. ‘Linzi, babe, this is Rosie.’

			‘Hi,’ Linzi says brightly, raising her hand in a casual half-wave. I read about the Powell children’s young auntie on the family profile, born just a few months after Julie’s eldest daughter, Bonnie, had her first child. ‘I’ll make it, Mum.’ Almost my height in the fluffy pink-heeled slippers she’s wearing, she gives me a confident smile. ‘Tea, coffee?’

			‘Oh, tea with milk would be lovely.’

			‘Sure.’ Slightly overweight, Linzi clops heavily down the hall.

			‘What a treasure!’ Julie calls after her. She bustles me down the hall and into a very messy living room. ‘She’s still at the keen-to-help stage,’ she mouths, although her attempt at a whisper still sounds quite loud. ‘Long may it last,’ she adds with another peal of laughter. She flaps a hand at the room and groans. ‘It’s like something out of Trainspotting in here. Don’t go thinking I didn’t try to help Bon keep on top of it. She just wasn’t in a fit state, bless her heart.

			‘We’re taking the kids back to ours in a couple of days, God help us. I wanted to get on top of the mess first, though. That was the plan anyway, but I’ve had that much to do!’ She slaps her hands on her thighs, creating another cheery jingle of her bangles. ‘Right, I’d best go and supervise the tea-making.’ Whipping away the coat I’ve just shrugged off, she leaves the room in a cloud of heavy perfume.

			My nose wrinkles as the stench of something sharply unpleasant overtakes Julie’s musky scent.

			‘It’s shit,’ says a young voice behind me. I turn, noticing for the first time the track-suited figure stretched out on the sofa.

			‘Oh, hello!’ I blink in surprise, trying not to gag on the rotting, fishy rue assaulting my nostrils. ‘You must be Bartley.’

			He nods, accentuating his double chin. ‘Careful where you step,’ he says, his dark brown eyes remaining on the iPad clutched in his hands. ‘Dead bodies and cat shit everywhere.’

			‘Well, how about that,’ I say after a brief pause, my standard response when I’m temporarily lost for words. Delicately described as ‘a bit of a handful’ in the report, I’d already primed myself to meet Bartley, so I’m pleasantly surprised by the sedate introduction.

			It’s only as I move further into the room that I notice a girl with mid-length, wavy dark hair and extraordinarily pale skin. Squashed on the floor between the end of the sofa and the bay window, she’s sketching in the notepad on her lap with such concentration that I’m not even sure she’s noticed me yet.

			‘Hi, Caitlin,’ I say gently. She meets my gaze for a brief second, then quickly drops her own. The tabby cat spread over her thin ankles shows more interest, glancing up at me then stretching, turning a couple of circles and settling back down.

			Another voice pipes up behind me.

			‘I’m Ethan. I’m six and I love football!’ Slightly podgy, with dark hair like his siblings and pale brown eyes, Ethan bounces on his feet in the doorway like a boxer warming up before a match.

			I crouch down to his level, taking in the long scratch down one of his cheeks that’s still glistening with spots of fresh blood. ‘Pleased to meet you, Ethan,’ I say with a smile, also noticing his threadbare, overly tight pyjamas. ‘I’m Rosie, I’m fifty-one and I love Tom Hardy.’

			Bartley snorts an amused side-glance before returning his attention to his game. Ethan smiles back shyly, revealing deep dimples. Then his face turns serious. ‘Don’t look behind you, Rosie,’ he warns. Reflexively, I swivel round.

			‘Oh dear!’ I say, getting to my feet. My stomach churns as I take in the source of the rotten eggy smell – five dead fish floating on the top of an open-lidded tank in the corner of the room.

			Ethan clamps a hand over his eyes and then drags it down his face. With a high-pitched screech that sounds animal-like, he runs a couple of manic circles round the room then disappears out the door.

			‘What did I tell you?’ Bartley says from the sofa, with a heavy sigh of resignation. ‘S’like Night of the Living Dead round here.’

			‘And whose fault’s that?’ Linzi says as she returns with a mug of weak tea. Her face is round with small features but her liberally applied powdered eyebrows and mascara give her a harsh appearance.

