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About the Book

A haunting and heartbreaking tale of a little boy betrayed by the people who should have kept him safe.

Alex never stood a chance. After one ‘accident’ too many, he’s taken into care aged four. Although his mother promises to get him back, he’s adopted by a childless couple and renamed Franky. It should be a fresh start, but his new dad has a twisted idea of fatherhood. Abused and alone, Franky escapes – but his freedom is short-lived, and after a series of foster homes no one can get through to him. He says he’s ‘the boy from nowhere’, but deep down he’s still waiting for his mum to take him home.

Franky slips into a dangerous world on the streets of London, earning a living the only way he can. One day he might find a way out, but can he ever trust again?
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Prologue

Nuneaton, October 1983

The child lying at the bottom of the stairs was unnaturally still, and as her mother stared down at her, her stomach turned over. She was no doctor, but this time she could tell that the injuries were really serious. All three of her children were on the at risk register, and the Social Services department had warned her that one more suspicious incident could result in them all being taken off her and put into care. Now panic began to set in.

‘What are we gonna do?’ she asked her partner fearfully.

Kevin Darley dragged on the cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth before muttering, ‘Well, we ain’t got much choice in the matter, ’ave we? We’ll ’ave to call an ambulance.’

When Kay started to cry, Kevin’s lips curled back from his teeth and he exploded, ‘I told yer you’d go too far one o’ these days, yer silly cow!’

She took her eyes from the child just long enough to glance at him. He was immaculately dressed as usual. A designer T-shirt beneath a smart linen jacket while she and the children walked about in ill-fitting clothes. It was no wonder she lost her cool with him from time to time. She admitted to having a terrible temper, but it was always her or one of the children who came off the worst when she gave way to her tantrums, so she wondered why she couldn’t control them. Still, it was too late to worry about that now. She would have to ring an ambulance and suffer the consequences.

With shaking fingers she lifted the phone and dialled 999. Then, turning to Alexander, her four-year-old son, who was staring up at her with fear shining in his eyes, she raised a finger to her lips.

‘Remember, Alex, you mustn’t say a word,’ she cautioned, and the child nodded solemnly with a wisdom far beyond his tender years.

July 1984

‘So what you’re tellin’ me is, you’re goin’ to take me kids off me?’

‘I’m afraid that’s about the long and the short of it, Kay. The department will be going to court next week for a freeing order, and once that is obtained they’ll all be placed for adoption.’ The social worker hesitated before continuing, ‘I’m sure this won’t come as a complete surprise to you. You must have known that this latest injury to Natasha would be reported to us by the hospital?’

‘I’ve told you  . . .  it were an accident, she fell down the stairs,’ Kay Slater retorted sullenly as she moved the wad of chewing gum in her mouth from one cheek to the other.

Mary Ingles wearily wiped her greying fringe out of her eyes. There could be no arguing with the panel’s decision. Over the last twelve months, either one or another of Kay’s three children had been repeatedly attending the hospital, and each time, Kay had insisted that their injuries were purely accidental; even the cigarette burn on Alexander’s leg. He had run into it, she said.

The children had already been on the at risk register when Mary took over the case, and during the year she had been working with the family, she had offered every bit of support she could think of. Fat lot of good that did! she thought to herself now as she looked across the desk at Kay. And yet for all that she couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. Although she was the mother of a four-year-old son and twin girls of two, Kay Slater was still only nineteen years old and looked as if she needed parenting herself. Small and thin, she could easily have been taken for a fifteen year old, although what she lacked in size she more than made up for in volume when she opened her mouth. Foul language usually punctuated every sentence she uttered, and she could be heard from one end of the Social Services department to another when she let rip, which was a fairly regular occurrence.

Today, however, Kay was unusually quiet. Mary supposed that was to be expected. After all, it wasn’t every day you were told that you were about to lose your children. All three of them had been taken off Kay some months before and placed into foster care, following Natasha’s dreadful fall. It had resulted in the child being left with brain damage, though to what extent still remained to be known. One thing was for sure. The child would never be the same again and all because of this young woman’s temper. Kay had been lucky to get away with it; due to insufficient evidence, the courts had had no choice but to conclude that it had been an unfortunate accident.

