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  Foreword



“You can’t go back and change the beginning, but you can start where you are and change the ending.” 




C.S. Lewis.







It’s the job of a Social Worker to help individuals, groups, and families prevent and cope with problems in their day-to-day lives and support children who can no longer safely live with their birth families. Clinical Therapists diagnose and treat mental, behavioural, and emotional problems and Social Workers work with Foster Carers and Therapists in the professional teams around children in care. 




I have used a wide artistic license and this novel is in no way written to offend or to distract from the incredible professional work done by, and achieved by, thousands of social workers, foster parents and the RNLI (Royal National Lifeboat Institution) volunteers, each day.




Many thanks and happy reading, Janet.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




The bedroom door bangs and there’s a quick and heavy footfall. 

‘Where’s my football shorts?’ Ricky stands on the stairs, his seventeen-year-old chest is pale and bare, and his legs are long in his black school trousers. His hair is naturally dirty blond and his deep blue eyes look worried; so different to Femi’s brown skin, dark eyes and braided hair.

She checks her pager and makes herself unavailable on the RNLI app. She couldn’t have a shout today, not with Peter coming later.

‘Auntie? Are you listening? It’s the final today.’ 

‘I know. Are you playing in it?’

‘You know I am. Where are they?’

She looks up from her iPhone. ‘Did you wash them?’

He shakes his head. ‘I left them by the machine.’

‘They’re probably still there then, Ronaldo.’ 

‘Oh, no, for—’ He leaps across the kitchen and darts into the utility room. ‘They’re not here,’ he shouts.

‘You’ll have to miss the game then.’

‘Auntie, for God’s sake!’

‘Do you think this is a hotel?’

‘Come on, Auntie. This is serious. They’re my lucky shorts.’

‘You said you’d cut the grass.’

‘I will.’

‘You promised.’

He leans across the table, his blue eyes blazing. ‘I’ve got to have them and if you don’t hurry I’m going to be late.’

‘Well, you’re a very lucky boy, Ronaldo.’ She pulls his shorts from a pile of neatly folded washing on the kitchen counter. ‘Ta da!’ She laughs. ‘And here’s a clean school shirt.’

He breaks out into a grin.  ‘Oh, Auntie, you’re wonderful.’ 

‘I know. Now we just need to convince Albert of that.’ Her tone is playful as she glances at the serious boy, eating breakfast with his elbows on the table.

Ricky grabs the shorts and pulls on his school shirt and then rubs Albert’s dark curly hair. ‘Alright, Al?’

‘Ronaldo hasn’t scored in four weeks,’ he replies.

‘Don’t jinx me,’ Ricky moans.

‘He’s rubbish now.’ Albert holds his knife and fork properly now and Femi’s pleased with his progress. It’s only been eighteen months and, for a thirteen-year-old, he’s a fast learner. He’s fitted in really well and Femi feels he’s already ‘hers’. He finishes the last of the scrambled eggs on his plate and pats the corner of his mouth with a piece of kitchen roll.

‘You’re talking rubbish, Al. Do you want to play Minecraft with me later?’

‘I want to play Animal Crossing, again.’

‘That’s so boring.’

‘It’s not.’

‘We’ll try and teach Auntie, will we?’ Ricky doesn’t wait for an answer and he runs from the kitchen and takes the stairs two at a time calling over his shoulder, ‘But don’t hold your breath, she’s not a fast learner.’

‘Cheeky!’ Femi calls out, pleased the boys have settled in well together.

Albert picks up his plate and mug and places them carefully and silently in the dishwasher. Today is one of his quiet days and she studies him from the corner of her eye as she folds the rest of the washing. His white shirt looks crisp against his black skin, and his striped school tie makes him look like a young man off to work for the first time. He bends to put on his shiny black shoes.

‘Have you got your sports bag?’

He hangs it over his shoulder. ‘Here.’

‘Trainers?’

He taps it.

He’s already gone up a size and Femi resists the urge of cautioning him to be careful. It’s not his fault the last pair were stolen and besides, she’s already spoken to the headmaster about it and the teachers are now aware of the situation. She wasn’t going to let anyone bully him. Not after what he’s been through. The thought of him getting upset again, upsets her, so instead she smiles brightly.

‘Right, where’s your blazer, Al? That wind is cold for April, so you’d better wrap up.’

Albert pulls it down from the overloaded hooks behind the kitchen door and Femi’s heart swells with pride. If only Albert could understand how loved he was and how Femi felt toward him things might be easier for them all but it was early days yet and Femi knew there were still many challenges ahead.

Ricky reappears pulling his jacket over his school uniform and he collides with Albert in the utility room.

‘Get out of my way, Al. I’m in a hurry.’ He shoves him in the back and opens the door.

‘Ow! Get off.’

‘Good luck, today,’ Femi says, pulling Albert aside.

‘Yeah, break a leg,’ says Albert.

‘That only applies in the theatre,’ Femi says. ‘Certainly not for a football game.’

Ricky pushes past Albert. ‘Animal Crossing is for girls,’ he whispers.

Albert sticks his foot out but Ricky leaps over it and pauses at the door. ‘Missed me.’

‘Bet you get sent off.’ Albert smiles.