			‘Well, it weren’t mine,’ Bartley mutters.

			Linzi hands me the drink, gives her older-by-a-few-months nephew a chastising glance, then focuses her gaze on me. ‘‘No, course it wasn’t, Bart-ley.’

			‘Whatever,’ he grunts, rolling over on the sofa so that he’s facing the wall. ‘Na-an!’ he yells, without taking his eyes from the screen. ‘I want food!’

			I glance around the rubbish-strewn room, reining in the urge to roll up my sleeves and get stuck into cleaning up. If you weren’t careful, you could be roped into doing all sorts in this new role. One of my fostering friends on the Mockingbird scheme was greeted last week with the words, ‘Hi, Lucy, I’ve saved the washing up for you!’ The next day she was urged to race post-haste to the chemist for the morning-after pill.

			‘No school today then, guys?’ I lift the mug of insipid tea to my lips, trying not to inhale too deeply. Linzi, who’s watching me eagerly, smiles broadly when I take a few sips.

			‘Actually, you can dunk one of the biscuits we made yesterday!’ she cries, taking off with glee.

			‘Grab me a couple,’ Bartley shouts with a slight turn of his head. It’s lovely of Linzi, but my stomach plummets. The smell really is bad and the marmite toast my seven-year-old daughter Megan prepared for me this morning is churning vengefully in my stomach.

			‘There’s an INSET day tomorrow so I thought, after the week they’ve had, there was no harm giving them a few days off,’ says Julie, who’s appeared in the doorway. There’s a defensive edge to her tone and I mentally kick myself for making what might have come across as a judgy observation within minutes of meeting her. I always try to bear in mind that people who come into contact with foster carers are usually at a low ebb. I intend to make Julie and Ryan’s lives easier, not make them feel that they’re being assessed.

			‘Yes, yes of course,’ I say, my stomach flipping at the sight of two large chocolate cookies in Linzi’s hand. She slips one on the edge of the sofa for Bartley and gives the other to me.

			I thank her and have a nibble, making fake noises of appreciation.

			Julie smiles. ‘They’re really easy to –’

			‘Too dry,’ Bartley interrupts his grandmother rudely. Somehow, he sits himself up and hands her the biscuit without taking his eyes off his screen. ‘Put some Nutella on it.’

			Still smiling, Julie rolls her eyes and leaves the room. She returns with the biscuit and a small pot of chocolate sauce. Bartley accepts both regally. Without a thank you, he starts dunking. ‘He’s never off that screen,’ she says fondly, with a shake of her head in her grandson’s direction. ‘Anyway, as I was saying, the cookies are really easy for kids to make.’ She tugs her phone from the pocket of her jeans. ‘What’s your surname? I’ll friend you on Facebook and send you the recipe.’

			‘I don’t really use it,’ I lie, my gaze dropping to the dark-haired toddler charging into the room. Little Louis. He’s wearing cute corduroy dungarees but they’re faded and stained, and clearly too small for him. I crouch down again, smiling. He hands me a car with a word that sounds suspiciously rude.

			It’s important to maintain boundaries when fostering, something that’s easier to do when interactions with birth parents are limited to supervised looked-after children, LAC reviews, or the two-minute handovers before and after arranged contact sessions. This is a whole different ball game, and one I need to hastily construct new rules for.

			‘Give us your mobile number then and I’ll WhatsApp it over.’

			There’s a moment’s silence as I weigh up my options. Julie doesn’t pick up on my hesitation. At least, she shows no sign of it. She waits with a friendly smile, her fingers hovering over the keypad of her phone.

			‘I’m not sure I’m allowed to share it,’ I say vaguely, although I’m simultaneously wondering what the harm could be. It’s not as if the couple are going through care proceedings, and they certainly aren’t under suspicion of causing harm to the children, so there aren’t any of the usual safety or privacy issues to worry about. On the face of it, they are just an ordinary family doing the best they can in difficult circumstances.