Kay had screamed and cried on the day they went to her flat to take the children from her, but now she seemed to have settled into a dull acceptance of the situation. ‘How long will it be  . . .  before they go, I mean?’ she asked tentatively.

‘That I couldn’t tell you.’ Mary dropped her eyes. ‘It could be some months yet, but now that the panel have reached their decision, I fear there’s very little chance of the court going against it.’

Kay raised a grimy fingernail to brush her bleached frizzed hair from her forehead. Her clothes were filthy and even with the desk between them, Mary could smell the unwashed stench that emanated from the girl. She was wearing brightly coloured striped leg-warmers and one of the shortest mini-skirts Mary had ever seen. Her feet were encased in high platform shoes.

Since going to live with foster-carers, the twin girls, Lauren and Natasha, had thrived; they had gained weight and Lauren was even beginning to say little words. But the same unfortunately could not be said for Alexander, a withdrawn child who shied away from any affection his carers tried to show him. During the times that Mary had visited the foster family, she had noticed that he seemed to be far older than his years and said little, preferring to sit in a corner and watch what was going on.

Kay’s relationship with her latest partner, Kevin, who was the father of the twins, was a volatile one. He had put Kay herself into hospital so many times during the period that Mary had worked with the family that she had lost count, but Kay had always steadfastly refused to bring charges against him. Thankfully, however, he had always seemed to be surprisingly gentle with the children, which Mary supposed was just as well. The poor little mites had enough to endure, with a mother who could fly off the handle at the least provocation. Nevertheless, despite Kay’s temper it was obvious how much she and the children loved each other.

Mary had no idea who Alex’s father was, but from what she could gather from the enormous file that was teetering precariously on the desk in front of her, he had been just one in a long line of disastrous relationships. Kay seemed to attract the wrong sort of men like a magnet, not that she would admit to it, of course. For now at least, the sun seemed to rise and set with Kevin Darley for Kay, and she would not hear a bad word said against him.

A heavy silence had settled on the room, and hoping to end this painful interview, Mary said, ‘Is there anything else you’d like to ask, Kay?’

‘Yeah, I would as a matter o’ fact. Will I still be allowed to see me kids once they go for adoption?’

‘I think there’s very little chance of that.’ Mary swallowed as she saw the colour drain from Kay’s face. ‘You will still be allowed to have supervised access visits until we have the full care order, but then I’m afraid they’ll probably be moving on. You will be allowed to say goodbye to them, of course.’

‘Oh, thanks a fuckin’ bunch,’ Kay ground out as she rose to her feet, then leaning across the desk she hissed, ‘I bet you’re really enjoyin’ this, ain’t you? Thinkin’ it serves the rotten cow right!’

‘Actually, I think this is hurting me almost as much as it must be hurting you,’ Mary told her honestly. ‘I’m a mother myself, not just a social worker, and I can assure you this is the part of the job I hate.’

‘Huh! An’ you expect me to believe that, do you? Why, you’re all hand in glove, the whole fuckin’ lot o’ you! Why you had to interfere in the first place I’ll never know. All kids have accidents, don’t they? So why did you have to pick on my family?’

Kay’s voice was rising dangerously now, and hoping to prevent a scene, Mary crossed to the door and held it open as she said, ‘I think you need some time alone, Kay, to come to terms with what I’ve just told you. Just remember, I’m at the end of the phone if there’s anything I can do for you.’

Snatching up her shoulder bag, Kay flung herself towards the open door with a face like a thundercloud. ‘I reckon you’ve done enough, don’t you?’ she snarled as she swept past Mary. ‘You can have a good laugh at me now, can’t you? You’ve won.’

