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For all the children young and grown who have experienced abuse and neglect.
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Foreword

Sky’s story is one of the most extreme and challenging of the fostering situations I have ever experienced.

I was disturbed by this child much more than the others, and it has taken me a long time to figure out why. I think it was so frightening because it was a reminder that I had fallen into the trap of thinking I ‘knew’ about people and life, and the experience with Sky – and her mother – utterly destroyed that certainty.

Like everyone else, I am learning every day, and the more I think I know, the more I discover that I am actually sure about less and less.

We had no idea who and what we were letting through the front door.



PART ONE:

Before



I. Denise

‘You’re not helping!’

Denise feels personally affronted by the inconsiderate position of the pavement.

Lethargic, low-spirited, and more than a little resentful that a big fat bucket of trouble has dropped into her lap on a Friday afternoon, she needs three attempts to reverse her Vauxhall Corsa in between two parked cars. This does nothing to improve her mood. She suspects that all the shunting backwards and forwards, and the disturbing little noises she heard as she stuffed up the manoeuvre, mean that she will have scraped the wheels and rims along the kerb. Not for the first time today, she curses the name ‘Wiseman/Hopfgarten’ that appears on the front of the new and fairly useless file sitting on the passenger seat.

This shouldn’t really be her case anyway: her load is full. More than full. Her team leader, Philip, knows that and has dumped it on her anyway. Plus, it has come from nowhere, so there’s no background to go on. There isn’t even actual confirmation of children living at the address, let alone names and ages. She hates turning up unannounced at the front door, but no one has answered the calls she has put in at regular intervals since lunchtime when the complaint first came in. It will be nothing, of course. Nosy neighbours interfering because they’ve fallen out over something, and this is a good way to get back at someone. But the allegation is serious enough that Philip insisted they investigate immediately, before the end of the day, before the weekend.

Denise slams the car door shut, hitches her trousers up at the waist where they have slipped down during the drive, and clicks at the button on the key fob to lock it.

It is as she turns towards the house that the smell first hits her.

The stench is putrid, toxic and utterly overwhelming. Almost involuntarily, she puts her hand to her face to block her nose and cover her mouth. In spite of that, she still gags a little as she steps forward. There must be a good 20 feet to go until she reaches the front door, and she wonders how she will make it without some sort of protective mask. Denise feels no need to double-check her notes for the house number. She has no doubt whatsoever that she is in the right place. She holds her breath as she takes another step forward.

She has been so busy concentrating on managing her parking manoeuvre that she hasn’t really registered the environment. Only now does she scan the area in front of the house and begin to take in the mess of a garden. ‘Garden’ is about as far removed as it is possible to be from the chaotic space in front of her. There is no grass, or flowers, or shrubs. Instead, abandoned white goods are balanced at seemingly precarious angles amidst overflowing bin liners, a horribly stained mattress, tyres, chairs, paint pots, broken flowerpots, a length of drainpipe and a rotting roll of carpet.

Denise wonders how it is possible to have got through that many fridges in a lifetime – or perhaps some of them are freezers. Even so. It’s like staring into one of the containers at the amenity tip, though the local council does a far better job of organising the rubbish there. It must be where the smell is coming from, the collective decay of this decomposing dump.

Mercifully, the path to the front door is relatively clear, though debris is piled high on either side.

The stench intensifies with each step that Denise takes.

When she knocks on the door, the strangest thing happens.



II. Hanna

Denise doesn’t know that she is being carefully observed from inside the house.

Hanna has anticipated the visit and has been listening out for the sound of the car. Not answering the phone will only ever work for a finite amount of time, she knows, and it has rung a lot today.

But this lot will always step up their attacks – which means putting other preventative measures into action. This is an arena in which Hanna is uniquely skilful.

Oh yes.

Hanna leans forward and pulls back a tattered curtain a fraction from the window. She watches the woman attempt to parallel park, incompetently, and emerge from the car. She sees a young woman, probably a similar age to herself, late twenties, perhaps early thirties, conservatively dressed; the woman’s outfit is attempting to be smart-casual rather than too businesslike, but you can always tell. Beige trouser suit, neutral tones. Mid-height heels. Average height and build, no obvious distinguishing features. Here’s a woman trapped in between the opposing constructs of beauty as defined by the male gaze, and a sort of corporate comfort.