			‘Okay,’ Julie says flatly. She sounds disappointed, and slightly offended. A knock at the door offers a distraction from the moment of awkwardness. There’s a pause in which the grandmother eyes the tall, thickset man, who wouldn’t look out of place in a gangster film, coming down the stairs. ‘Oh, Ry, this is Rosie,’ she says, her cheery tone already recovered.

			Uninterested, he lifts his brow wordlessly in my direction and then saunters down the hall towards the kitchen.

			‘What a charmer,’ Julie laughs. ‘I’ll get the door then, shall I?’ She shoots her eyes up at the ceiling and widens her eyes at me as if to say, ‘Men!’

			Still wailing like a foghorn, Ethan appears and follows his grandmother to the door. Seconds later he cries, ‘Miss Woods! It’s Miss Woods!’ From the living-room door, I watch as he throws his arms around the smiling young woman on the doorstep.

			Miss Woods, who appears to be in her mid-20s, with long brown plaits hanging over each shoulder, pats Ethan affectionately on the back and then eases herself out of his clutches. ‘I’m so sorry to disturb you, Mrs Chambers. It’s just that Ethan was supposed to return Humphrey after half-term. I promised Bethany she could have him over the long week –’

			‘Well good luck with that.’ Julie withdraws into the room nearest the front door. She emerges a few seconds later with a large blue hamster cage and plonks it into Miss Woods’ grasp.

			‘Ah,’ the teacher says, her smile fading. Even from where I’m standing, I can see that the lifeless ball of fur blocking one of the curly Perspex tubes has been dead for some time. The teacher blinks at Julie. ‘Poor Humphrey.’

			‘I’ll get the blame, I expect,’ Julie mutters. ‘Always the way.’

			Ethan bursts into tears and looks up at his grandmother. Clearly, she hadn’t thought to share the news of the animal’s condition with the children. Then again, the poor woman has more than enough to cope with at the moment.

			After a pause, Julie seems to come to. Crouching, she gives her grandson a hug. Over his shoulder I can see that her expression is pained. There’s some exasperated annoyance there too; Humphrey yet another victim of her daughter’s neglect, and her left to pick up the pieces.

			My heart goes out to her. I make up my mind to go the extra mile to help her through the next few weeks, as her daughter recovers.

			‘What did I tell you?’ Bartley gabbles through a mouthful of biscuit. ‘Corpses and crap all over the place.’ I frown at him. Ethan might have been surprised by Humphrey’s fate, but it seems that Bartley was already party to it.

			‘Cwap, cwap, cwap,’ Louis says cheerfully as he toddles over and clutches a handful of my skirt.

			Linzi laughs and shakes her head. ‘What are they like?’ she says, meeting my gaze with a rueful grin.

			I raise my eyebrows at her, marvelling at the difference that ‘good enough’ parenting can make. Linzi isn’t much older than Caitlin and yet is capable of holding a sophisticated, almost grown-up conversation. And yet her niece barely has the confidence to lift her head.

			A couple of hours later, after assuring Julie that I’ll return in the morning, I remove myself to my Fiat and work out how much time I can dedicate to the family over the next few weeks. I block out alternate days in my diary, although I suspect they won’t need such intensive support. Some difficulties in families are so entrenched that it takes months to see any improvement, even after significant interventions are put in place. Sadly, there are some who, despite extensive outside help, still need to be escalated to the statutory route, with the children coming into care.

			Julie’s loving attention and the steadying certainties of regular mealtimes, clean beds and a firm but fair hand will work their magic on the Powell children in a few short weeks, however.

			I’m sure of it.

		

		
			Chapter Two

			Rain gushes over my shoes as I hurry towards the Powells’ house the next day. I ring the doorbell and huddle inside the small open porch, smiling as I recall Megan’s reaction yesterday afternoon when I told her that we’d been ‘matched’ with a new family.

			After breaking into a spontaneous dance outside the school gates, topped off with a cartwheel over the pavement, she leaped into my arms and gave me a brief, strangulating hug. ‘Woo-hoo! Can I help get the room ready?! When are they coming? Boy, girl? Tell me, tell me!’ Her disappointment on hearing that the Powell children wouldn’t be moving in with us matched her momentary joy and she scowled all the way home.