The door bangs behind Ricky and Femi breathes a sigh of relief. As a foster parent, there were days when her life was incredibly tough but there were also days when she thought she had it all, and today fortunately — is one of those days — and, the nagging feeling about Albert’s future is momentarily pushed from her mind.

* * *

By the time Femi has done another load of washing, cleaned two bathrooms, vacuumed the house and disinfected the kitchen, dusted countless books on the shelves, she’s ready to sit down. She’s breathless and tired and, as she sips her hot chocolate and reaches for a biscuit, she’s distracted by a van outside the front.

The white van is parked almost across her driveway. A solid looking man with long hair and a hipster beard jumps out and he pulls a key from his pocket. He looks dishevelled, like a tramp, and Femi could imagine him smoking pot and drinking beer at a rock concert. 

Peanut, stands up from his basket and joins her at the window as she looks through the blinds.

‘We’ve a new neighbour, Peanut,’ she says.

Peanut is unimpressed. He stretches with his bottom in the air and returns to his bed.

‘Well, let’s hope they’re a nice family,’ she adds. ‘With a child about Albert’s age.’

The man opens the back doors and proceeds to pull out boxes, small pieces of furniture and a TV. She stands watching him come and go. If he doesn’t hurry up, she’ll have to ask him to move the van because Peter will be here soon and he won’t be able to get onto her driveway.

When Femi’s phone rings, she’s momentarily distracted. 

It’s Albert’s teacher.

‘It appears that Albert’s forgotten his trainers,’ he says. ‘I’m concerned because of what happened the last time.’

‘He took them with him this morning.’

‘Well, he doesn’t have them now.’

‘I hope those bullies haven’t stolen them again,’ Femi’s voice is stern. 

The teacher promises to investigate and Femi spends a few minutes checking the utility room just in case he’s left them behind. Today is a mundane welcome from last week, as a volunteer at the RNLI she had been called out in the dark and rain to rescue a yacht that had got stuck in the mud at low tide. While they had rescued the yacht, the captain was naturally upset but his friends had treated it as a massive joke. Femi had been tired and she’d snapped back at them. It wasn’t like her and she knew she needed a break. 

By the time she calls Freddie, her friend and receptionist at the clinic where she works part-time, the white van outside has gone.

‘I’ve swapped your shift,’ he says. ‘You can have an extra day this week.’

‘Great, thanks. I might meet up with Sandra.’

‘Forget meeting anyone, Femi. You have to get your beauty sleep. You work too hard.’

‘Oh Freddie, don’t nag. Look, I’ve got to go, Peter’s just arrived.’

‘Call me tomorrow,’ he says. ‘Nitesh wants to make you his new Italian chicken recipe.’

* * *

Femi straightens her skirt and checks her reflection in the hall mirror. She stands sideways, pressing her hand against her bum and then across her tummy, pushing the folds of her large scarlet-coloured dress against her comfy figure. Her box-braided bob with gold cuffs on the ends, hangs to her shoulders and her red lipstick is bright and cheerful.

‘Five kilos,’ she whispers. ‘This time I’m gonna do it, no more puddings or pies.’

The doorbell rings.

Peanut barks but stays on his bed in the kitchen. He’s a scruffy rescue dog who loves his bed. In the eight years he’s lived with her, he’s been a friend to all her ‘kids’.

‘That was quick, Femi.’ Peter is serious and tired-looking. ‘Were you lying in wait for me?’

Femi smiles at her social worker. ‘I was just checking a few things over and happened to be near the door.’ She stands aside to let him in.

He has unruly, red hair and big freckles across his nose that Femi would like to join up with a pen. She’s curious as to the picture it would make, but she is sure it would be one of kindness and empathy, but also with a splash of humour, just like Peter.

‘It’s Baltic out there,’ he complains, following her into the kitchen and removing a thick, woollen, purple jacket. He hangs it on the hook behind the kitchen door. He’s wearing a floral waistcoat and navy shirt with jeans. They’re both mid-thirties but he’s the size that Femi would like to be; she would love his slim hips. She’s not sure that he looks like a social worker but then again, could you guess anyone’s profession simply by looking at them?

‘Would you like a drink?’ she asks. 

The mugs, milk and chocolate biscuits are already laid out on the kitchen counter and the kettle has boiled twice. 

‘No thanks.’ Peter looks around the kitchen and his eyes focus on the two brown eyes watching him carefully. 

‘You’ve met Peanut before, haven’t you?’ Femi wishes she wasn’t so nervous but the tension is causing heartburn and a pain in her chest.

‘Hello, Peanut,’ he says, placing his computer bag on the table. Peanut is white and grey and he stretches effortlessly, wags his tail and rolls on his back. His tongue hangs out and he waits patiently but Peter ignores him.

‘It’s a bit chaotic here,’ Femi says, already wishing she didn’t sound so apologetic. ‘But, you know that.’ She laughs nervously and points to the shelves of books, untidy coat rack as she steps over to close the utility door so he can’t see the pile of washing.

He smiles. ‘You’re a hoarder, Femi, but a neat one.’

‘That’s not what the boys say. Ricky keeps threatening to throw out all my cook books.’ She nods at two rows of books above the kitchen window. ‘He’d live on burgers if he could.’