Stupid.

They might be a similar age, but very different life experiences mean that they don’t even look like the same species. And it goes way beyond dress sense.

Bitch probably won’t even have children of her own, so what can she know?

Hanna tuts aloud.

She almost feels sorry for the social worker. Almost, but not quite. They are on different sides, after all. And that bag is certainly big enough to contain a folder or clipboard full of paperwork lies.

So Hanna isn’t taking any chances.

She beetles her way through the debris piled in the narrow hallway. She knows exactly where to step, sure-footed as a mountain goat in an environment that she has constructed. Clearing the corridor of obstacles has never occurred to her as an idea. Housework is a bourgeois binary construct which Hanna rejects. Time spent cleaning means time away from her political work, a sacrifice that Hanna is not prepared to make. Besides satisfying the hoarding tendencies, the barricade of newspapers and household items also acts as a defence mechanism against unwanted intruders like this one. Keeping people like this out of her home has become more than a game to Hanna. Protection of one’s home is a political right, not a privilege.

The rap comes so half-heartedly on the metal letter box that Hanna knows this woman is already beaten. She stifles a delighted laugh. She could chew this one up and spit her out: she is not even able to bang on a door with any kind of authority.

Still, she sends the precautionary text upstairs:

DEVICES OFF. NO SOUNDS. BACK AWAY FROM WINDOWS.

Predictive text picks up the well-worn words. It is a familiar message; all know the drill and the part each must play. Hanna waits until she hears the click of an upstairs bedroom door closing before she allows the front door to open a crack.

Hanna imagines how unsettling this must be for Beige Trousers on the other side of the door in her heels-but-not-really-heels corporate costume.

‘Hello?’

The voice from outside is as tentative as the pathetic knock. If this was a boxing match, the referee would be stepping in to end it. Hanna decides to let her stew for a bit longer and makes no reply, leaving Beige Trousers to make the next move.

‘Um, Mrs . . . Wiseman? May I come in?’

‘Not my name. But state yours, and your purpose.’

Beige Trousers is clearly taken aback. Through the crack Hanna sees her take a step away from the door.

That’s right. Back off, bitch.

‘Um, apologies. I’m Denise Carlson, from the social services team? Mrs . . . Hopfgarten. We’d like to help you?’

Hanna is unable to keep the sneer from her voice at the inadequacy of someone making declarative statements sound like questions. ‘The best way to help me would be to turn around, walk back the way you came, and exit my property.’

Hanna feels the slightest of pushes against the front door, as though this Denise Carlson person is testing it.

Got you, bitch.

Hanna’s hand whips around the door frame, recording already in progress on the phone. Her voice is clear and assured as she provides the commentary.

‘Social worker attempting forced entry at our property. 4. 50pm, Friday 10 February. Has already been asked to leave once. Now pushing directly against the front door in order to gain access. We are not free, even inside our own homes!’

Hanna’s voice rises passionately in the final statement. She is on a roll now.

‘Perpetrator has identified herself voluntarily as Denise Carlson. She is female, in her late twenties, possibly early thirties . . .’

Hanna can’t quite see from this angle, but it appears as if Beige Trousers is trying to cover her face. This will make excellent footage when she uploads it later.

Hanna’s voice rises again as she begins to get carried away. ‘It is my life and my choice how to live it. You have no right, and the state has no right, to bring down judgement on innocent citizens due to ignorant subscription to hegemonic beliefs.’

There is the clack-clack sound of Beige Trousers’ half-heels retreating on the pebbled path.

‘And she is now exiting the premises,’ Hanna finishes with a triumphant flourish.

She slams the door, satisfied with a job well done. ‘And fuck the hell off,’ she says under her breath, recording concluded. In spite of the coarseness of the words, her accent is finest cut-glass English, barely a trace of the European heritage she hides. She rues briefly, as she does often, the day she first set foot in this godforsaken country that has claimed her, body and soul.

It is a victory today, but Hanna knows that there will be more battles to come. These people don’t give up. And she will be ready when the next offensive is launched.

She keys into her phone: Well done, my darlings. We are safe once more.

Steps thud overhead when the message is delivered and a shadow, wider than it is tall, appears at the top of the stairs.

