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			Chapter Nineteen

			A Message

			‘Even when Mum found the photo, she didn’t tell me!’ Tilly said, with rising anger.

			‘Because I knew you’d be angry with me, and I was right,’ Heather returned, trembling with emotion.

			‘Tilly is angry because you didn’t tell her,’ I pointed out. ‘The fact that you have received a copy of the photo changes things.’

			‘Will someone please tell me what’s going on?’ Nancy asked with another heartfelt sigh.

			‘I’ve tried to explain to you, Gran,’ Tilly said. ‘Someone sent a photo of me in my underwear to Mum and me.’

			‘Yes, I know, but why?’

			‘That’s what we’d like to know,’ I said.

			‘Who took the photo?’ Nancy asked.

			‘I suppose I did,’ Tilly said, ‘when I was living with Mum, but I don’t remember taking it.’

			‘So what’s the problem?’ Nancy asked.

			Tilly looked at me, clearly frustrated, but Nancy was of a different generation. She would have taken photographs on a camera, had them printed at the chemist and then mounted them in an album. There’d been no malicious and anonymous circulating of images online.

			‘Gran, I need to know who sent them and why,’ Tilly said firmly, putting it as simply as possible.

			‘You don’t have any clue?’ I asked Heather again.

			She shook her head but didn’t make eye contact.

			There was no point in pressing her further. It was clear that if she was harbouring any suspicion as to who was responsible, she wasn’t going to say now. They’d all exchanged angry words and Tilly had probably said more than she should have, but she had my sympathy. Nancy could be forgiven for not appreciating the seriousness of what had happened, but I felt Heather could have shown more empathy. Tilly was her daughter.

			‘I’m tired,’ Nancy said.

			‘We’ll go,’ I replied. Then to Heather, ‘If you do remember anything, can you let Tilly or me know straight away, please?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘OK, let’s go then.’

			Tilly said a subdued goodbye to her mother and gran without her usual warmth, and we left the two of them sitting in awkward silence.

			‘Are you all right?’ I asked her as we went down the front garden path.

			‘Gran says she can’t cope with all this upset. I think she means she can’t cope with me.’

			‘I’m sure she doesn’t mean that,’ I said. ‘She’s struggling to understand.’ We paused by the car before getting in. ‘Your gran is recovering from cancer and chemo. Things are bound to get on top of her. Perhaps you can now see why Isa wanted you to wait before moving in?’

			Tilly nodded and we got into the car.

			‘I remember Gran used to be so strong,’ Tilly said, fastening her seatbelt.

			‘Yes, and she will be again. Give her time and try to keep her stress levels down.’ I started the car and pulled away. I was still thinking about something that had occurred to me while we’d been in the living room. ‘Tilly, not many people know your mother’s mobile number, do they?’

			‘No. Me, Gran, you, and I think she gave it to the doctor.’

			‘Dave will have it too,’ I pointed out. ‘Have you checked her phone for spyware recently?’

			‘Yes. I looked today. It’s clear. That’s how I discovered the photo, while I was checking.’

			‘Is it possible Dave sent the photos?’ I said.

			‘No, I wouldn’t have sent it to him.’

			‘Could he have taken it?’ I asked.

			‘What? No! I would never have posed in my underwear for him! Not in a million years. What do you take me for?’

			I paused and chose my words very carefully. ‘Tilly, I’ve been fostering a long time and sadly many of the children and young adults I’ve looked after have been sexually abused. It’s never their fault, but often they have been persuaded, threatened or bribed with gifts, to do sexual things for the abuser. It’s called grooming. They are made to feel very guilty, like it’s their fault. They are often too scared to tell as they fear they will be punished or are worried what others will think of them. Mostly the abuser is someone they know, sometimes a family member who they loved and trusted. That can make it even more difficult for them to tell.’ I paused and glanced at Tilly.

			‘I know where you’re coming from on this,’ she said. ‘But no, Dave didn’t sexually abuse me. And I certainly wouldn’t have posed for him in my underwear no matter what he said or gave me.’

			‘OK, love.’

			Was she telling me the truth? I wasn’t sure, but I had laid the foundations and opened the door for her to tell me if she did have a terrible secret. It had always concerned me that Dave had given her a lot of gifts – for example, nice clothes, a smart phone and an iPad. She’d been treated specially, spoiled by him, when he’d hardly given his wife anything. Had he been grooming Tilly into posing for the photo, or worse?

			I remembered her original comments when she hadn’t wanted to show me the photo on her phone – ‘You’ll hate me,’ she’d said. It fitted with the guilt she might have been feeling if Dave had coerced her into posing in her underwear. Tilly despised her stepfather but claimed it was because of the way he treated her mother. Was there another, even more sinister reason? While I wasn’t going to let my speculations run away with me, I’d seen enough in all my years of fostering to know that, sadly, this was an option I couldn’t rule out.

			Tilly was subdued that evening but managed to do a little of her schoolwork before saying she was going to have an early night. The following morning before she left for school I reminded her that my new supervising social worker, Joy, would be here when she returned. Joy had timed her visit so she could meet Tilly. I also wished Paula good luck, as her exams started today.