‘And Albert?’

‘So long as he gets scrambled eggs every day, he’s happy. Come into the conservatory, Peter. It’s warmer in there, the sun came out for an hour.’ Femi carries her own coffee mug and she tucks the packet of biscuits into the pocket of her loose-fitting dress. 

Peanut follows them, curls up on the floor near the glass doors and stares at a magpie hopping on the lawn while, on the fence, another magpie waits patiently; one for sorrow, two for joy.

Peter has a graceful way of flopping onto the sofa opposite Femi, leaning back and folding his legs and raising his satchel to his knee all in one smooth motion. 

‘The garden is a mess. Ricky is going to cut the grass and I’ve still got to sort out the garage one day.’ Femi hovers by the window, staring into the garden, wishing she felt more confident. She dreaded these meetings with her social worker. They always made her feel that she was worthless. They hold all the cards. The authorities have parental responsibility and Femi, as a foster parent, has no control over the child’s future. With a blink of an eye, the boys could be taken from her — and her life would be ruined. She’s simply a carer who looks after the children.

Peter smiles. ‘All in good time.’ He notices the overhanging twisted willow tree and the ramshackle building at the bottom of the garden with filthy windows. ‘You’ll clean it up eventually.’

Femi laughs. ‘I’ve only lived here for ten years.’ 

‘It looks like you’ve a new neighbour moving in.’

‘The house has been empty since Mrs Lockley died a year ago, so it will be nice to have other people in there.’ She sits down and changes the subject. ‘How are things with you, how’s everything?’

He sighs. ‘I’m exhausted, Femi. There are hundreds of refugees arriving in Dover every day. They all need placements and it’s crazy.’ He rubs his eyes. ‘We’re trying to find temporary places before moving them on to other parts of the country but it’s not easy. They have nothing, these kids. They’ve seen their homes destroyed, their country obliterated and, very often, they’ve witnessed death at first hand. Some of them are still young children yet they’ve seen their parents or family killed, in front of them.’

‘Will they ever get over it?’ Femi stares back at Peter.

‘They say children are more resilient.’ His tone is matter of fact.

‘They must be so traumatised — bless them. It’s bad enough knowing what Ricky and Albert have been through, and they didn’t have to cross the channel like those refugees that you’re dealing with.’

‘Very true. Right.’ Peter clears his throat and straightens the computer on his lap, like a busy man, and he regards Femi thoughtfully. ‘Let’s go over the courses you’ve completed and fill in the gaps, and then we can look at your diary and see what’s been going on.’

Femi has her notebooks beside her and she checks the details that Peter reads out.

‘As well as a trained Paramedic, you’ve also received bereavement training and you’ve attended courses at the East Kent Rape Centre.’ He begins tapping on his computer, his fingers moving at an incredible rate. ‘Just to confirm you still currently work part-time at the local clinic in Westbay and you’re still a volunteer for RNLI, is that correct?’

Femi nods. ‘There’s rarely a shout at night but if there is, Sandra stays with the boys.’

‘Right, I’ll email you next week. There’s a couple more courses you can do so I’ll send you some information about them. Check the dates and then get back to me. Now, we have that all out of the way, how’s everything else?’ 

Femi’s mouth feels dry, so she sips her coffee and slides the biscuits from her pocket.

‘Albert’s father, Delroy, is back on the scene,’ she says, biting into a chocolate Hobnob. ‘Jamie said Delroy wants to meet Al next weekend.’ She pushes the crumbs into the corner of her mouth.

Jamie is Albert’s child social worker.

‘How do you feel about that?’ Peter asks without looking up from the screen.

Femi stares at the top of his head. She wants to scream. She wants to shout at him and complain about the care system but she knows she can’t. Instead she replies calmly, ‘You know I lost both of my parents by the time I was Albert’s age,’ Femi pauses, ‘and so I do think it’s important for him to have the opportunity to meet his father.’

‘Delroy lives in London, if I remember correctly.’ Peter watches her closely. He has been Femi’s social worker for three months and during this time he has grown to admire her and what she’s done for her two foster boys. ‘It will be an unsupervised visit, then?’ 

Femi savours the chocolate on her tongue and picks at the tiny pieces of coconut as they get caught in her teeth before replying, ‘Delroy is planning a day trip to Westbay on Saturday and Jamie wants me to drop Albert off to meet him, probably lunch and then they’ll go to the beach or something for an hour before Delroy gets the train home.’

‘Does that work for you?’ Peter looks thoughtful before tapping on his keyboard. He knows from experience how easy it is to be emotionally involved with foster children. A single carer can sometimes be a really positive choice for a child, it’s easier for the carer to be focused on the child or children rather than on a partner or in a relationship. He thinks it’s one of the reasons why Femi has bonded really well with both of her boys — because she’s single.

‘Albert’s suffered so much domestic abuse in the past. I don’t want his PTSD to flare up again, like the last time.’

‘It shouldn’t do,’ Peter says equably. ‘How long has Albert been with you now?’

‘Eighteen months but we can’t let that happen again, Peter.’ 

‘It won’t.’

‘It happened three months ago, when Delroy promised he would visit and then never turned up. Albert had one of his rages.’

