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    Chapter Eighteen


    It was almost as if little Bailey’s screams had travelled miles across town, because just after 3 a.m. two days later, on Sunday morning, I sat upright in bed, muscles shivering in anticipation. Of what, I couldn’t say – there was no way I could have known about the disturbing events unfolding seven miles away, but when the telephone rang two hours later, at a little after 5 a.m., it was as if I’d been expecting it. I answered on the second ring.


    ‘Rosie? It’s Maisie.’


    Disorientated, I frowned, blinking in the still dark room. Had I overslept, I wondered. Social workers rarely called before 9 a.m., unless a foster carer was on the out of hours rota, which I wasn’t. ‘Erm, yes. Everything OK?’


    ‘No, it’s not actually.’ There was an unsettling urgency to her voice, surprising, considering the time of day and her usual laid-back drone. She sounded vitally alert as she explained that the police had been called to the Fielding home in the early hours, neighbours concerned about the prolonged, anguished screams coming from their property. ‘When officers arrived to conduct a welfare check, they found Mum and Dad in the house and little Bailey alone outside. He’d been zipped up in a tent in the back garden wearing a thin pair of pyjamas and nothing else. The poor little thing was petrified.’


    ‘Oh no,’ I said, my chest tightening.


    ‘His parents are under arrest and Bailey’s been taken into police protection. So I expect you can guess why I’m calling so early.’


    The ball of anger swirling in my chest lowered itself to the pit of my stomach, eased by the prospect of taking practical action and I was certain that being with his brother and sister would go a long way in comforting him. ‘Yes, of course. He can come here, no problem.’


    ‘I thought you’d say that, thank you. He’s still in a cot so he’ll go in with you, if you’re OK with that?’


    ‘Absolutely, yes. Poor little mite. Where is he now?’


    ‘We’re at the hospital. He’s been checked over and the doctors are happy to discharge him. His face is covered in sores but they think it’s a result of scratching himself in panic. His fingers are bloody as well, after trying to scrape his way out, but apart from that he’s unharmed.’ She heaved a sigh and then added ‘physically at least’.


    As soon as I replaced the receiver I rushed upstairs to the bathroom, washing and dressing as quietly as possible so I didn’t wake the children. Fortunately, at 6.30 a.m., when Maisie tapped lightly on the door, they were all still asleep. ‘He’s exhausted,’ she whispered as she climbed the front step into our house, Bailey fast asleep in her arms.


    I led the way into the living room, quickly setting a couple of soft cushions at one end of the sofa. Maisie tiptoed across the floor, tongue poking through her lips with the effort of trying not to wake him. We both held our breath as she laid him down, Maisie withdrawing her arm at a snail’s pace. As she straightened he stirred and whimpered but I quickly drew a thick fleecy blanket over him, the top brushing his chin. Its soft warmth soothed him back to sleep and he sank further into the sofa, his furrowed brow softening a little.


    It was a heartbreaking sight and we stood side by side looking down him for a moment, gripped by a sharp sadness. Hadn’t someone once said that every child deserved a parent but not every parent deserved a child? To my mind, at that moment, it seemed a particularly wise observation. My eyes prickled at the sight of the tender skin of his face covered in a series of scratches, some still oozing droplets of blood. Though it had been several hours since he’d been rescued, his eyes were still swollen, those long spiky lashes I remembered from the LAC review barely visible beneath closed lids. His teeth were chattering, even in sleep. Leaning over, I pressed the back of two fingers against the nape of his neck and found that his skin was cool to the touch. Anger soared up to my chest again, its grip so fierce that it actually hurt to think about what he might have witnessed in his short life, what damage might have done to his mind. His bruises and scratches would heal, but how long would it take for the memory of the previous night to fade?


    After laying an extra quilt over him and tucking it around his little body to keep the warmth in, I straightened and looked at Maisie. She raised one eyebrow, her lips twisted in a solemn pout. It was one of those times, I think, when words couldn’t express the outrage we felt, the disgust, but I could see my own feelings clearly reflected in the social worker’s eyes. United in our disbelief, the moment felt to me like a turning point in the relationship between myself and Maisie.


    Steam rose from my cup of tea as I sat opposite her in the kitchen, the inevitable can of Red Bull at her side. ‘Sorry, Rosie,’ she said suddenly, reaching into the deep pocket of her long canvas coat and then tilting the opening towards me to reveal the top of a packet of cigarettes. ‘Do you mind if I nip outside?’ she asked, glancing at me with an apologetic look.