			That morning I did a large food shop, packed it all away and then gave the house a tidy in preparation for Joy’s visit that afternoon. I collected together all the information and certificates she would need for my annual review and set them ready with my log book and fostering folder in the living room. Joy arrived promptly at 2.30. Of average height and build, she looked to be in her late forties. She was dressed smart-casual, in light grey trousers and a short-sleeved blouse, and had neatly layered chin-length brown hair.

			‘Lovely to meet you,’ she said with a smile. Coming in, she shook my hand. ‘I’m sorry you have been left so long without a supervising social worker.’

			‘It’s OK. It wasn’t your fault,’ I said.

			‘No, but it’s poor practice.’ Which was true.

			I showed her through to the living room where the patio doors were slightly open on another lovely June day. Sammy was sitting on the patio in the shade. Joy admired the garden and then accepted a coffee. She came with me into the kitchen while I made it, telling me a bit about herself and her work history, first in child protection and now in fostering. We took our drinks into the living room.

			‘We’ve got a lot to get through,’ Joy said, sitting on the sofa and placing her coffee on the table. She opened a folder and then her laptop. ‘Thanks for completing your review forms online. Your DBS [Disclosure and Barring Service – a police check] is still current, but I noticed you’re due for a medical this year.’

			‘Yes, I am.’ Foster carers have a medical every two years and they and their families are police-checked every three years. The UK has some of the most stringent vetting and monitoring practices for foster carers in the world.

			‘I’ll email the form you need for the medical,’ she said as she typed. ‘Now let’s talk about Tilly. I’m looking forward to meeting her later. How is she getting on?’

			I spent the next twenty minutes or so bringing Joy up to date about Tilly while she asked various questions and made notes on her laptop. I included school, health, friendships, family ties and yesterday’s upset when Tilly had found the photo on her mother’s phone. I didn’t share my speculation about Dave possibly abusing Tilly.

			‘So you really don’t know where the photo came from?’ Joy asked, puzzled.

			‘No. Tilly thinks she might have taken it, but she can’t remember sending it to anyone.’

			Joy nodded as she typed, and I continued with my update. Joy was very sympathetic to Nancy’s ill health and Heather’s suffering, but like Isa her first priority was the well-being of Tilly. She felt that being in care offered her the best chance of stability and routine at present. Joy then began the Health and Safety Checklist. We went into all the rooms in the house, and then into the garden as she checked and ticked the boxes and asked me various questions. She even needed to check the padlocks on the shed door and side gate. The garden, like the house, had to be well maintained and safe for children of all ages. It was a ten-page document and took us the best part of an hour. At the end I was asked to sign it.

			We returned to the living room with another cup of coffee and Joy asked me about our household routine, what we did in our leisure time and if there had been any changes to the household. I told her Lucy was no longer living with us and the reason why. Paula came home having completed her exams for the day; there were more the following week. I introduced her to Joy, who asked her how she’d done. Paula said she wasn’t sure but had tried her best, which is all any of us can do. Joy also asked her how she liked fostering. Paula said, ‘Fine. It’s interesting. We’ve been doing it a long time.’ Then she excused herself and got a drink before going to her room. I think she was exhausted, and of course fostering was the norm for her.

			It was now gone four o’clock and I was expecting Tilly home soon.

			‘Does Tilly attend any out-of-school activities?’ Joy asked me.

			‘No. She feels that with going to her gran’s and schoolwork there isn’t time. I’ve suggested she may like to enrol in one of the summer sport activities at our local leisure centre.’ The schools broke up in seven weeks and places filled quickly.

			‘What did Tilly say?’ Joy asked, making a note.

			‘She wasn’t keen. She said she was planning on spending more time with her friends and Gran.’

			‘Has Isa agreed to the additional contact?’

			‘Not yet.’

			‘Have you booked to go away?’ Joy asked.

			‘Just for a long weekend to a holiday village. I booked it a while ago, so I’m hoping Tilly will come with us. It’s just Paula and me going, as Lucy won’t be coming and Adrian is going away with Kirsty.’

			I heard a key go in the front door and Tilly let herself in.

			‘We’re in here,’ I called from the living room.

			‘I’ll get a drink and then come in,’ she replied.

			A couple of minutes later Tilly appeared with a glass of juice. She looked reasonably happy, so I assumed she’d had a good day.

			‘Lovely to meet you,’ Joy said, smiling. ‘I’m Cathy’s new supervising social worker. How are you?’

			‘All right,’ Tilly said, and sat beside me on the sofa.

			Unlike the child’s social worker, the foster carer’s supervising social worker doesn’t have to spend time alone with the child, so I stayed as Joy talked to Tilly. She asked her how she was getting on at school, what she liked to do in her spare time and finally if there was anything she needed.

			‘More phone credit,’ Tilly said, throwing me a knowing look.

			‘You’ll have your allowance on Saturday as usual,’ I reminded her. It was reasonable that Tilly learnt to budget her money, just as we all have to.

