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    Chapter Nine


    It was Saturday morning when I finally brought up the subject of Taylor’s mobile phone. The boys were in the garden, making the most of the gentle slope by rolling their cars from one end of the flagstone path to the other. My neighbours, Ted and Bernie, had bought Reece a remote control car after discovering that he’d recently had a birthday. ‘I don’t suppose he gets much, bless him,’ they had said. It was such a kind gesture that I didn’t like to tell them that, materially at least, children in care tended to get more presents than anyone else I knew.


    With Emily tucked up in bed, unwell with a heavy cold, I decided to seize the rare moment of quiet and put some new cyberspace rules in place. Taylor was sprawled out on the sofa when I walked into the living room, her eyes fixed on the ceiling. She had been subdued since her medical, where all her injuries had been charted and the paediatrician had quizzed her as to how she’d received them. Fiercely loyal, she had stuck to her original story, although like Chinese whispers, the facts were amorphous, changing when she was later questioned by a specially trained police officer.


    Her only reaction, as I sat on one of the armchairs nearby, was a tiny flicker of her eyebrows. She didn’t turn her head, even when I said her name. Preoccupied during breakfast and unusually quiet since then, I was hoping that I might have caught her in a peaceable mood. ‘Tay-lor?’ I said again, my voice rising at the end of her name.


    ‘Mmmwha?’


    I had never quite appreciated, until I met Taylor, how difficult it was to have a conversation with someone who showed complete disinterest in what I had to say. I found myself yearning over my knees to get closer to her, hoping to establish some connection, however tenuous, before continuing. She closed her eyes to block me out. ‘We need to chat about your phone, honey,’ I told her, masking my discomfort with an even tone.


    Her eyes shot open and she turned sharply to look at me. ‘What phone?’


    ‘The mobile you’ve been using to talk to your mum.’


    ‘I don’t have no mobile,’ she said, turning back to stare at the ceiling.


    ‘Taylor, let’s not make this difficult,’ I said, trying to keep my voice from rising. ‘I know you have one and that’s fine. Absolutely fine. But social workers recommend that children keep their phones downstairs, not in their rooms. Don’t worry, you can still use it, but we need to arrange certain times when you can speak to your parents, OK?’


    Instantly outraged, she let out a loud, rasping groan and slapped her hands on her thighs. Taken by surprise, I almost jumped, but knowing that what Taylor most wanted was a reaction, I did my best to mask it, tilting my head to one side and drawing slowly back instead.


    ‘Oh for God’s sake, you’re such a power-crazed bloody old witch.’


    I looked at her for a moment, and then noticed Reece hovering in the doorway. I hadn’t heard him come in from the garden so I wasn’t sure exactly how long he’d been there. The child seemed to possess some sort of radar, appearing within moments of any disagreement. ‘Hi, Reece,’ I said, reassuring him with a thin smile. Taylor sat straight up when she heard her brother’s name, her eyes firing invisible shards of ice across the room.


    ‘I’m just having a little chat with Taylor. Nothing to worry about.’


    He nodded. ‘I heard. And she’s lying! She does have a phone, Rosie. She told me I weren’t allowed to say nothing.’ Bless him, he couldn’t help but tell the truth and though his sister was quivering with rage, I felt a little jolt of joy at the admission. When siblings come into care they often unite through the adversity. Reece loved his sister but, confident that I would treat her fairly, he had spoken out against her. That told me that he was feeling secure in the placement, something that meant a lot to me.


    ‘Oh God,’ Taylor spat with such ferocity that the ‘d’ actually sounded like a ‘t’. Spittle frothed at her mouth. ‘You’re such a stinking liar, Reece,’ she screeched, launching herself across the room. Reece ducked out of the way and scrambled for the stairs, his sister charging after him and grabbing at the air with outstretched hands.


    ‘Taylor, leave your brother alone,’ I said, crisply. ‘Now, come back here and calm down. There’s no reason to get so worked up about this.’


    She stamped back into the room, swinging her head wildly as she tossed her hair over her shoulder. Moments later Reece appeared in the doorway holding a phone aloft, a triumphant if slightly wary look on his face. ‘See, Rosie. I weren’t lying. Here it is.’


    Taylor was across the room before I could react. She snatched the phone with one hand and lashed out with the other, catching Reece across the ear. He cried out, hand cupped tightly over the side of his head. ‘Ow, Rosie,’ he howled, tears streaming down his face. ‘She hurt me.’


    I drew him into a protective hug, relieved that he had made no attempt at retaliation. What would I have done if they had flown at each other again, I wondered. Toddlers scraping was one thing, but with Taylor barely an inch shorter than me and Reece taller than most six-year-olds, I wasn’t sure who would come off worse. ‘Taylor,’ I snapped, talking over the top of Reece’s head. ‘You must learn to keep your hands to yourself. We don’t hit in this house.’