			My description of the children at teatime went some way towards satisfying her curiosity, but she was still pleading with me to give her the day off when we reached her school this morning. The arrival of her headteacher at the gates was all it took to change her mind. Charging over to Mrs Mundy, she bestowed a ‘Megan’ hug.

			‘Way too friendly,’ hissed one of her classmates, pulling gently on Megan’s hood.

			‘Bye, Mummy, love you!’ she called over her shoulder as she skipped towards her classroom. ‘Love you too, Mrs Mundy!’ she added, much to her friend’s disgust. Mrs Mundy met my gaze and chuckled, shaking her head.

			Fostered as a newborn and adopted into our family at the age of three, Megan is our little ray of sunshine. A marvellous pocket rocket who regularly reminds us how wonderful life can be.

			Despite all the challenges she wrestles with daily – sensory processing and attention deficit disorders resulting from exposure to alcohol and drugs in-utero, hearing difficulties and a deep-seated fear of abandonment that developed after her initial adoption was disrupted – she embraces each new day with an enthusiasm that’s both inspiring and contagious.

			The broken attachments in her past have left their mark on her, however. Even now, years after her adoption, she has to constantly touch one of us to make sure we’re nearby. How brave she is, I always think, to cheerfully get ready for school each morning, knowing how difficult the day ahead is likely to be.

			Thankfully her bubbly, loving nature is a glorious counterweight to the merry mayhem she puts her teachers through, and the staff absolutely love her. The children in Megan’s class adore her as well. They also sense her vulnerability. When she clung onto me one morning during her first year at school, a little boy from her class offered to carry her book bag and then shyly took her by the hand and led her away. Comically, she still holds out her bag to him each morning. He rather chivalrously obliges, carrying it into school and hanging it on her peg. It’s sweet to see how protective her classmates are of her.

			My smile fades at the memory of my mother’s less effusive reaction when I told her about our new Mockingbird family. Mum has been my back-up carer ever since I began fostering and usually can’t wait to meet the children I look after. This morning, however, when I’d picked her up to give her a lift to Sainsbury’s after dropping Megs off at school, she’d asked very little about the family.

			‘You take on too much,’ was all she’d said when I relayed the flying books and toys incident. Her usual spritely step was absent as she made her way towards the supermarket.

			Stamping from foot to foot in the icy wind, I wonder for a moment whether the Mockingbird process has left her feeling distanced, a little left out. But then I remind myself that she’s still adjusting to the blow of losing her much-loved sister. Besides, she’ll be eighty next year. It’s normal to slow down at her age.

			I’m so deep in thought that when an elderly woman calls out to me from the garden next door, I whirl around with a start. ‘You won’t get any joy there!’ she yells over the squally wind. ‘Gone away.’

			‘Away?’ Reluctantly leaving the haven of the porch, I take a few steps towards her. I’m supposed to be meeting the children’s social worker, Robert Jackson, here for a ten o’clock meeting to explore the children’s wishes, and it’s gone five to already.

			‘Yep, thank the Lord.’ Her thin lips twist in disdain. ‘All that screaming morning, noon and night. It’s too much at my time of life. I shan’t miss ’em, tell you that for nothing. S’her I feel sorry for.’

			‘Her?’

			‘Julie,’ she says, shaking her head in dismay. ‘Fancy having to put up with that lot, and old what’s his face into the bargain. Miserable sod. I’ve tried passing the time of day with him. Waste of time. He’d knock you out soon as look at you, that one.’

			‘I’m sorry, do you know where they’ve gone?’ I say, noting the disappointment on her face. I get the impression she’d like me to join in with my own choice anecdotes about the family.

			‘Took ’em back to their place, didn’t they,’ she huffs, as if it’s obvious. ‘Long may it last. Hear everything through these walls, you do. I’ve barely slept since they moved in.’

			I thank her and jog back to my car to call the fostering team. Robert had emailed the Mockingbird paperwork defining the parameters of my involvement with the family early this morning, but hadn’t mentioned anything about the change of venue.

