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    Chapter 7


    Friday was a teacher-training  or inset  day so there was no need to set my alarm but I woke early to the sound of Zadie washing for morning prayers. It was just before 5 a.m. and it felt like I’d only slept for half an hour. My eyes ached from socket to brow but, plagued by that horrible sweeping sensation I get in my stomach when I’m nervous, I knew I wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep.


    I went downstairs, splashed water on my face and made some coffee instead, still feeling a little ragged. I knew that if I sat down my stomach would take over where my feet left off, so, sipping at the piping hot drink, I pottered around the kitchen, putting cups away with my free hand.


    I wondered whether I was feeling frayed because of the shock of being woken by the sound of Zadie’s screams. But it wasn’t just that; after years of fostering I was used to unsettled nights. It was the thought of those pebbles in Zadie’s pyjamas that kept niggling at me, more than I thought they should. Something about them was wrong, though I hadn’t the faintest idea what. And then there was my wretched dream. Every time I closed my eyes I pictured Zadie in the woods, trying to outrun the shadowy, menacing figure that was chasing her and taunting me.


    However much I tried to push it from my thoughts, I couldn’t escape the feeling that I was supposed to do something about it.


    My anxiety about Emily’s low mood still hovered as well. There had been no change in her and I wondered again whether the introduction of another teenager in the house might have something to do with it.


    By 9 a.m. there was still no sign of her or Jamie but Zadie was up, nibbling at some muesli. Sitting opposite her at the table, I thought I saw her wince in pain once or twice but she disguised it so well that moments later I wondered whether I had imagined it. Finishing the last of my toast, I took a sip of coffee and then cleared my throat. ‘Your hands look very sore, sweetie. Have you been using that cream I gave you?’


    Immediately shamed, she dropped her spoon and buried her hands beneath the table. ‘Sorry,’ she whispered, reddening.


    ‘No need to apologise. It’s just that they must be painful and we don’t want them to get infected.’ I paused and then said gently, ‘I think perhaps you’re washing your hands too much.’


    She looked up at me and swallowed. There was a look of mortification on her face, as if I’d just accused her of stealing. I felt a moment’s encouragement  she was becoming less able to hide her emotions from me, which was a sign of progress.


    ‘It can become a bit of a habit,’ I continued, trying to keep my tone light and gentle. ‘Some people, when they’re feeling anxious, get stuck in a cycle of doing repetitive things like rearranging tins in a cupboard or walking around the block several times before allowing themselves to go home. But I know a little trick that can help whenever you feel that way. Would you like me to show you?’


    Her cheeks were still red but there was a flicker of interest in her eyes, a slight hopefulness.


    I trotted off to the kitchen, grabbed something from one of the drawers and then sat back down beside her. ‘These are for you,’ I said, handing her a pot of elastic bands.


    Her brow furrowed as she took it but there was a smile of intrigue playing on her lips.


    ‘Right, so, what you do is put a few on your wrist.’


    ‘Like this,’ she asked shyly, pulling several coloured bands over her sore hands.


    ‘That’s right. Now, whenever you’re tempted to wash your hands when they’re already clean, pull one of the bands out and ping it against your skin.’


    She cocked her head, frowning, as if she wasn’t sure I was serious, though she was smiling as well.


    ‘It works like a charm, honestly. I use it when I have to talk in front of a group of people. Public speaking terrifies me but whenever I get scared I ping myself and it relaxes me.


    She laughed out loud then. ‘Really?’


    I smiled. ‘Absolutely. Try it.’


    ‘OK,’ she said quietly and picked up her spoon again.


    After a few moments I spoke again. ‘You called out in your sleep last night, honey. Do you remember?’


    Zadie shot me a look of surprise. ‘Did I?’ She rested her spoon gently on the rim of her bowl and ran her teeth over her lips, watching me cautiously. ‘What did I say?’


    ‘I couldn’t make it out but you were pretty upset.’


    Her shoulders sagged as if she was relieved. She picked her spoon back up, though she didn’t lift it to her mouth.


    ‘Do you often have nightmares?’


    ‘No,’ she said a little too quickly, and then, ‘I don’t think so.’


    I paused, watching her. She didn’t look up but held herself very still. ‘You know you can talk to me if there’s something worrying you, don’t you?’


    She made a noise of assent in her throat, still staring at her unfinished muesli.


    ‘Only, you seemed to have hurt yourself as well.’ I stopped for a moment, letting the words sink in. Her eyes were downcast but they darted from side to side, as if searching for a means of escape. Quivering, she let go of her spoon and it clattered against the bowl, making her jump. Her hands fell to her lap. After a moment I continued, ‘There was blood on your pyjamas.’