‘KFC to celebrate, my darling?’

Busy congratulating herself, Hanna doesn’t hear Denise talking into her mobile phone outside, urging her supervisor to request an EPO – an Emergency Protection Order.



III. Denise

‘Of course I know it’s a serious step. I’ve never requested one before precisely because—’

Philip cuts her off at the other end. ‘The court are going to have to be satisfied that the EPO is necessary and proportionate and that there is no less radical form of order available.’

‘Don’t quote the rulebook at me. I know all this, but—’

‘So Denise-Denise?’ He repeats her name in the sing-song voice of the Randy & The Rainbows’ song. ‘You’re telling me that you haven’t even been inside?’

‘No, I haven’t even seen past the front door, but—’

‘And so we don’t actually know if there are children living permanently at the address?’

‘No. I mean I’ve read the whole file but to be honest, there isn’t much there. I haven’t been able to investigate much more. You only gave it to me this afternoon, remember?’

‘So it could be that a child visits and isn’t resident. We don’t want to be too heavy-handed here, right?’

‘Look, even so, it’s all really unsettling. The place is like nothing you’ve ever seen. And what’s just happened to me with the filming, well, that’s just odd.’

‘Oh, we all get filmed, darling. You must just be looking particularly photogenic today.’

Denise knows Philip well enough not to be put off by his light-hearted tone. He is her supervisor, he has a wealth of experience and he’s one of the best. She wants to make sure that he has got the message.

‘Not like this. There was something so—’ she isn’t quite sure of the word she wants. ‘Calculated. Trust me on this?’

Her words still come out with the up-lilt of a question, even though Denise is more sure than she has ever been before that if there is a child in that house, then he or she needs to get out. ‘We can claim that Section 47 Enquiries are being frustrated by unreasonable refusal of access to a child, and we have more than reasonable cause to believe that access is needed as a matter of urgency.’

‘Oh, Denise, dooby doo. It’s a good job I’m so in love with you.’

‘I’m not sure what Matt would think about that, but thank you. Set the wheels in motion here, Philip. Do something. Come back and visit with me if you like. Honestly, this is the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen.’

It’s more than just the smell and the aggressive behaviour of the woman behind the door with her camera, her strange language choices that make the suburb of Crickleborough sound like some sort of police state, and the disgusting mess of a front garden – though they are compelling factors on their own.

No, it is a prickling, tingling sensation that she can’t quite explain. A sixth sense about how wrong things are behind that door.

Denise spends the evening poring over the scant case notes. The thing that ruined her Friday afternoon, and that she initially wanted nothing to do with, has got right under her skin. Partly it’s because it’s so difficult to understand how things have got to this stage. God only knows where that footage has ended up – Denise has googled various keywords, praying that she won’t actually find it and that it was just an idle threat from Hanna. The bizarre filming treatment is apparently commonplace – a tactic that Hanna has used before. Representatives from the housing association were the first people to contact social services when their attempts to make contact with the family were either ignored, or the door was partly opened and Hanna’s arm would appear with a mobile phone in her hand, recording the event.

Know how you feel, thinks Denise, ruefully.

The saga seems to have been going on for several years, though it has only recently been passed to social services because no one knew, at least for a good while, that there was a child involved. There are lots of photocopies of originals, lots of notes, and some of the paperwork isn’t chronological, or even clear enough to read in places. What Denise manages to piece together is this:

Neighbours complained to the housing association of the dirt and mess created by the family. There are a number of reports of this nature, and Denise is frankly surprised that there aren’t more. So it began as a council issue, nothing to do with her department.

Then there are records of a couple of phone calls, again from neighbours, suggesting that a child was going in and out of the house.

Local shopkeepers reported to the police their concern that a young girl was shoplifting and behaving strangely, and there is a suggestion, unconfirmed, that she is linked with the Crickleborough address that Denise attended this afternoon.

Yet nothing very much seems to have been done about any of this, as far as Denise can tell. How have this family escaped detection for so long?

Because they are not the average family, the voice in her head grimly tells her.

She reads on.