			Shivering as droplets of freezing rain trickle down the back of my neck, I can’t help but feel a wisp of irritation at the social worker’s failure to keep me informed. As the call connects, my thoughts drift to Julie. If the neighbour’s testimony is anything to go by, the children’s grandmother is the only responsible person in the family.

			‘Don’t tell me you went to Bon’s?’ Julie says when she opens the door and takes in my sodden appearance. She groans when I nod. ‘Oh, you poor thing, I can’t believe they didn’t let you know! I wish I’d had your number. Come on, let’s get you a nice hot drink.’

			She’s wearing a long-sleeved top that’s clingy across her chest and slightly short, so that an inch of her tanned midriff is visible above the waistband of her jeans. Her strappy white sandals click over the white marble floor as she sweeps through the roomy hallway, leaving a trail of potent perfume behind her.

			After removing my shoes, I follow behind, suddenly aware of my shapeless coat, long non-iron skirt and sopping wet tights that leave little puddles in my wake. The floor is hard beneath my feet, but presumably there’s underfloor heating because it’s surprisingly warm. My feet start to steam. A weird sensation, but at least it won’t take long for me to dry out.

			‘I had planned on staying at Bon’s today to carry on the clear-up, as you know,’ Julie says as she shows me into a large living area with the same highly polished flooring. ‘But the kids desperately needed some decent clothes so we went shopping instead.’ She looks at me. ‘To be honest, I couldn’t bear it there any longer.’

			Immaculately modern and almost entirely cream and white, her house is about as different from her daughter’s place as it’s possible to get. It’s not surprising she chose not to hang around.

			My eye is immediately drawn to the bi-fold doors stretching across the far wall and offering an impressive view of a 100-foot pristine lawn. There’s a huge flat-screen television on the wall where I imagine a fireplace once stood, huge rugs with thick pile dotted here and there, and a glass-fronted, walnut drinks cabinet that’s extremely well stocked. ‘I presume you two are acquainted,’ Julie says, as my eyes settle on an overweight man somewhere in his early 40s, seated on one of two plush sofas.

			With a slight wheeze, he puts down the mug he’s holding and comes towards me. ‘Not in the flesh, no,’ he says, his accent suggesting a private education. Most social workers stick to casual clothes unless they’re attending court, but Robert is dressed flamboyantly in a purple velvet jacket, with a colourful cravat tucked into his shirt. ‘But I’ve heard a lot about you, Rosie. All good, all good,’ he says, holding up his hands with a smile.

			I pat a hand on my coat to dry it before shaking his. ‘Sorry I’m late. I went to Bonnie’s house.’

			Robert glances at Julie with a frown. ‘But I thought –’

			‘I know, it’s a shame I couldn’t text you, Rosie,’ she cuts in as she helps me out of my coat.

			The social worker glances down at her midriff, flushes, then shakes his head. ‘Sorry, my fault. I should’ve let you know, Rosie.’

			I wave his apology away. Mix-ups are common when fostering, what with hefty caseloads, competing priorities and budgets too tight to allow social workers adequate administrative support.

			Feeling complicit in turning children into dividends for hedge-fund managers, I left Bright Heights, the private agency I’d fostered with for well over a decade, and became an in-house foster carer at my local authority. I was initially a little wary of making the move, especially having been warned to expect poorer-quality training and less support from my supervising social worker, SSW. It’s worked out well, however. The biggest negative has been the high turnover of staff in the fostering team. I’ve been through six SSWs in the last three years, and am currently without one.

			‘Rob, do you have any objection to Rosie and I exchanging numbers?’ Julie asks, after hanging my coat in the hall. She hands me a towel to pat myself down and then pulls her mobile from her pocket. ‘Poor lady, look at her, all bedraggled. And I don’t suppose it’s easy for you, Rob, being a go-between.’

			‘Fine by me,’ Robert says, returning her warm smile without so much as a glance in my direction.