Mary closed the door behind her, then retreating to her desk, she let the tears she had held back throughout the difficult meeting finally slide down her cheeks. It was then that she made her decision. As soon as this case was sorted she would retire. Spend some time in her garden and more time with her grandchildren. She had seen enough heartache in this job to last her a lifetime.


PART ONE


Chapter One

November 1984

The bungalow at the back of the Social Services department in Edmund Street was the meeting place for children in care who had visiting access with their parents, and it was there that Mary Ingles was now driving Kay Slater to say goodbye to her children. She had been dreading this farewell all day, but now that the time had come she knew deep down that she would be glad to get it over with, although she could only begin to imagine how Kay must be feeling.

The girl was slumped at her side in the passenger seat puffing furiously on a cigarette, her eyes straight ahead and a resentful expression on her face. Over the last months there had been endless court cases, conferences and meetings. Even though Kay had got away with Natasha’s fall through lack of evidence, the decision still stood that the children should go for adoption, and suitable families had now been located for all three of them. Normally, Mary would have tried to find a family that was prepared to take all three siblings together, but because of the children’s very individual needs it had been decided to place them with three separate families.

She had expected Kevin to come with Kay today; he was the twins’ father, after all, but when she picked the young woman up from her flat and enquired if he would be coming, Kay had merely shrugged her shoulders and told her that he wasn’t fussed.

Wasn’t fussed! Mary found it incredible that a father wouldn’t wish to say goodbye to his own children, but then she had seen enough during her years as a social worker that she had now got to the stage where nothing truly surprised her.

‘Are you feeling all right?’ she asked softly, as she took her eyes from the road just long enough to glance at Kay’s pale face.

‘What the bleedin’ ’ell do you think?’ Kay shot back ungraciously. ‘You’re takin’ me to see me kids for the last time an’ you’re thick enough to ask am I all right! O’ course I ain’t all right, but what do you fuckin’ care!’

They were travelling along Edmund Street now, and Mary wisely lapsed into silence as she turned the car into Harry Street and the car park of the Social Services department.

‘Right then, shall we go and get this over with?’

Kay glared at her before clambering out of the car and slamming the door behind her. After tossing her cigarette on to the tarmac she ground it out with the heel of her shoe then, without waiting for Mary, she strode towards the bungalow.

Mary sighed heavily and, after locking the car door, quietly followed her.

The second that Kay set foot through the door of the bungalow, Alexander’s little face lit up brighter than a ray of sunshine and he came hurtling from the play room to fling himself into her arms.

‘Mummy, Mummy!’

‘’Ello, sweet’eart.’ Kay returned his embrace and once again the little finger of unease that she always experienced when she saw Kay with her children sprang to life in Mary’s stomach. The children appeared to love their mother despite the physical abuse and cruelty they had suffered at her hands. But then, the old saying had been proven to be true time and time again during her career. Blood certainly was thicker than water, and no matter how their parents treated them, most children remained unswervingly loyal to them.

Alexander was staring up at her adoringly now, and as Kay swiped a thick lock of dark hair back from his forehead she asked gently, ‘You all right, are you?’

He nodded and, taking her hand, he tugged her into the play room where Lauren and Natasha were sitting on the carpet surrounded by toys. Lauren was chattering happily away to Polly, her rag doll, who was her constant companion. She was a fairly ordinary doll as far as rag dolls went, apart from the fact that she had one blue eye and one brown eye. In all the time that Mary had been working with the family, she had never seen Lauren without her. Natasha, meanwhile, was staring off blankly into space, just as she had since the night of the accident.

Mary’s heart went out to the child. She was a pretty little thing, totally unlike her twin in both looks and nature. Natasha was small and delicate with baby blond hair and blue eyes, whilst Lauren was taller and sturdier with dark hair and laughing grey eyes. Neither of the girls showed much interest in the fact that their mother had arrived, which was just as well because Alex was monopolising her now.

‘I come home now, Mummy?’ As his deep dark eyes stared hopefully up at his mother, Mary’s heart sank. This was going to be even more painful than she had anticipated.

‘I’ll  . . .  er  . . .  be in the kitchen if you need me,’ she muttered as she scuttled away.