‘Speak to Jamie and let him know your feelings. You have to give the family a chance, Femi. Remember we have the PR.’

‘I know you have parental responsibility, but I’m just saying that this sort of contact can have a negative effect on Albert.’ 

‘The aim of the social worker is reconciliation with the family — if possible,’ Peter insists.

‘Even if it isn’t always in the child’s best interests?’ Femi wishes her tone wasn’t so insistent.

Peter ignores her and continues, ‘I can understand you’re frightened of losing Albert, especially if he gets upset and is unmanageable but, if they can reconcile him with his dad, then it’s something we all need to encourage. I know you have a strong bond with Albert, and this is hard for you—’

‘I’ve known so many kids who have gone back to their birth families and it hasn’t work—’

‘I know, Femi, but—’

‘And when it doesn’t work out, they end up back in care—’

‘Yes but—’ Peter holds up his hand. 

‘And not even with the same foster family. They’re moved from house to house and sometimes even to a different county—’

‘It’s what we have to do, Femi, but our prime consideration is the safety of the child.’

Femi stares silently at him. She knows that when it all breaks down these kids really suffer — the expectation, the rejection, the hurt and sadness. 

‘I hate this system,’ she mutters.

‘Let me arrange some support for you, a course around supporting positive contact with birth families. Would that help?’

‘Yes.’

Peter continues typing and he doesn’t look up. ‘OK. I’ll get that organised. So, it’s this Saturday, Delroy is coming?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you’ll take Albert to meet him?’

‘Of course, I will. I want him to have a good relationship with his father but I’m worried he’ll let him down again,’ Femi complains, helping herself to another biscuit. They taste so good and they’re reassuring, she’ll worry about her diet tonight, she won’t eat any potatoes.

Peter looks up. ‘Jamie would have explained the risks to Delroy if he lets Albert down again.’

Femi shakes her head. ‘Maybe I’m just over protective.’

‘You know you can’t behave like that. It won’t help you.’

‘I know.’

‘Besides, you said to me before, that you wanted Albert to get to know his father.’ Peter has a vague memory of a conversation with Femi a few months ago. ‘Look, I know how you feel. You would have loved the opportunity, right?’

Femi stares out of the window. The garden is overgrown and unkempt but there are pretty blue and yellow wild flowers between the dying daffodils, as well as red and purple tulips pushing through the muddled undergrowth. Femi would have to sort out the garage at some stage. It needs a paint. She’d dumped all the boxes when she’d moved here ten years ago. She’d avoided all the memories then; the photographs, diaries, and other memorabilia — she’d left them all boxed up. She didn’t have the stomach for it all then and still didn’t.

‘Femi?’

‘My Dad died in a freak boating accident on holiday in Jamaica,’ she says. 

If Peter had time or bothered to read Femi’s file he would know her background; Jamaican father, English mother who died of a drug overdose after her second husband (Femi’s father) was killed in a fatal boating accident. She was dual heritage, taken into foster care when she was thirteen. Two older siblings (white) from the mother’s first marriage, were fostered together in a different county.

‘Does this situation remind you of your father?’ he asks gently.

Femi frowns. ‘No. Daddy was kind and loving. That’s the irony. I loved him and — he died.’

‘Right so we must agree, this is about Albert,’ Peter says, checking his watch. ’You must do what’s best for him.’

‘I don’t want him to be hurt.’

‘I know.’

‘Can the visit be supervised?’

‘Albert is thirteen. You wouldn’t want people supervising you with your father at that age, would you?’

Femi stares at Peter and eventually she says, ‘I don’t trust him.’

‘Albert?’

‘No, Delroy.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, Jamie says he’s clean now and hasn’t touched drugs in over a year but—’ 

‘You moved out of London because you wanted a new life by the sea, Femi. You wanted to start again — maybe Delroy feels the same.’

Femi had received a small inheritance from her father’s estate on her twenty-first birthday. She’d worked as a paramedic in London and saved money before deciding she’d had enough of city life. Then she’d visited Westbay on a day trip and fallen in love with the town. When she’d got home that night she’d checked her bank account, searched on the website, and realised she had enough money to put down a deposit on this four bedroomed house, only five minutes from the sea and the pretty main street —Harbour Street. She’d even managed to get work as a paramedic in the local medical centre where she had worked full-time for six years but, since Albert came to her —because of his young age — she’d gone part-time. She had no regrets. She wanted desperately to help him. Femi was thirty-six now, and Peter was right. This is a life away from the one in London.

Femi says, ‘I understand that many foster relationships with teenagers fall apart as they get older and they get more independent but Ricky is getting top grades at school and if he carries on like this and nothing rocks the boat, he’ll probably get into university.’

‘I hope he stays focused,’ Peter replies. ‘You’re doing a great job.’ 

Femi plays with the braids hanging over her shoulder.

He asks, ‘Isn’t Jenny, Ricky’s allocated child social worker?’

Femi’s three-and-a-half-year relationship with Ricky has been incredible and she loves him more that she can ever tell anyone. She has worked as a foster parent for six years and she’s known a lot of foster families — some stories don’t always end well.

‘Ricky seems settled at school.’ Peter looks up at her. ‘At least he’s stopped running away.’ 