			They both turn to me expectantly. Refusing seems churlish, especially as what Julie said makes sense. It will be easier to make arrangements for visiting without having to trouble Robert, who’s undoubtedly up against it. Julie’s manicured nails fly over the screen of her phone as I relay my number. She slips the handset back into the pocket of her jeans and then takes the towel. ‘Right, I’ll get you some tea,’ she says, leaving the room just as little Louis makes an entrance.

			Crawling on hands and knees, he’s so intent on pushing along a large yellow digger that he doesn’t even look up. He rams it into the side of the sofa and one of the wheels becomes lodged underneath. ‘Bugger,’ he curses, sitting back on his padded bottom and pulling on it hard. When it finally comes free it almost hits him in the face. ‘Fuck’s sake,’ he curses again. I don’t like bad language as a rule but it’s an effort not to chuckle as I kneel down and say hello.

			‘Boof,’ he says, thrusting the digger again, this time into me. He looks well cared-for today in a cute pair of baby chinos that fit and a jumper with an elephant on the front.

			‘I know a little girl who’s very excited to meet you, Louis,’ I say after giving my sore knees a rub. The two-year-old’s boisterousness might serve him well when on the receiving end of one of my daughter’s ebullient hugs. Slightly pudgy like all his siblings except Caitlin, his blue eyes shine as he grins and hands me the toy. For the first time, I notice a long silvery scar running from his right temple to his ear.

			‘Would you look at that?’ I say, admiring the digger. He climbs onto my lap and takes back possession of the toy, twisting it around in front of my face so I can appreciate its glory from every angle. Sometimes making a connection is as easy as that. When I tell Robert, over Louis’s head, about Megan’s desperation to meet the children, the two-year-old presses the digger closer to my nose for me to admire again.

			Robert smiles. ‘Well, tell her I’m still trying to get my head around the Mockingbird system myself. Up to two nights a week at yours, isn’t it?’

			Louis slips off my lap when Julie returns from the kitchen. I rise to my feet, taking the drink she offers with a grateful nod. ‘In an emergency, yes. I think there’s plenty of flexibility, depending on what’s needed.’

			I first heard about the Mockingbird scheme from Des, my ex-supervising social worker and now close friend, who’d spent some time in the US a few years earlier.

			Having proved successful over there, The Fostering Network launched a pilot scheme in the UK in 2015, with the roll-out continuing since then to all parts of the UK.

			Besides providing support to families in need, the pioneering programme is designed to support foster carers, adopters, special guardians and kinship carers who are struggling with the children they’ve taken under their wing. The stress of ‘giving from an empty cup’ day after day can lead to burn-out, or empathy fatigue, as it’s sometimes known. By wrapping our metaphorical arms around the parents and carers, effectively becoming their surrogate extended family, their chances of staying together are greatly improved.

			Apart from the financial burden of taking children into care, there’s the emotional impact of severing attachments with their birth family, plus the significant risk that siblings will be split up in the absence of a foster carer with a home big enough to accommodate them all. Most of the foster carers I know go out of their way to keep children together, but most only have one bedroom to dedicate to fostering, so it’s not unusual for sibling groups to be scattered around.

			Robert nods and turns to Julie. ‘Right, I’m ready to get on with things, if the others are around?’

			Julie yells the children’s names at the top of her voice, leaning back slightly as if the extra few inches will make all the difference in projecting her voice up the stairs.

			Caitlin appears barely 30 seconds later. The long-sleeved jumper dress she’s wearing looks expensive and is clearly new, fold lines still visible across the wool. ‘Here she is,’ Julie says warmly. She opens her arms. ‘Come here, my little smasher.’

			The nine-year-old bursts into tears and falls into her grandmother’s arms. ‘Aw, there, come on now,’ Julie says softly, wrapping her in a tight embrace. She cups her face in her hands and leans close. ‘It’s all been a bit too much lately, hasn’t it?’

			Tears streaming down her cheeks, Caitlin nods. Seconds later she staggers sideways as Ethan and Bartley explode into the room, straight into her.