Once in the small kitchenette, she hastily opened the window and, after fumbling in her bag, she withdrew a packet of cigarettes and lit one with shaking fingers. It was a habit she had been trying to break for months but right at that moment she felt the need for one. She was leaning against the sink when the door opened and Lorna Craine, her much younger colleague, joined her.

‘You all right?’ she asked, looking at Mary’s strained face.

‘As all right as I can be.’ Mary flicked ash out of the window and said quietly, ‘Alex isn’t making it easy, is he?’

‘No, but then he’s old enough to understand a little of what’s happening, isn’t he? I’ve no doubt once we’ve got today over with and he’s with his new family, he’ll settle in time. The Andersons seem to be a lovely couple. You did well to find them – I’m sure he’ll be fine.’

‘Mm, well, let’s just hope you’re right.’ Mary gazed at a crack in the ceiling as Lorna frowned.

‘What is it exactly that’s troubling you?’ she probed.

Mary shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It’s just  . . .  something doesn’t feel right. After all the times Kay’s put that child in hospital, you’d think he’d be frightened of her, wouldn’t you? Yet he always seems so thrilled to see her.’

‘Huh! Isn’t that usually the case?’ Lorna snorted derisively. ‘Still, after today he can start to move on. I’m sure the Andersons will adore him. It would be hard not to. He’s a gorgeous little boy, isn’t he? I could take him home myself, to be honest – if I wanted kids, that is. Fancy having a social worker who doesn’t even want kids, eh? I think I’ve gone into the wrong profession.’

‘You will want them one day, when you meet the right person,’ Mary assured her, and when Lorna chuckled, Mary smiled at her fondly. She and Lorna were as different as chalk from cheese and yet they had got on like a house on fire ever since Lorna had joined the Harry Street team fresh from university the year before. ‘Yes, they are a nice couple,’ Mary now admitted. ‘We couldn’t have wished for a better place for him. The Andersons are childless so I’ve no doubt they’ll spoil him rotten. He’ll certainly lack for nothing and their home is very comfortable, right by the sea in Devon. They’re already talking about getting him into a private school next year too.’

‘There you are then. What are you worrying about?’ Lorna flashed her an encouraging smile. ‘You’ve found great places for the other two as well, from what I can see of it. There’s Natasha all set to go off and live in Yorkshire with a doctor and his wife, and Lauren about to go and live in what amounts to a mini-mansion. You’ve excelled yourself, so come on, let’s get back in there and make this last meeting as good as we can for all of them, eh?’

Mary smiled weakly, then flicking her cigarette end out of the window she smoothed her skirt over her plump legs and followed Lorna back into the meeting room.

Natasha was still sitting in the same place but Lauren was now busily building a house with brightly coloured bricks, helped along by her mother and brother.

‘That’s lovely, Lauren.’ Kay smiled as she sat back on her heels to admire the building. It was then that Alex flew into a towering rage as he kicked out, sending the bricks flying in all directions.

‘It was me that built it, Mummy,’ he gasped, red-faced with temper, then before Kay could respond he flung himself on to her lap and began to sob uncontrollably.

Sally Wootton, the carer he had been staying with and who had taken him there, rushed forward to try and placate the child, but he kicked out at her savagely.

‘Don’t want you, want Mummy,’ he screamed as Kay stroked his hair and held him protectively against her.

Mary gulped deep in her throat before turning and heading for the kitchen again. She thought it was high time she made everyone a drink while Alex calmed down a little.

When she returned some minutes later, balancing a tray in her hand, she found him still sitting on his mother’s lap with his thumb jammed in his mouth.

After placing the tray on a small table she then tentatively held out a plastic beaker of lemonade to him. ‘Look, Alex, it’s your favourite drink,’ she coaxed, but he lashed out, sending the beaker and the drink splashing all over the place. ‘Don’t want it!’ he declared petulantly.