She smiles. ‘For the time-being.’

‘Both Albert and Ricky get on, and they feel at home here.’ Peter nods.

Femi takes a deep breath and exhales slowly before she reaches for another biscuit. ‘I have a feeling Delroy is going to change all that.’

Peter smiles. He’s been through this before many times. They both know that sometimes when one of the birth parents turns up to claim their child the relationship works out, but when it doesn’t work out, they both know that it’s most likely to leave the child more emotionally vulnerable and with little or no opportunity in life. The social worker pushes to get the best for the child but when the child is eighteen they’re often moved into inadequate social housing where the chances of them having a decent quality of life are minimised. They’re left to fend for themselves with little or no education, no survival techniques, support or money and surrounded by people who will take advantage of them. Very often they fall into a life of drugs and crime. 

‘You know how this works, Femi.’ Peter slams the lid of his computer closed, his tone is soft and understanding. ‘As a foster parent, you have to be prepared for everything and ask for nothing.’

‘I know, and that’s what scares me, Peter.’








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Femi carries the bags from the car, pushes open the back door and flings the carrier bags on the kitchen table letting out a satisfied groan. Peanut runs around enthusiastically, sniffing her ankles and nudging her leg with his nose. She bends down to pet him for a few minutes, giggling at the way he always rolls on his back for a tummy tickle, then she straightens up and with her hand on the banister. ‘Albert?’ she shouts, ‘Come and help me, please?’ 

She reaches for the kettle. She needs tea. The supermarket was busy and she’s tired. 

‘Albert?’ she calls again, but this time she stands at the bottom of the stairs, she doesn’t have the energy to climb up three flights.

On the top floor, Albert’s bedroom door slams. She nods, satisfied, and returns to the kitchen. She’d called into the supermarket after finishing work but she must get organised and order her shopping online. It would be so much easier that way and save her time.

Albert’s feet, unlike her other foster son’s, are light on the stairs and, although she doesn’t hear him, a few minutes later she senses his presence behind her.

‘Hello, Al. Did you finish your homework?’ She turns, smiles and hands him the cereal. ‘Help me put the shopping away, please.’ 

Albert nods, takes the box and places it in the cupboard. His big brown eyes are serious and dark. It’s unlike him not to rifle though the bags looking for a chocolate bar, but this afternoon he seems distracted, engrossed in his own thoughts. He’s in a quiet mood.

When there’s only one item left, Femi pulls out his favourite orange chocolate bars playfully from the bag. ‘Ta da!’ She’d also remembered to replace the biscuits she’d finished off yesterday with Peter but neither seem to be having an effect on Albert. She waves the packet for his attention but Albert doesn’t smile. She knows depression is just one of the signs of developmental trauma that she has been trained to look out for and, as a foster mum, it’s just one of the courses in the past six years that she’s taken. She understands how important it is to take her time with him. 

‘Let’s sit at the table and have some tea,’ she suggests. 

Still keeping an eye on him she flicks on the kettle and takes mugs from the cupboard. ‘The supermarket was manic and would you believe, when my back was turned your favourite biscuits just jumped into the trolley. They didn’t even ask!’

His expression remains serious as she fills the teapot. It’s one her aunt in Jamaica gave her after her father died. She must video call her later. Albert liked to hear about the island where his family came from too. It was one of the reasons Femi had wanted to foster him. They share a similar family history. The social workers had matched them up well.

‘Did your trainers turn up?’

Albert nods.

‘Do you think they were taken out of your bag?’

Albert shrugs. He looks defeated and beaten, the other kids are always teasing him it’s no wonder he hates going to school. When he gets home he spends most of the time hiding in his room and playing computer games.

‘Will we call Auntie Sharisha later today?’ 

Albert slides onto the chair opposite her and lifts his mug.

‘How many hours difference is there in Jamaica?’ she asks.

‘Six.’ Albert’s voice, unlike his gangly frame and long arms, is small and there’s barely a hint of his lisp since he’s been going to a speech therapist.

‘So, what time is it there now?’

Albert glances at the large wall clock. ‘Ten in the morning.’

Femi smiles brightly. He’s doing well at school. She believes it’s because they read together most days that he’s made so much progress. 

She nudges the biscuit packet across the table, closer to him. Today she’s determined to stick to her diet. She wants to lose two stone by Christmas. This year she wants it to be perfect. Ricky her oldest foster boy, didn’t understand when she told him.

‘Why lose weight?’ he asked last night with all the sensitivity of a seventeen-year-old. ‘You never go out anyway.’

‘If I lost weight, I would.’

‘You wouldn’t look right if you were thin.’

‘I want to lose this.’ She’d grabbed a handful of flesh on her hips.

‘Voluptuous,’ Ricky had said laughing, reminding her of their museum visit, he’d added, ‘Like a Rembrandt.’

She’d grinned back at him. Not because of his back-handed compliment but because he knew the artist and had used the word she’d taught him. She’s convinced he’ll pass his A levels but she keeps up the pressure of taking them out at weekends when she can; museums, art galleries and theatre treats. Femi firmly believes in a rounded cultural education. She would have liked one herself and now, by educating her boys, she is fulfilling her own needs too.