    ‘Of course not,’ I said, opening the back door for her. Although I’d never smoked myself, I almost felt like joining her. She seemed lost in her own thoughts as she paced our small patio and, watching her, my own mind drifted, wondering how anyone could allow any child to suffer, let alone their own flesh and blood. I shuddered when I thought about what must have been going through Bailey’s little mind as he shivered alone in the tent. Did he think he’d been deserted for ever? It reminded me about stories I had read of children being bricked up behind the walls of castles and forts in the belief that the sacrifice would make the foundations strong. ‘How could they do it to him?’ I asked in hushed tones when Maisie came back in. ‘Why?’


    The social worker shrugged. ‘I haven’t spoken to the parents personally but according to early reports, Mum’s claiming that Dad put Bailey in the tent as a punishment to her. Apparently he locked the back door and wouldn’t let her out because he suspected she was planning to leave him.’


    I sipped at my tea and then cradled the cup against my chest. ‘You don’t believe her?’ Something in Maisie’s tone left me feeling she had little sympathy for Claire, the children’s mother.


    Maisie snorted, suddenly seeming much older. I guessed that was the effect such a challenging job could have on a person. ‘I find it helps to keep my expectations low. She’ll have her story and he’ll have his.’


    ‘But it can’t have been her, surely? If their father had wanted to get to Bailey he could have, easily. But there’s no way any woman could overpower him.’


    Maisie pursed her lips. ‘Maybe you’re right. But I prefer to assume nothing and question everything. It’s just as likely that she’s his accomplice, not his victim. Remember what she did to Reece?’


    I tilted my head dubiously and she took several large gulps of her drink. She then closed her eyes and released a breath as if it were whisky burning the back of her throat. It was an angry, revealing gesture, one that told me she hadn’t yet perfected the art of distancing herself. Her lips were drawn into a tight line, her skin white with fury. She really did care about the children. I felt a sudden urge to give her a hug. ‘So what happens now?’


    ‘The Child Abuse Investigation Team have been called in and there’ll be an emergency strategy meeting, but there’s little doubt that we’ll secure an ICO – there’s no way any of them can go back home, as things stand.’


    If an Interim Care Order was granted by the court, the local authority would share parental responsibility with the Fieldings and gain the right to make decisions with regards to the children. With a whole new set of bureaucratic wheels set in motion, I realised that there would be no quick resolution. My mind flicked to Taylor – how on earth would she feel when she discovered she was stuck with me, at least for the foreseeable future?


    Overhead, the floorboards groaned and a loud crash followed. Maisie sucked in a breath and turned sharply on her stool. I darted out of my seat, arriving in the living room as little Bailey sat upright and stared around the room. There was a moment’s hesitation when we all seemed to hold our breath and then it came – the piercing, harrowing scream of fear.


    Maisie arrived at my side and I took a step backwards, gesturing towards him with my eyes. Since Maisie was the person he had last seen when he fell asleep, I felt he might be less alarmed to see her than me, someone he had only laid eyes on once. With a brief nod, she walked a few steps towards him, just as his screams were turning into hiccoughing sobs. Crouching down so that she was at his eye level and with a fist on the floor for balance, she flattened her other hand, palm upwards and patted the air. ‘It’s all right, little man. Maisie’s here. We went to see the doctor together, do you remember?’


    At that moment several pairs of feet thundered down the stairs, and then Taylor, Emily and Reece appeared in the doorway. It was difficult to judge who was more shocked, little Bailey or his older siblings. For several seconds Taylor and Reece stood frozen, their mouths agape. Only Emily was smiling. ‘Mum!’ she said excitedly, clapping her hands together. ‘We’ve got a new placement!’


    ‘No,’ Taylor said quietly, Emily’s words breaking through her shock. ‘Not a new placement – that’s my brother.’ She rushed forwards and grabbed him, lifting him into her arms. Sobbing with confused relief, Bailey buried his head into Taylor’s shoulder, his little arms tight around her neck. ‘There, there,’ she crooned like a seasoned mother, rocking gently from one foot to the other. ‘It’s all right, my love. Ra-ra’s here. I’m here.’


    Maisie and I exchanged looks. I could see that she was as moved as I was.


