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    Chapter 18


    I woke up on the Monday morning freezing. I realised Mike must have forgotten to put the heating on before setting off for work and it was so chilly that when I looked out of the bedroom window I half expected to see a blanket of snow.


    There wasn’t, but for early November it was a bitterly cold day and I decided I’d let the house warm up for half an hour before waking Tyler up for school, and went down to make my ritual morning coffee using the lightest of fairy footsteps. Most of all, I didn’t want to wake Flip.


    It was perhaps only to be expected but it was still incredibly dispiriting to deal with the nightmare she had been all weekend. She’d lost the plot – Megan’s plot – in spectacular fashion, and, despite my trying every trick in the book to bring her down again, the pair of us ended up spending almost the entirety of the much-looked-forward-to fireworks party holed up in her bedroom, with her completely inconsolable; even Tyler, who could work wonders with her, couldn’t coax her out. Not even with a full-frontal assault (he’d been ably coached by Mike) about how terrible it would be for him, Levi, Jackson and Marley-Mae if she did leave.


    Things barely improved over the weekend. It was as if a button had been pressed in her brain and had now been stuck in the ‘on’ position, or as if she was a record with the needle stuck in a groove. ‘She’ll die and it’ll be your fault!’ was her default expression, and when she wasn’t railing at us she was screaming, the piercing high-pitched noise that we had half-forgotten but were now remembering with a vengeance.


    I had also returned to being Mummy Casey, rather than Mummy. It was as if she was anxious to find every way possible to underline her point – that she shouldn’t be here any more – and, to that end, Mike had similarly become Daddy Mike.


    Not even the little ones – normally so good at it – had been able to deflect her from her anger, when Riley had agreed to come over with them on the Saturday afternoon. She’d broken toys, been horrible to Jackson, shouted at Marley-Mae, and smacked Levi and stormed to her room. If we’d had a cat, she’d have kicked it, no question.


    It was such a full-on masterclass in how not to win friends and influence people that by Sunday afternoon I’d begun to think she was more focused than she appeared. That she wanted us all to hate her so we’d feel more inclined to let her go.


    Coffee soothing my troubled soul – well, firing up my cylinders, which amounted to the same thing – I pondered as I popped two slices of bread in the toaster, ready for Tyler. If that was Flip’s intention, it wouldn’t work, but it did make me sad. I’d seen it before: kids with self-esteem issues brought about through desperate, loveless childhoods often acted in ways designed to turn people away from them, almost as if anxious to confirm that they weren’t worthy of love and were right in their persistent self-loathing. That’s why one of the things that was always drummed into us during training was the need to be mindful every second of the day to punish the behaviour, not the person; ‘that’s a naughty thing to do’, rather than ‘you naughty girl’.


    I tiptoed back up the stairs, carefully using the edges of the treads, like an assassin, but my hopes for another hour of peace (she must, after all, be shattered) were quickly dashed. I could hear her talking. In fact, I could hear her and Tyler talking. He must have gone into her bedroom. So, like an assassin, I grabbed the unexpected opportunity to gather intelligence, and stood still on the top step and listened.


    ‘Course I belong here,’ Tyler was saying, with an edge of defiance in his voice. ‘I’m just like one of their real kids. It’s like I’m adopted or something.’ There was a pause. Then he lowered his voice very slightly. ‘I might even change my name to Watson,’ he added. ‘Stop being so ridiculous, Flip. You know they love you too.’


    ‘No they don’t!’ Flip snapped back at him. ‘They don’t love me. No way. You don’t know nothing. They kidnapped me and now they won’t let me home.’


    ‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ Tyler hissed. ‘I told you. That’s rubbish. Anyway, how’d that work? Why’d they kidnap you if you say they don’t love you? How does that work? That makes absolutely no sense!’


    ‘You’re the stupid one!’ Flip huffed. ‘’Cos of the money! I told you! If they keep me they get all the money off my mummy! They get the money she should have. And now she’ll starve to death!’ There was a low thud – perhaps Flip jumping down off the bed. ‘They prob’ly kidnapped you as well. That’s what they do!’


    Tyler laughed out loud. ‘Christ,’ he said. ‘What are you on?’ Another pause. A creak of bedsprings. Was Tyler going to emerge? ‘Look, Flip. I get what you’re thinking, but your mum is talking bollocks. I know you don’t want to hear it, but she’s no good for you, Flip. I mean – don’t pull that face. You know what she’s like. You’re the one that told me! An’ I know what you’re talking about because my step-mum was a bitch.’ I heard his sigh. ‘Flip, honestly. Trust me. You haven’t been kidnapped. You’re staying here with Mike and Casey for your own good. And I’ll tell you something else,’ he added. ‘I felt just the same as you do. I hated everyone. Trusted no one. Thought everyone was out to get me. But they’re not. Casey and Mike only ever wanted to look after me. And you’re an idiot if you don’t realise they’re looking after you too. So stop being so horrible and – Ow! That hurt! – bloody grow up!’


    I swallowed the lump in my throat, conscious that either of them might appear at any moment. Especially if Flip had launched herself on Tyler, as sounded probable. He was patient, but not that patient. I needed to intervene.


    I rounded the corner of the landing and pushed Flip’s bedroom door open. ‘Morning, Flip!’ I said brightly. ‘You’re awake bright and early!’ Then, turning to Tyler, who was already dressed for school, ‘Oh, you’re in here as well, love. I was wondering where you’d got to. Ready for your breakfast?’