Albert coughs, puts his hand to his mouth and crumbs scatter onto the table.

‘What’s wrong?’ Femi asks. He doesn’t reply. ‘Is this about meeting your father? It’s best we speak about it because then I will understand and I can find a way to help you.’

Albert sips his tea. At thirteen, he is gawky but gaining confidence. Today. Femi thinks, his vulnerability is wrapped around him like an invisible cloak. 

He sighs and pulls on his bottom lip. It’s a nervous tic.

‘There’s nothing we can’t fix between us, we’ve been able to sort everything else out, haven’t we?’ she says encouragingly.

Albert nods. 

Femi doesn’t have to remind him about the bullying at school and how she went to the headmaster, or how she’s replaced his stolen Adidas trainers or even how he’d lost concentration in class one day and been shouted at by the teacher. He’d come home and cried. That was the first time Femi had cuddled him. He had sobbed in her arms, heart-wrenching gulping sobs as if the entire sadness of his being was finally unleashed. He’d been twelve years-old then and had been with her only two months but this is now — today. 

‘Come on,’ she giggles. ‘Or do I have to hold you by the ankles and shake it out of your pockets.’

Albert laughs.

Femi’s heart lifts at his smile. It can’t be that bad she thinks.

‘Dad phoned me again.’ He looks down at the table and wraps the biscuit wrapper around his index finger. 

She breathes slowly. ‘How does that make you feel?’

Albert shakes his head. ‘I dunno. We talked computer games.’

Albert was placed in foster care because his parents were drug addicts. Albert’s mother died of an overdose when he was six, and Delroy put him in care while he went into Rehab five years ago. Albert has been diagnosed with chronic developmental trauma caused by repeated and prolonged domestic violence from when he was a baby. Albert had been placed in various foster homes around the country until he had eventually arrived in Kent. Now, Femi didn’t want to let him go. 

‘Did he ask how you are or about your school?’ she prompts kindly.

Albert nods. 

‘Try and speak to me, Albert, and tell me how you feel, can you do that?’ Her tone is gentle and calm. She’d done well on her course and she taps into the resources and training stored in her head.

‘Are you looking forward to seeing him?’

Albert raises his eyes to her. ‘What about you?’

‘It’s no problem,’ she says. ‘This isn’t about me. This is about your relationship with your father and it might help you.’

Albert shrugs. It’s the indifferent attitude of a teenager but Femi knows it matters to him. It matters to him very much.

‘I can understand that you might be curious and that you want to see him.’

Albert’s face brightened. ‘You can?’

‘Of course. I’ll take you into town. We can walk together — with Peanut.’

Albert nods emphatically then his eyes turn dark and serious. ‘You know what happened the last time?’

‘Yes.’

He flicks the crumbs on the table with his index finger.

Femi continues, ‘Your Dad didn’t turn up, but that’s in the past. Let’s give him another chance tomorrow. This might be a great step forward for you, Al.’ Femi says with more conviction than she’s feeling.

Albert smiles brightly. 

Femi knows he desperately wants to see his father and she feels a pain in her chest. She’s not alarmed. She’s a paramedic. It’s not a heart attack but it’s searing pain — it’s as if her heart is being sliced apart.

* * *

The following morning, after Ricky leaves for his football game, Femi and Albert are leaving the house when they see the new neighbour. He’s throwing out boxes and she calls out and waves. He glances up, raises his hand and disappears back inside his house.

‘I don’t think there’s any children,’ Albert sighs.

‘I agree, Albert. I think he’s living on his own.’ 

It’s a bright morning and Westbay’s beach huts look stunning and so picturesque, all aligned along the promenade like colourful huts for toy soldiers. 

‘This is my favourite colour,’ Femi says pointing to a pink one.

Albert looks along the row. ‘I like navy.’

They’re early and so Femi pauses for a moment to sit on the steps of the beach hut and she pats the small space beside her.

‘We always sit here on our way into town.’ He smiles at their usual habit and he wiggles in and takes his place. 

‘Well, we’re not doing any harm and it’s not for very long.’ Femi sniffs appreciatively at the sea air and this always makes Albert giggle. He mimics her, before they both explode laughing.

‘I held my breath longer,’ she teases.

‘Let’s go again,’ Albert replies.

‘Best of three.’

They both know that on the third one, Femi will lose control and laugh helplessly as she tickles Albert.

Peanut sniffs happily under the steps, uninterested in their silly game, hoping there maybe remnants of a last night’s discarded fish and chip supper. 

Albert says, ‘I wish we knew someone who owned one of these.’

Femi smiles. ‘Why?’

‘Then we could get a fish supper one night and sit on the little balcony and watch the sunset.’

‘When the summer comes, we can get some fish and chips, anyway, and we can sit on the beach, would you like that?’

Albert nods, and Peanut looks up hopefully. Femi’s heart skips. She sincerely hopes that Albert will still be with her in the summer.

‘Come on, then.’ She smooths down her orange and black dress and offers Albert the dog lead. He smiles and Peanut follows obediently as they walk around the pretty harbour, past the fishing boats and the small shops along the quay.

‘The tide is out,’ Albert says, as they wait patiently for Peanut to sniff appreciatively at the lobster pots and fishing ropes from the working boats.

