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			Chapter 9

			I don’t know what it is about seeing a child for the first time in a new school uniform that has me reaching for my phone to take a snap, but it gets me every time. I just can’t resist it. They always look so smart and cute and innocent, and, as Elise gave me a ‘twirl’ in hers, she looked all of those things. And amen to that. Perhaps we could now, at last, make some progress.

			‘Oh, Casey!’ she scolded. ‘I didn’t know you were taking a photo. I wasn’t ready!’

			‘You look amazing, sweetheart,’ I said, feeling quite emotional. ‘Just perfect.’

			It had, thankfully, been a productive few days. The school meeting had gone smoothly – we were in and out within half an hour, Elise giving such a good account of herself that I could tell the head was wondering if this could possibly be the same girl he’d been briefed about, who’d been expelled – and with Graham offering to take her into town to get her uniform, I even enjoyed the luxury of a couple of hours with my youngest grandson that afternoon.

			I also felt Elise was genuinely embracing it. Yes, it might have been that she stayed in all weekend for fear of bumping into certain people, but she’d thrown herself wholeheartedly into looking through some of the curriculum notes she’d been emailed by the school, and that was certainly good enough for me.

			She reached out her hand for my phone now. ‘Here, give it to me. Just for a sec. Let me take a couple of selfies for you – ones you’ll like.’

			And as I handed over my phone, the sentimental moment was over, though I couldn’t help but laugh as she strutted around the living room, phone held above her head, pouting her lips and sucking in her cheeks. It never ceased to amaze me how adept kids were at taking photos of themselves – I’d yet to master holding a phone and pressing the button with the same hand. I couldn’t even text with my thumbs yet.

			And perhaps I never would be able to, either. ‘Come on then,’ I said as Elise finally finished her impromptu session. ‘Let’s go. We can’t have you going in late on your first day.’

			She had tried her best since the previous afternoon to get me to allow her to go by herself, saying she knew exactly how to get there as she’d done a ‘dummy run’ to get used to it. ‘It’s so lame being taken to school at my age,’ she’d moaned. ‘I’ll be a laughing stock right from the start!’

			But, as I’d kept reminding her, I’d been told to accompany her the first day. There were papers to be signed, agreements and medical authority forms and so on. So that was exactly what I would be doing. Besides, for all her apparent enthusiasm for starting back in school, half of me (well, a bit more than half, if I was honest) could not allow me to trust the evidence of my eyes in that regard. I would believe she was in school only when I left her there.

			The journey to school was short and, mercifully, in the other direction to the rush-hour traffic – a big plus. It was one I’d made many, many times, back in the day, and once we’d arrived and had begun going through all the introductions to the teachers and office staff, I found myself thinking back to when I worked at this very school. If someone had asked me to describe the perfect student, then this version of Elise would have been it. Shy smiles, beautiful manners and so eloquent when answering questions. She never interrupted anyone and looked suitably thrilled and interested when the merits of the school were being spoken about. She even hugged me tightly before I left. ‘Go on, Casey,’ she told me, ‘you enjoy your free time, and don’t worry about me, I’m going to be perfectly fine here. It seems lovely.’

			So far so good, then. I even caught the ‘Oh, bless!’ looks on the faces of the staff who had seen this exchange. But as I went back through the electric glass doors and into the car park, I could already feel my mood start to change. I didn’t know why, but I just felt as though none of this was real; that Elise was directing a game that we were all playing, but one that we didn’t know the rules to. Was this right? In reality, were all the adults in Elise’s life simply pawns, waiting for her next move?

			I tried to shake these absurd thoughts away as I drove back home to get cleaned up. Christine Bolton was calling to do a supervision visit, and I still had the breakfast dishes in the kitchen sink.

			In social services, every few months, everyone has supervision with their manager, all the way up the line to the top staff, and this included the foster carers. First and foremost, it was an opportunity for line managers to check that everyone was doing their jobs correctly, but also to go over any problems that had been encountered. We would discuss how we had dealt with it, reflect on the outcome, and then go over how we might have handled it differently.

			At first, these meetings had seemed a bit of a box-ticking exercise to me, but as the years passed I began to see the value of this kind of reflection, and each supervision left me with a renewed sense of purpose. The line manager would also remind staff of all the achievements, and all the little milestones that had been reached with a child, so all in all it was a very positive experience, and one which these days I looked forward to. Foster carers, in my opinion, do need this. They often feel adrift and alone in the day-to-day stuff, and supervision reinforces the fact that, actually, everyone above them is aware of all of it, and though there’s no actual prize, the reward is simply knowing this.