Lorna glanced at Mary and shrugging, the woman turned to serve the drinks to the other people present. By now it was more than obvious that all Alex wanted was his mother, the one person he would not be allowed to have after today.

At last, the hour was over and it was time for goodbyes. Kay kissed first Lauren and then Natasha, and the girls smiled, not understanding the finality of it all. But Alex seemed to sense that this was a different parting to the previous ones when his mother had visited him at his foster-carer’s home, and he clung on to her leg like a leech as tears poured silently down the young woman’s cheeks. There was no sign of the arrogant foul-mouthed girl that Mary had been forced to endure over the last months. Before her now was a heartbroken young mother who must say her final goodbyes to her children.

‘I  . . .  I’m so sorry,’ Kay sobbed, as the two solemn-faced foster-mums took the little girls’ hands and silently led them away. And now there was only Alex who was crying brokenheartedly as she knelt to his level and took his chin tenderly in her hand.

‘You’re going to be OK,’ she assured him. ‘Mary has found you lovely people to live with right by the seaside. Won’t that be smashin’, eh?’

‘Don’t want to live by the sea! Want to live with you!’ the livid-faced child insisted as he clung on to her for all he was worth.

‘An’ you will again, one day,’ Kay promised him. ‘I’ll come an’ fetch you, just you wait an’ see. I’ll come an’ fetch you, an’ we’ll be together again. I promise.’

Mary almost choked as she witnessed the raw pain in the young woman’s eyes, then with an enormous effort, Kay managed to prise her son’s hands away and now she thrust him towards Mary, kicking and screaming, as she suddenly made for the door.

‘Kay, wait,’ Mary implored her, as she struggled to keep hold of Alex who seemed to have developed the strength of ten children. ‘I’ll run you home if you hold on.’

Eyes straight ahead, Kay walked blindly past her and all Mary could do was watch helplessly.

Kevin was sitting in a chair watching snooker on the television when Kay entered their flat some time later, and for the first time since their relationship had begun, her eyes did not immediately go to him. Instead, she stood in the doorway as her eyes slowly roved around the dingy room. It was as if she was seeing it for the very first time, the dirty curtains, threadbare carpet, sagging settee and nicotine-stained walls. She and her children had been forced to live in this squalor, sometimes wondering where their next meal would be coming from, while Kevin swanked around in designer clothes. Mary had been right, after all. The children would be better off with new families, people who would give them all the things that she had never been able to. Only then did her eyes settle on Kevin. He had a can of lager in one hand and a cigarette dangling from the other. His long legs were sprawled out in front of him and Kay noticed that he hadn’t shaved. But then he wouldn’t bother until the pubs opened, then it would be a quick dash to the bathroom to make himself handsome for his latest conquest. Oh, she knew he had other women, she’d always known, but up until now she’d been prepared to turn a blind eye to his bits on the side because he always came home to her.

Standing just inside the doorway she watched him until he glanced at her before barking, ‘Oh, yer back then. Well, get me another can o’ lager, would yer, an’ make yerself useful fer a change.’

Her head wagged from side to side. He hadn’t even asked how the meeting had gone. How the children were. How she was. The rose-coloured glasses she had always viewed him through slipped away and she saw him for what he really was: a no-good waster who would never amount to anything, who would never care for anyone but himself.

The tears had dried now. Kay was sure she would never cry again; she had used all her tears up and her heart was empty. Crossing to the kitchen, she walked slowly to the fridge, then after taking out a can of lager she moved to the cutlery drawer and stared down into it for a moment.

Seconds later she was back in the lounge and he took the drink she held out to him without a word of thanks. She let him take a long swallow before raising the bread-knife and bringing it slashing towards his chest with every ounce of strength she possessed. A brief look of shock flared in his eyes as he stared up at her, then dark blood began to bubble from his lips and he slipped lifeless to the side as the lager spread in a golden pool across his Levi jeans.

There, it was done. She smiled with satisfaction, then her heart contracted with pain. Kevin’s suffering had ended within seconds; he was lucky – hers would go on for a whole lifetime.
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