‘Yes, the boats are right down in the water, aren’t they?’

‘It’s amazing how much the tide goes out.’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you ever get frightened going out on the lifeboat?’ he asks.

‘Sometimes, but I’m trained and I’m always with the best people.’ Femi brushes off his question, more recently she’s become more frightened and she knows that it’s a combination of her own PTSD from her experiences but also because she doesn’t want anything to happen to her. The boys need her. She has to be here for them.

‘I wonder what it’s like to be a fisherman.’ Albert pulls at his bottom lip.

‘Cold and wet, and very dangerous, I’d imagine.’ Femi links her arm through Albert’s. ‘I thought you wanted to be a computer programmer.’

‘Gamer,’ corrects Albert.

‘Do you want another game of Minecraft with me tomorrow?’

Albert grins. ‘Yes. You need the practice.’

‘You won’t be upset if I win?’

Albert laughs scornfully. ‘As if!’

‘I almost defeated the Ender Dragon last night, didn’t I?’

‘No. Not even close.’ Albert punches her playfully on the arm.

‘Come on, we’d better not keep your Dad waiting.’

They are still smiling as they walk under the old sixteenth-century clock tower which straddles the road like Colossus stood in front of Mandraki harbour at the entrance to the city of Rhodes. The colourful shops of Harbour Street look resplendent in the April sunshine as the clock chimes quarter to the hour. ‘We still have plenty of time,’ Femi says. 

The pedestrianised street is lined with an assortment of brightly coloured shops and outside the Turkish barbers a queue has already formed. Albert shades his eyes from the sunshine. ‘The Grooming Room – Esquires of Westbay,’ he reads, in his poshest voice. ‘That’s where Ricky goes, isn’t it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Can I go there next time?’ He pulls on his tight curly hair.

‘Maybe?’ Femi laughs playfully.

The flower shop, Darling Buds and Blooms has a bay window filled with colourful plants and flowers and outside two wheelbarrows with a floral arrangement that’s so beautiful, even Albert stops to look.

‘That’s pretty,’ he says.

Femi nods but her attention is already on Taylor’s Art Gallery next door. She’s drawn to the magnificent photographs on display in the window; a colourful Chaffinch and a peacock blue Kingfisher

‘It must be a male,’ Albert says, following her gaze. ‘They’re more brightly coloured. It’s got a blue-grey cap and it’s belly is rusty-red.’

‘It’s stunning, isn’t it?’ replies Femi, pleased with his knowledge of birds, and they spend a few minutes admiring a water-colour painting of a Toucan. 

Then, from across the road, Femi waves to Sanjay reminding herself she won’t be ordering a takeaway Indian meal anytime soon. Although the boys love it, she’s determined to diet this time.

‘Can we go to the zoo again, maybe in the summer?’ asks Albert. He holds Peanut on the lead and he leans down to rub him gently round the ears. ‘I love animals.’

Femi smiles but her heart is heavy. ‘Of course.’

‘The Bistro is open,’ Femi mumbles to herself, remembering what an eye sore it had been. Now it’s a lovely looking restaurant, painted in cream and burgundy. Femi pauses to read the menu in the window and her mouth is already watering. She wants to visit it but with this new diet, she decides, it will have to wait. 

‘Can we go in the Harbour Cafe, again?’ Albert asks, following her gaze. 

‘Maybe next week?’ Femi raises her hand to Karl, the cafe’s manager, who beams back at her. Today his dreadlocks are tied up and she can see how handsome he is, in his long French apron. Come on, Al, we don’t want to be late.’

They pass the butchers and the pet shop before crossing over by The Ship and into the square. It’s busy and there are lots of people milling around, drinking coffee from styrofoam cups and carrying fish and chips in the direction of the beach.

They head past The Ship, on the corner, where Ricky washes up two evenings a week in the kitchen, and then Femi stops beside the fountain in the square. Waiting outside the Italian restaurant, is a small, skinny man wearing a Rastafarian cap, a worn jacket and denim jeans. He stands smoking but when he sees them, he smiles, waves, drops his cigarette on the pavement and crushes it with the pointed toe of his boot.

‘Off you go then, Al. Have a good time.’

But Albert doesn’t hear her. He’s already half way across the square. 

Femi turns away deliberately. She doesn’t want to see how Albert throws himself into his father’s arms or if they stand awkwardly in silence. She has to let go. She doesn’t turn back. 

She walks quickly down Harbour Street trying to quell the rising fear inside her heart, hoping all will go well for Albert but fearing he may leave her. She spends a few minutes staring in Jane’s Jeweller’s window, trying to distract herself, then her mobile phone rings.

‘Hi sweetie.’ Freddie’s voice rings out cheerfully. ‘Did it go okay?’

‘I’ll let you know tonight when he’s home.’

‘Nitesh is cooking his new chicken dish, do you want to come over?’

‘Not tonight, thanks. I want to be at home for Albert.’

‘Oh, okay. Now, I’ve covered your shift for your meeting next week.’

‘Brilliant. You’re a star, thanks.’

‘Okay, sweetie. Nitesh says hi, he’s on call all week.’ Freddie is referring to his husband who like Femi volunteers for the RNLI. 

‘Me too.’