    He glanced at Flip with an expression that I’d translate as ‘Take note of what I’ve said, okay?’ then nodded. ‘I’m starving. I could eat a whole woolly mammoth.’


    ‘Do you want to come down as well, love?’ I said, turning to Flip now. ‘If so, grab your dressing gown. It’s really cold today.’


    In response, Flip merely scowled and stomped back to her bed. Then she climbed in and pulled up her duvet. ‘I’m watching telly,’ she said, returning Tyler’s glare with her own one. ‘But if that woman calls ’bout my mummy, just shout me.’


    ‘She’s still really angry, Casey,’ Tyler said as he sat down to his toast. ‘She called me into her room – well, you saw, didn’t you? She reckons she’s going to run away.’


    I rolled my eyes. An absconding was something I could really do without. ‘You think she meant it?’ I asked. ‘That’s all we need, isn’t it? For Flip to go on the missing list once again.’


    ‘I don’t think so,’ he said, wearing his ‘learned sage’ expression. ‘She was just ranting,’ he said. Then he grinned. ‘As she does.’ He swallowed a mouthful of breakfast and swallowed. ‘Tell you what, though,’ he said. ‘You know what she thinks, don’t you?’


    ‘What?’


    ‘That the whole being excluded from school thing is all a part of it. That you’ve stopped her going to school so she’s locked up with you. So her mum can’t come and get her. All part of your dastardly plan …’


    I couldn’t help but smile at that. Of course. It was logical enough. Well, using Flip’s brand of logic, at any rate.


    ‘And there’s no talking her out of it, neither,’ Tyler continued. ‘She’s convinced it’s some wicked plot that you’ve cooked up together, and that now her mum’s rumbled you, you’re going to keep her locked up.’ He smiled again. ‘Casey, she is bonkers beyond.’ He paused again. ‘And she reckons I shouldn’t be here either.’


    ‘Well, that’s just ridiculous,’ I said, conscious of the change in his tone. Furious to think he, too, might now feel insecure. It could be incredibly destabilising, all this shouting and upset. ‘Just you ignore her,’ I told him. ‘She’s not thinking straight, is she? You are as much a part of this family as Kieron and Riley are. You know that, don’t you?’


    Tyler popped the last piece of toast into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. ‘I been thinking about that,’ he said. ‘You know, an’ about the baby.’


    ‘The baby?’


    ‘The one Kieron and Lauren are going to have.’


    ‘What about it?’


    ‘Well, I just realised that it won’t know any different, will it?’


    ‘I don’t follow.’ Well, I sort of did but I still wanted Tyler to articulate it.


    ‘I mean it won’t know a time when I wasn’t here, will it?’ he clarified.


    ‘No, it won’t,’ I agreed.


    ‘Which is pretty epic, isn’t it? Well, for me, anyway …’ His cheeks coloured. ‘I’ll just be Uncle Tyler. Like, you know, it’ll have an Aunty Riley and an Uncle Tyler, won’t it? And it won’t know any different. We’ll both be the same. And then I will be really, really one of you.’


    ‘Love, you already are.’


    ‘Yeah, but still. You know what I mean.’


    I threw my arms around him before he had time to escape and held him tight. ‘Yes,’ I said, kissing his hair. ‘I know exactly what you mean.’


    There are few things more uplifting than an expression of unconditional love from a child, so after I’d waved Tyler off and retraced my steps back upstairs, I was feeling both buoyant and determined. Whatever Flip threw at me, bless her – us as devious kidnappers! – I could, and most definitely would, handle it. My spirits were not up for being deflated.


    To be fair, though, she had tried her darndest. I’d barely mouthed the words ‘So, how d’you fancy coming down for some breakfast?’ before what I saw dashed them from my lips. Now silenced, I scanned the room and took in the chaos. I had no idea how she’d managed it without either of us hearing her, but she had. The room looked like a hurricane had blown through. All the drawers in her chest had been pulled out and upturned, their contents strewn all over the floor. She’d ripped up several books: story books, school books and colouring books, and – her pièce de resistance, as it must have taken quite a lot of furious digging – smashed a palette of poster paints all over the carpet.


    The architect of the destruction was standing by the window, hands on hips, unrepentant. ‘Why, Flip?’ I asked as she glared at me. ‘Why would you do this?’


    ‘I want my real mummy!’ she screamed at me, as if she’d held sufficient breath specifically for the purpose. ‘We can’t just leave her to starve! She’s going to die and you don’t even care!’


    I’d brought up a tablet and a glass of juice for her and I now placed both calmly on the drawer-less dresser. Then I sat down on her bed and patted the space beside me. She ignored it. ‘Flip, sweetie,’ I told her quietly. ‘Your mummy isn’t going to die. I don’t know what she’s said to you, but she’s not going to die. I promise you she isn’t. She has a social worker taking care of her and making sure she is okay.’ I swept my arm across the room as I let that sink in. ‘And all this – none of this is going to change things, is it? You should know that.’


    ‘You don’t know that, Casey!’ she spat, emphasising my name. She jabbed a finger towards me. ‘Pack my things right this minute, ’cos I’m going, and that’s that!’


    Where did you start? How did you explain to a child so young and so innocent that her mum wasn’t capable of taking care of her? And in asking myself the question, I realised I already had the answer. With some children it might be different, but with Flip perhaps I shouldn’t even try. Her butterfly mind had enough trouble grasping such simple concepts that perhaps I should stop trying to help her make sense of things
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All she wanted was a mummy,
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