			‘You okay, sweetheart,’ I say gently, reaching out to steady her. She reels away as if she’s been struck. The elderly neighbour’s words rush back to me as Julie gives her another hug – all that screaming morning, noon and night. My heart lurches as I do a quick mental calculation. The children were categorised as ‘in need’ two years ago, so there was no outside monitoring for the first seven years of Caitlin’s life, apart from that which normally takes place in school.

			I know from the family profile that all four children have different birth fathers. It’s a worry when lots of men drift in and out of children’s lives. Apart from the damage from broken attachments, a mother’s ability to safeguard her children can be compromised by addiction issues. Unscrupulous people often use this fact to their advantage.

			At least they’re in safe hands now, I reassure myself, and Bonnie is finally getting the intensive help she needs.

		

		
			Chapter Three

			It takes a moment to realise that everyone’s attention is focused on me. I glance at Robert, who seems to be waiting for me to take the lead. Wringing his hands, there’s a slightly panicked air about him as he looks between me and the two boys, who have broken into a play fight in the middle of the room.

			‘Did you bring any “Voice of the Child” packs with you, Robert?’ I say, taking pity on him. The number of social workers who demonstrate unease around children never fails to surprise me. Then again, a deep desire to help youngsters doesn’t automatically endow individuals with the skills to go with it.

			When Robert shakes his head and backs away from the scuffle, I clap my hands. ‘Right, who wants to help me build some islands?’ In the absence of any official resources, I’ll have to use what’s available.

			Bartley looks up and loosens his grip on Ethan. The six-year-old scrambles away, but not before delivering a sneaky kick to his brother’s stomach. ‘What the actual fuck, Ethan?!’ Bartley shouts, staring at him open-mouthed.

			‘I like building!’ Ethan grins, his brown eyes gazing up at me.

			‘Great. I’ll need some building blocks, or Lego, or books.’

			Ethan returns a blank look and Julie shakes her head. ‘We don’t have much here yet.’

			I think for a moment. ‘Okay to use the cushions?’

			‘Of course,’ Julie says, settling herself on one of the plush leather sofas. I look at Robert, hoping he’ll ask her to leave us to it for a while. Formal question and answer interviews tend to make children clam up. ‘Voice of the Child’ techniques are visual games designed to help children communicate wishes they might struggle to express verbally. They only work, however, if the child can speak freely. Since most children have a deep-seated yearning to please, the presence of a relative can render it a pointless exercise.

			Robert joins Julie on the sofa. They exchange warm smiles, looking for all the world like a couple settling themselves down to enjoy some morning TV.

			‘O-kay,’ I say slowly, looking at them askance. They’re oblivious, a lively conversation striking up between them. Deciding it might not be such a bad thing, I deliberately move to the other side of the room.

			Bartley and Ethan help me to stack cushions into three piles. Caitlin hangs back. Sitting on the floor beside her grandmother, she rests her head on Julie’s knee and watches us from a distance.

			Another tussle breaks out over the largest cushion but I know that admonishing the boys before I’ve managed to establish some sort of relationship with them is futile. Children who struggle to regulate their behaviour are so used to being nagged that when a stranger piles in their criticism barely registers.

			Foster carers are encouraged to consider the ‘bank of goodwill’ early on in a placement. A metaphorical trust account that needs building up before any withdrawals can be made. Every time a carer shows respect, consideration and loving care to a child, the account is credited. Demands can only be made once the account boasts a healthy balance. In other words, only once a connection is in place can the power of a child’s innate desire to please be leveraged.

			‘So, this is your home, the Island of Always,’ I say, ignoring the sideshow and flattening the top of the nearest island ready for its first inhabitants. The boys pause mid-tussle and watch as I move to the middle pile. ‘This is the Island of Sometimes, and over there we have the Island of Far Away.

			‘Now, we need a bridge, something big and flat,’ I say, scratching my head theatrically.

			‘This?!’ the boys chorus, holding up the floor cushion and then playing tug-of-war with it.