‘Love ya!’ Freddie calls.

‘Love you more. Bye.’ Femi hangs up thinking about Freddie. He’s the best admin, receptionist she’s known and she feels lucky that he befriended her on her first day working in the clinic. He’s supported her through all her fostering and when he married Nitesh two years ago, she was the best woman at their wedding. It had been a lovely day and although Ricky had been with her, she couldn’t help but feel very alone. She’d been surrounded by lots of couples; all glamorous and good-looking, slim and beautiful — all of them had looked like they were in love.

It had been the one time, Femi had wished she had someone special by her side; someone who loved her, someone who desired her, someone who could share her life.

She catches sight of her reflection in the jewellery shop window and sucks in her tummy. Perhaps if she lost weight, she might finally find the man of her dreams and fall in love.

* * *

Ricky throws the flinger and the ball flies high into the sky. Peanut chases after it, running along the shore line, a slow loping gait, but eager and excited. ‘He’s such a dope,’ Ricky says as Peanut changes direction, thrown off course by a more interesting scent.

Femi smiles.

Albert is crouched down, on the sand, wearing his trainers, hunting for oyster shells on the beach. He’s occupied and content in his own world.

It’s Sunday morning and Femi has dragged the boys down to the beach for some fresh air. Ricky didn’t score in the football final but his team won and he tells her about the game. She pulls her jacket across her stomach and watches Albert, engrossed on the beach, concerned that he has been shut in his bedroom since being with Delroy yesterday afternoon. Femi wants to make sure he’s okay but she can’t ask him outright, she will have to wait until he’s ready to talk.

Peanut drops the ball at Ricky’s feet, pants and wags his tail.

Ricky scoops up the ball and flings it across the stones again. They both know Peanut will never tire of this game and Ricky laughs. Femi can see the change in him. His body has filled out and he looks broader and stronger across the shoulders. So different from the pale, skinny waif-like skeleton that arrived on her doorstep almost four years ago. He’s transformed into this confident young man who enjoys sport, works hard and loves life. Long may it continue, she thinks, remembering Peter’s conversation with her last week about how teenagers can suddenly become estranged from their foster carer.

‘How was your shift last night?’ she asks. ‘Did you enjoy it?’

Ricky laughs. ‘Washing dishes in the pub?’

‘I thought you were more important than that. Haven’t you been promoted to stacking the dishwasher?’ she grins.

His eyes screw up in concentration. ‘Paul said he might take me on as bar staff when I’m eighteen.’

‘Great. Only another year.’ Femi’s wondering where the four years have gone, since she had opened her front door and welcomed him with a big smile saying, ‘My name is Femi but you can call me whatever you’re comfortable with.’

‘Auntie?’ he’d mumbled.

‘Auntie is perfect.’ 

He’d stepped forward then and she had taken him into her arms. Femi would never forget that moment. His body had shaken but there were no tears — just relief. He’d been exhausted and confused, pushed from home to home for over six years. He’d never known stability. He’d never known what it was like to make a mistake and to be forgiven. When he’d run away, he’d simply been moved somewhere else, another home, another school, another part of the country. 

Now, here in Westbay, he seems settled and happy. He isn’t always the quickest or the cleverest but he is determined to do well for himself and when he was sixteen, they had chatted about his future. Femi has said that she wants to see him through his A levels and hopefully through to university. This has visibly shaken Ricky. He knew that at eighteen he should move to independent living, but Femi firmly believed that Ricky needed support to finish his education. After being put through foster care, experiencing trauma at birth, failure, rejection and a breakdown — Ricky knew this was his golden opportunity. 

He knows Femi has every intention of supporting him for as long as possible, to give him the best chance in life.

He has piercing blue eyes and there’s a dark shadow already growing on his chin and it makes Femi smile. A few weeks ago, Ricky came into the kitchen and talked about growing a beard.

‘If you’re doing it so you don’t have to bother to shave, like you don’t bother to tidy your room or open the bedroom window, then it’s a mistake.’

‘Why?’ he’d looked genuinely confused.

‘Because, quite simply, my darling — you will smell and that’s not a good thing for any of us.’

He’d grinned at her then and she’d booked him an appointment at the Turkish Barber’s in Harbour Street. The two brothers, Ozan and Yosef, taught him how to self-groom and unlike many teenage boys, Ricky now smells nice and clean. He’s even taken to ironing his shirts and, on rare occasions, he even remembers to leave his trainers outside to air.

He’s grown so quickly. Where has the time gone? She looks at him as Peanut drops the ball at his feet and waits expectantly.

‘This is my piece of heaven,’ she says aloud, savouring the wind on her face and the noise of the sea lapping on the stones and she walks over to sit on the steps of the pink beach hut. 

Ricky throws the ball again for Peanut and she moves so there’s enough room and he sits on the steps beside her, just like Albert did yesterday. 

Ricky says, ‘Al’s very quiet today. He’s hardly said a word.’

‘He’s processing,’ Femi replies quietly. 

She knows that talking outside in the fresh air, beside the sea, is therapeutic. She’d shown the boys how easy it is to speak clearly, openly and honestly without judgement while they made pictures from stones and driftwood, or after the tides went out they would score letters into the sand. Conversation
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