			My supervision wasn’t technically due for another couple of weeks, but Christine had phoned me a couple of days earlier to give me some news.

			‘A huge box has arrived in the office, and apparently it contains the rest of Elise’s things,’ she said. ‘Usually it would be Graham that brings it across – he collected it from Elise’s grandmother’s house – but he’s on leave this week and it’s been sitting here for a couple of days. I know your supervision visit isn’t quite due yet but I thought I’d kill two birds with one stone and fetch it across. Is that alright?’

			‘Oh, that would be great,’ I said, genuinely happy to be seeing Christine, not least because a few days earlier she’d emailed me with the news that her elderly father-in-law had passed away. He’d been very frail, and by this time completely lost to dementia, and though I knew that, in reality, it would have been a relief and a release, I still wanted to give her a hug. I knew Elise would be pleased to have her stuff too. ‘She’s been going on and on about having nothing to wear,’ I said, ‘so this will make her very happy indeed.’

			It had. I’d promised Elise that her belongings would be there waiting for her when she got back from school and, as I suspected, she was very excited.

			‘You can help me unpack it, Casey,’ she said, ‘so no peeking until I get back. Oh, you’re going to love, love, love some of my outfits! You can borrow some if you like. I’ve got a couple of tops that would really suit you.’ And though I’d laughed at the thought of wriggling into one of her skimpy crop tops, I was touched by the thought that Elise though they’d suit me and her sweet generosity in wanting to share.

			And it turned out there was quite a lot of it, too. I opened the front door to find Christine half hidden by an enormous box and, judging by her groans, a pretty heavy one too.

			‘Everything bar the kitchen sink, I think,’ she observed as I helped her manhandle it inside. ‘Actually, scrub that. I think there must be a kitchen sink in there too. Either that or a set of encyclopaedias. Lord, what a weight!’

			Having cajoled the box – more like a steamer trunk – to the bottom of the stairs together, I went to make her a restorative coffee. ‘How are you doing?’ I asked. ‘I’m so sorry about your father-in-law.’

			She shook her head briskly. ‘Really, don’t be. He had a good life, and a long one, and truth be told, it’s a blessing. He’d have hated to see himself like that – wouldn’t any of us? Anyway, how are you, more to the point? How have things been?’

			That was typical Christine, pragmatic to a fault. And I had to agree; the thought of my kids having to watch me or Mike being swallowed up by dementia was one that gave me the shudders. And she was right. Wouldn’t any of us feel the same? Yes, of course we would. And best not to dwell.

			‘Up and down,’ I said. ‘As you’ll have seen if you’ve managed to catch up with my reports.’

			‘Not as much as I’d have liked to,’ she admitted, ‘what with the funeral arrangements and everything. But I’m not tight for time today, as a meeting just got cancelled, so how about we whizz through the supervision stuff, then you can properly give me chapter and verse. First up, though, how are the wedding plans going?’

			Naturally, I had plenty to say about that. Though it was still over six months away, my brain had been busy whirring, and though I wasn’t yet allowed to wade in with my suggestions, that hadn’t stopped me planning in my head. So, what with that, and a general catch-up, and the supervision part of the visit, almost an hour had passed before we got on to the subject of Elise, starting with the feeling that had come over me earlier, that sense of being subtly, but constantly, manipulated by her; that despite the flashes of connection I felt with her here and there, that I shouldn’t – no, didn’t – believe anything the girl said, or, if I did, was always wondering about her motivation.

			‘Which makes me feel dreadful,’ I said. ‘Because it’s so obvious from what I know of her background that she’s a girl who could really use someone in her corner.’

			‘Interesting choice of word, “use”,’ Christine responded with a smile. ‘I remember Jan saying much the same. Though in a different context, obviously. She said her mind told her one thing and her eyes something else. She very much felt, looking back, that Elise didn’t want help – just a place from which to operate, someone to attend to her basic needs. But you are right, of course. She’s clearly in need of a great deal more than that. Are you beginning to make any inroads in terms of working out what makes her tick?’

			Christine clearly – and understandably – hadn’t had much time to read my daily emails. ‘Sex, on the face of it,’ I told her. ‘I know you warned me that she was sexually active, but she’s also promiscuous. And quite astonishingly upfront about it, as well.’

			I filled Christine in on what I’d heard and seen and felt in the last few
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