			‘Perfect! Now drop it here,’ I tell them, indicating the gap between the first two islands. ‘This is our bridge to visit the Island of Sometimes. You each get to choose who you’d like to live with you on the Island of Always,’ I tell them, explaining that there’s a gate halfway along the ‘bridge’, and that they must put people on the second island that they’d like to see sometimes, but only when they choose to. ‘And that one over there,’ I say, pointing at the far pile, ‘is a place for people you would prefer never to see again.’

			Ethan charges over to the Island of Far Away with a roar and lands face down on top of it. ‘He can bloody stay there,’ Bartley mutters, demonstrating that these games are simply a mechanism to get children talking rather than a way of mining deep psychological insights that should be taken literally. A child who banishes one of their parents to the Island of Far Away, for example, might simply be feeling resentful after a recent telling off, rather than hinting at something sinister.

			After getting them to draw everyone they know on a piece of paper, we cut the figures out, an activity Caitlin quietly joins in with. Then I ask them who wants to play the game first. Another scuffle breaks out between the boys, and with Louis engrossed with target practice – bashing his truck into the legs of the drinks cabinet – I nominate Caitlin.

			‘But that’s not fair!’ Bartley complains, as Caitlin gathers together the figures she’s carefully drawn and gets to her feet. ‘Why should she go first?’

			‘Because she’s been waiting patiently instead of fighting,’ I say evenly. I smile encouragingly at Caitlin, so I’m astonished when she walks to the door and stays there.

			‘Best leave her,’ Julie calls out from across the room. ‘She’s a bit touchy at the moment.’ There’s a pause, but then Robert engages her in conversation again. I suddenly wonder if his lavish attentions are simply a canny way of distracting her so that I can get on with the job. If that’s the case, I’m grateful for his ingenuity.

			‘That’s okay, Caitlin,’ I say lightly, ‘you don’t have to join in. This is just a bit of fun. A way of you letting the grown-ups know what your wishes are.’

			‘I want to win the World Cup!’ Ethan shouts, punching a fist in the air.

			‘If you’re granting wishes, I wouldn’t mind a trip to Disney World,’ Bartley pipes up.

			Caitlin returns a few seconds later and hands me a folded note. I wish for Mum to come back.

			Her eyes are filled with tears. Her expression is so earnest, and so beseeching, that my heart flies out to her. ‘Ah, sweetheart, I know. But while Mum’s getting better, it would be helpful to know who you’d like to take care of you.’

			‘Get on with it, ratface,’ Bartley says nastily.

			‘Let’s play the game without any name-calling,’ I suggest gently.

			‘I can name-call as much as I want,’ he snaps. ‘She pisses me off.’

			Without a word, Caitlin puts the figure of herself on the nearest pile of cushions. Ethan and Bartley have begun rolling on top of each other again, and this time I’m grateful for it. I watch as Caitlin sorts through the figures, placing her three brothers with her, as well as her mum and her cat. Her eyes flick momentarily over to Julie, who’s still deep in conversation with Robert, then she places her grandparents on the middle island.

			All she’s done is re-create the living arrangements that existed a few days ago, but what’s enlightening is the angle of her shoulders as she glances over her shoulder to the doorway, where Ryan now stands. I suddenly become uncomfortably aware of the heat rising up through my feet. My stomach rolls slightly.

			The two boys re-create an almost identical set-up when it’s their turn. Interestingly, however, they maroon their grandfather alone on the middle island and keep their grandmother with them, on the Island of Always.

			A resounding vote for Julie then. At least we know that, in the absence of their mother, the children are where they want to be.

			Then something occurs to me. ‘You forgot to draw the cat, boys. Where –’

			‘Six Dinner Sid, we call him,’ Julie says with a smile. Clearly, she’s been half-listening. ‘He belongs to the neighbour but Bonnie used to feed him sometimes.’

			As I tidy up the cushions, Louis pads across the room and climbs onto Julie’s lap. Bartley and Ethan join him, both competing with each other to wrap their arms around their grandmother’s neck. Julie does her best to manage all of them, but I can’t help noticing her frown as she looks towards the door.

			I follow her gaze, curious to know how Ryan feels about being cast away to the middle island. He’s nowhere to be seen, and Caitlin has disappeared as well.
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