    She flicked her hair back, snorting with derision, and yet once again it was accompanied by a brief spasm of what appeared to be regret. ‘He should learn to keep his trap shut then,’ she told me, pointing at Reece. ‘You wait,’ she hissed, shaking her finger menacingly. ‘You just wait till later. I’m literally gonna slice the skin off your face.’


    My stomach rolled at her use of language. That sort of talk was disturbing enough in itself, but hearing it from the mouth of a child, and knowing, therefore, that she had heard it herself, chilled me to the core. Reece howled again, burrowing his head further into my shoulder. I pulled back and wiped his tears away with the pad of my thumb. ‘Come on now, Reece. Go upstairs and get yourself a tissue.’


    And then Reece’s instinct for self-preservation kicked in. ‘Dad said she could have it, Rosie. It weren’t her fault,’ he added, backtracking.


    I patted his shoulder. ‘Stop panicking, honey. We all need to calm down. Now, you pop upstairs and I’ll be there in a minute.’


    With one last anxious glance over his shoulder, he disappeared from view. I turned to Taylor and then decided to sit down, adopting a neutral stance. ‘Right, shall we start again? There’s no need to –’ but before I could finish my sentence she held the phone out, offering it to me. Surprised, I stood up and stretched my hand out, palm upwards. She lowered the handset so that it brushed against my skin, but just as I began to close my fingers around it she whisked it away, leaving my hand hovering redundantly in mid-air.


    ‘Come on,’ I said, forcing a grown-up, conciliatory tone. ‘Hand it over please.’


    There was a nasty sneer on her face as she brandished it close to my face, once again snatching it away before I had chance to respond.


    ‘Taylor,’ I said warningly. Her air of superiority fuelled the irritation taking a hold in my chest and I felt my self-control slipping.


    ‘Take it then,’ she said teasingly, her head at a jaunty angle. ‘You ain’t trying hard enough.’


    The myriad visions soaring through my mind, most of them involving me tussling with her for it, seemed to soothe me. Reminding myself that I was the adult, I turned, crossed the room and took a small box from the bureau beside her. Removing the lid, I laid the box gently on the mantelpiece and tried to claw back some authority, some sense of control. ‘If your phone isn’t in that box by the time I come back you’ll lose your screen time for the next seven days.’ I walked away, willing her to see sense.


    In the kitchen I began scraping left-over porridge from some bowls with the edge of a spoon. The sticky, half-dried mixture was caked on but I worked tentatively, mentally bracing myself for further conflict. When children arrive in the foster home the source of their pain is often a mystery; social workers gather as much information as they can before a child is taken into care but it can take weeks in a safe environment before their full story emerges and they begin to calm down. Until then, foster carers have to deal with a tidal wave of emotions as they work through the shadows of what has gone on before.


    I thought of Liz, a fostering friend of mine. The ex-head teacher had accepted a new placement a year earlier – a young boy of eight who had been registered since birth as a child in need by the local authority. Liz was told that Chayse had been neglected but was functioning well and had no particular behavioural issues. A few days into his stay it became clear that Chayse dealt with his inner pain by lashing out, his attacks random and unpredictable. For reasons that were at first unclear, car journeys seemed to trigger the most violent episodes, with Chayse wrapping his hands tightly around Liz’s throat while she was at the wheel. His difficult behaviour ricocheted around the whole family, Liz’s own children regularly falling victim to violent outbursts. It took several months before Chayse confided that his step-father had punished him by throwing him from a moving vehicle.


    I grabbed a sponge and began scrubbing the worktops, realising that, once again, my hands were trembling. There was a spitefulness to Taylor’s behaviour that was disturbing and I was beginning to suspect that domestic violence wasn’t the only issue in the Fielding household. There was a loud bang in the living room, followed by a moan and another crash. Weeks earlier the noises would have had me barrelling in to see what was wrong but I had learnt to ignore most of what went on; noisy chaos was the timpani of Taylor’s day.


    Intent as I was in blitzing the kitchen to distance myself from the exasperation stewing in the pit of my stomach, I couldn’t say how much later it was that I heard heavy footsteps on the stairs. She always sounded as if she was wearing hobnail boots, the treads creaking and groaning under her feet. I do remember feeling hopeful, as I rinsed my hands under the tap, that when I walked into the living room the phone would be sitting in the box I had left out. To my joyous relief it was there – a black handset that looked so thin I wondered whether it was actually real. I picked it up, surprised at how light it felt in the flat of my hand. Motorola RAZR was emblazoned across the top, the letters so shiny that it appeared to be brand new. Not for the first time, I found myself wondering how unemployed parents could afford to lavish their children with such expensive gadgets and gifts.


    After lunch, while I was in the kitchen loading some whites into the washing machine, Taylor offered to do the drying up. She had hardly spoken
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