    Her hands flew to cover her cheeks. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, her voice trembling.


    ‘No, sweetie. There’s absolutely no need to apologise. That’s not what this is about.’ I leaned over the table and, crossing the invisible boundary between us, I gently prised her hands from her face and held them in my own. I could feel her trembling. ‘If you’re hurting, Zadie, I want to help you.’


    Her face crumpled in anguish and her eyes filled with tears. She held my gaze for a few beats, the longest she had ever managed. The skin around her mouth puckered as if she was trying to form a reply, but no sound came out. It wasn’t the first time a child had struggled to confide in me. I think that giving life to words can somehow make fears or memories seem too real.


    ‘I … I …’ she faltered, staring at me intensely, but then a shadow crossed her face and she gently pulled her hands away, as if she suddenly thought better of what she was about to do. ‘Please may I go …?’ She pointed straight to the ceiling, gesturing to her room.


    I forced a smile. ‘Of course you can.’


    She fled the room and ran upstairs, though she was so light-footed that she barely made a sound. Staring at her unfinished muesli, I sighed, wondering whether it had been a mistake to confront her over breakfast, particularly as she had been making a rare effort to eat. But in some ways I felt reassured by her distress. At least we were making some progress in getting to know each other.


    After clearing away the breakfast things, I decided to take advantage of the time alone by calling Peggy. I picked up the telephone and dialled her number. She needed to be told about last night.


    Around 11 a.m. I managed to persuade three reluctant children to come into town to buy some new clothes. Emily, despite her age, still had no interest in fashion but her ever depleting wardrobe was in desperate need of replenishment. Zadie, I was beginning to suspect, was suffering from mild agoraphobia, and Jamie would rather visit the dentist than trawl around the shops. My suggestion was met with a chorus of sighs and it took the promise of a hot chocolate and a doughnut with all the trimmings to get them all moving.


    Leaving the car in the multi-storey car park on the outskirts of town, we walked along the riverside and then through a network of grass-lined streets of Victorian terraces, towards the main shopping centre. Jamie walked beside me chatting animatedly and the two girls followed behind, both reserved and silent. I was willing one of them to strike up a conversation but I knew Zadie was far too shy to make the first move and Emily was still unusually subdued.


    Despite nearing the end of May it was a damp, cold day. The grey pavements mirrored the leaden sky and so it was a relief when we reached the brightly lit department store with its colourful displays of beach and bridal wear. Standing one behind the other, we rode the escalator up to the clothing department. When we reached the third floor Emily surged ahead and within five minutes she was zigzagging her way back to us through the dense aisles, several items of casual clothing draped over her bent arm.


    ‘Aren’t you going to try them on?’ I asked. Desperate to end her shopping torture, Emily always chose blindly, barely glancing to check whether she even had hold of the right size.


    ‘They’ll be fine,’ she said with a wave of her free arm. ‘Are you ready to go?’


    I scanned the aisles one more time, trying to see if there was anything suitable for Zadie. ‘Seen anything yet, Zadie?’


    She shook her head. ‘I’ve got these,’ she said, giving her robe a tug. ‘I don’t need anything else.’


    In some ways it was nice that she was so easily pleased but I had been through her clothes and she only had four robes, a few headscarves and two ropey cardigans. I had pointed out a rack of modest, ankle-length skirts that I thought she might go for but her eyes widened in horror at the very thought of wearing them.


    ‘Hmm, we need to get some more robes then,’ I said, tapping my chin. A young sales assistant dressed in a smart black trouser suit gave us a quizzical look as she slipped empty hangers on the end of a rack. Moments later she arrived at our sides in a fragrant cloud of strong perfume. ‘Can I help?’ she asked.


    ‘Hmmm, possibly. Do you sell robes?’


    ‘There’s a shop on the other side of town that sells stuff like that,’ she said, her eyes running quizzically over Zadie. ‘Near the station.’ The girl went on to point out some long flowing skirts and dark linen trousers. She was making an effort to be helpful and I was grateful but she seemed oblivious to Zadie’s discomfort. The teenager’s face was as benign as ever but I was getting better at reading her and I could see she was withering under all the attention. Sinking her hands deep into the pockets of her cardigan, she straightened her arms and raised it like a tent around herself. I got the feeling she would have liked to pull it right over her head.


    As we rode the escalator to the ground floor, I was more convinced than ever that Zadie wouldn’t have run away over some minor, teenage disagreement. She seemed so gentle and mild mannered. When I had called Peggy earlier that morning to tell her about the blood on Zadie’s pyjamas, the social worker had said that time was running out. Since Zadie had been taken into police protection, social services were technically only allowed to keep her for 72 hours. Zadie’s father was seeking legal advice, although he had
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