    The rest of the day passed by in a blur. Not surprisingly, Bailey was overtired. Frequently tearful, his eyes were dim and red-rimmed but he was too distressed to sleep for long. Most of the time he was either in my arms or Taylor’s, her care softening the lens I used to view her. It was touching to see how tenderly she handled him and, with the cot and high chair to retrieve from the loft, her help was invaluable.


    I had expected to be fielding questions from her about what had happened, but we were so busy trying to keep Bailey happy that there was barely time to talk between ourselves. The siblings had been told by Maisie that their parents needed a break and I wasn’t really sure how much more I could say about what had happened.


    It was a relief when 7 o’clock came and as I was getting Bailey into his pyjamas he seemed to feel the same, flopping his wretched and pale face against me without resistance, as if he’d surrendered to the idea of being away from home. ‘That’s it, sweetie,’ I said softly, ‘let’s get you tucked in now.’


    Taylor was at my side as I laid him in the newly erected cot beside my bed, stroking his hair and singing his favourite nursery rhymes. As soon as his little body touched the mattress he rolled onto his side, drew his knees up into the foetal position and slipped his thumb in his mouth, the knuckles of his chubby little fists lacerated and sore. ‘Not like that, Rosie,’ she said, lifting the blanket I had tucked around him without a trace of her usual asperity. ‘He likes it like this,’ she said in a soft, sing-song voice, winding the corner of the blanket around his wrist and balling the rest up in the semi-circle between his legs and chest. ‘You like to hug your blankie, don’t you, Bailey?’ She pulled his quilt up over his chin.


    ‘Ah, that looks lovely and snugly. Night, night, sweetheart,’ I said in a hushed tone. As soon as we turned to leave though, he sat up and burst into tears, Taylor’s carefully positioned quilt and blanket falling into disarray.


    ‘I’ll stay with him,’ Taylor whispered, sitting on the floor beside the cot and reaching through the bars to hold his hand. ‘It’s what I do at home,’ she said, and Bailey seemed to know the drill. In an instant he had stopped crying and laid himself down, doing his best to rearrange his covers with the help of his sister’s restricted hand.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    By Monday morning, the novelty of seeing a new side to Taylor was beginning to wear off. Having lost patience with my vague explanations, her questions about the events of the previous day were becoming increasingly probing. ‘But you must know something-er,’ she insisted as I tried to get her wriggly brother dressed. ‘The social wouldn’t just dump another kid on you without telling you why. I’m not stupid, Rosie, and if you don’t tell me what’s happened I’m gonna bunk school and go find out for myself.’


    Having loosened my grip on Bailey, he arched his back and slid from my lap. I smiled, despite the lateness of the hour. A big bundle of warmth and cuddles, I loved having him around. He was gaining confidence in his new surroundings, although he had barely eaten anything since he’d arrived. The only food he accepted with any enthusiasm was yoghurt, but at least he had drunk plenty of milk. I watched him delve into a basket of toys I’d rescued from the loft and then looked up at his sister. She was bound to be concerned, I understood that, and it did seem unfair to fob her off with weak explanations, but it was difficult to know what else to tell her. All I had done was repeat what Maisie had told them when Bailey first arrived – that her parents weren’t in a position to care for him and contact would be arranged as soon as possible.


    Telling her the truth about what had happened wasn’t going to help her feel any better, I knew that much. When it came to children, honesty wasn’t always the best policy, although Taylor had a right to know something. I needed to talk to Maisie and come up with an explanation, if not the whole truth then at least a watered down version of it. ‘I know you’re worried, honey and I understand.’ I bit my lip and stood up, walking over to the fireplace. Bailey crawled between and around my legs like a cat as I reached into the box where Taylor’s phone was kept. ‘Tell you what. You can take your phone to school today.’ I was holding it aloft and she made a grab for it. I pulled it away, holding it out to the side. She grinned and rolled her eyes. ‘Uh-oh, just as a one-off, mind,’ I said, offering it to her. She snatched it from my hand, thanking me hurriedly when I gave her a stern look. ‘I’ll call Maisie first thing this morning and see what I can find out and then I’ll text you, OK? So if you switch your phone on at break time you should find a message from me.’


    She held it flat in her palm, staring at it with reverence as if it were a winning lottery ticket, then slipped it into her school rucksack.


    It was
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