			Joy agreed and asked her how much allowance I gave her and what she liked to spend it on. As we’d been talking Tilly’s phone, lying between us on the sofa, had been vibrating with incoming messages, which she’d resisted the urge to check. A few minutes later she asked Joy if she was going to be much longer as she had homework to do. I thought it was probably more about answering all the messages. Joy said she’d finished, thanked her and said she hoped to see her again soon.

			Tilly went upstairs to her bedroom as Joy packed away her laptop and folders, thanking me for my time. ‘I know how busy you foster carers are,’ she said, which I was pleased to hear. I saw her out and then cleared away all my paperwork and the certificates Joy had needed to see. My first impression of her was that she was caring, efficient and level-headed. More like Jill than Edith – my previous supervising social workers.

			I went into the kitchen, fed Sammy and began opening and closing various cupboard doors, wondering what we could have for dinner. Suddenly I heard Tilly’s raised voice on the phone. ‘What? You’re kidding me! Cathy said that.’

			She sounded very emotional and, wondering what was wrong and what I’d said, I went upstairs to her bedroom. The door was slightly ajar. I knocked and pushed it open. Tilly was standing in the middle of the room, clearly agitated, her phone pressed to her ear. As I entered, she turned to me.

			‘You were right,’ she said. ‘It was him. Can you speak to my mother?’ She thrust the phone into my hand.

			‘Heather, it’s Cathy,’ I said. ‘What’s the matter?’

			‘I knew Tilly would be angry,’ she said in a small voice. ‘Which is why I didn’t want to tell her, but Mum said I had to.’

			‘Tell her what?’ I asked, meeting Tilly’s gaze.

			‘When I switched on my phone today a text message came through. It was from the same number that sent the photo. The message said, You should be ashamed of yourself allowing your daughter to dress like that.’

			‘I see,’ I said.

			‘Dave sent it.’

			‘What makes you say that?’

			‘It’s the type of thing he used to say to me. He was always giving Tilly money for new clothes, but then he’d have a go at me about what she’d bought. Her skirt was too short, her trousers too tight, her top too low so you could see her breasts. He was always accusing me of letting her dress like a tart. I’m sure at some point he actually used those very words that are in the message – You should be ashamed of yourself allowing your daughter to dress like that.’

			‘Have you tried phoning the number or replying to the text?’ I asked.

			‘No. I’m too afraid. I’m sure it’s him.’

			‘Probably best not to respond, but don’t delete the message for now.’

			‘I’m not using my phone ever again,’ she said, her voice catching.

			‘We’ll get you a new SIM so he won’t know your number.’

			‘But he knows where I’m living,’ she said, all her old fears returning.

			‘If he does show up there, call the police.’

			‘I felt so scared getting that text. Just like I used to,’ Heather admitted. ‘I know he’s not actually threatening to kill me or anything, but just receiving it was enough.’

			‘I understand.’ Victims of domestic violence can be threatened or controlled by their abuser with just a look or tone of voice, which might not be obvious to anyone else.

			‘Do you think we should tell the police about the message?’ Heather asked. ‘Mum says it’ll be a waste of time.’

			‘It’s up to you, but I will tell Tilly’s social worker. Heather, can I ask you something? It’s a bit personal.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Did Dave ever act inappropriately towards Tilly? You know, in a manner which made you feel uncomfortable?’ Tilly was watching me carefully, her eyes widening at my question.

			There was silence before Heather said, ‘I’m not sure. I’m so confused about everything that happened in my life with him. He always liked Tilly better than me. I could never do anything right, but she was faultless in his eyes. He spoilt her.’

			‘OK, but as far as you know, did he act inappropriately?’

			‘I don’t think so. Say goodbye to Tilly for me. I’m going to have a lie-down. I don’t feel so good.’

			’I will. Take care.’

		

		
			Chapter Twenty

			More Photographs

			On Saturday I gave Tilly extra money in her allowance so she could buy a new SIM card for her mother’s phone. Replacing it was something that should have been done when the tracking software had been discovered. Now Tilly was going to have to explain to her mother and gran that the new SIM carried a new number, which Dave wouldn’t know so he wouldn’t be able to contact Heather again. I thought Heather would need a lot of convincing.

			I emailed an update to Isa, copying in Joy, as I was supposed to. While the text message hadn’t been sent to Tilly but her mother, it was relevant to her and part of the wider picture so they needed to know. I also noted it in my log.

			Lucy and Darren came for lunch. It was another lovely day and we ate outside. After, when I was in the kitchen putting the finishing touches to the trifle I’d made for dessert, Lucy came in and propped herself against a cupboard with a small sigh.

			‘You OK, love?’ I asked her.

			She gave a half-hearted nod. ‘Does it hurt a lot when you have a baby?’ she asked.

			I stopped what I was doing to look at her. ‘It’s very uncomfortable, but you can have pain relief if you need it. And your body soon forgets the discomfort once you have your baby.’

			‘I’m really scared,’ she admitted.

			‘Oh, love
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