The clincher, and the reason that Philip has saddled Denise with the case, is the result of dogged, determined action from a local primary school – and from one woman in particular. Crickleborough Primary welcomed a new head teacher two years ago, a young woman named Rowena Edmund. Denise knows the school; she already has connections there through her caseload, though not directly with this head teacher. But she knows how much they struggle to get children to attend and families to engage, given that the school is situated within such a low socio-economic catchment area. This Miss Edmund seems to have made it a key priority to improve attendance as part of her mission to turn the school around.

There are copies of a number of letters. There appears to have been quite a bit of correspondence with this head teacher, who has also been doing a bit of independent investigation – some of the legwork that should have been taken up by social services, Denise is ashamed to admit to herself. There are several pages of statements and background information that she has compiled. Rowena Edmund is nothing if not persistent. After liaising with the Education Welfare Officer for the catchment secondary school, who has attempted to visit on several occasions, the head teacher reported her findings to the children’s services. Denise checks the date: nearly a month ago. Crikey.

And it might have waited even longer, she realises. It was only after another telephone call raising concerns about a child at the address had also come into the child protection team that afternoon, from a member of the public, that Philip had finally made the connection and sent Denise round there.

Then Denise reads something that makes her do a double take.

Oh God.

Why didn’t she spot that this afternoon before she made the visit?

‘Well, thanks for that, buddy,’ Denise says, sucking her teeth. The buddy in question is Philip, even though he isn’t in her sitting room and definitely can’t hear her. He’s probably miles away, in fact, no doubt enjoying a night out with his partner, Matt.

Denise tops up her wine glass and reaches for her phone. Though it is always difficult to stop thinking about work in her job, where she regularly sees humankind at its most abusive, and it is often difficult to get the plight of individuals out of her head, she never usually takes work home with her like this. She is, she decides, going to make an exception in this case.

‘It’s Friday night,’ Philip says.

The faux-stern tone doesn’t fool Denise. ‘Well, hello to you, too. What sort of a greeting is that? I’m well aware it’s Friday night, thank you.’

‘Then this is a social call?’

‘Not exactly, though it does relate to social work.’

‘If it’s not a social call then you shouldn’t be calling your boss at all. Work is over for today, Denise-Denise, and the cocktail hour is starting.’

‘Except that it’s not.’

‘It most certainly is. Cosmopolitans tonight. I do like a pink drink, as you know. Matt’s already pouring. And doing his best Tom Cruise bartender impression to go with it.’

‘I mean, work isn’t over.’

‘I’ve said yes to your emergency application, haven’t I? Knock, knock.’

‘I haven’t got time for jokes, Philip.’

‘Lighten up. Knock, knock.’

‘Who’s there?’

‘Interrupting cow.’

‘Interrupting cow—’

Before Denise can get the ‘who’ out at the end of the response, Philip is bellowing ‘Moooo!’ down the phone at her. She can hear the giggles and snorts of laughter at the other end.

‘Not funny, Philip. Are you suggesting I’m an interrupting cow, now?’

‘Of course I’m not. It’s just a funny joke.’

‘If you’re five years old.’

‘Touché. Wow, Denise. You are upset, aren’t you? Look, it’s the weekend. Forget about the Wiseman-Hopfgartens.’

‘I can’t. All the unanswered questions in this file are really bothering me.’

‘Well, put it down. It’s not achieving anything. What else do you want me to do? We can’t do anything until the court grant the power to enter and search the Wiseman house for the child.’

‘But we need to extend it. Add some details.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘I’m reading directly from the guidelines here. If the applicant believes there may be another child on the premises which is to be searched, who ought also to be the subject of an EPO, an order should be sought authorising a search for that child as well. Where the name of the second child is not known, s/he should be described as clearly as possible in the order.’

‘Denise, my darling, I love you dearly, but you aren’t making any sense.’

‘Philip, according to this teacher, there are two children in there.’

Now it is Philip’s turn to suck against his teeth. ‘What?’

‘Not one but two children, according to the piece of paper in front of me now.’

‘No kidding.’

‘Double kidding, actually.’

‘Not funny.’

‘A head teacher that I know of by reputation has been doing her own little bit of private investigation. Two girls. Neither of whom seem to have ever attended any kind of nursery or primary school. The elder child has a name, Avril, and should have started secondary school by now. The younger, whose name isn’t mentioned as far as I can see, should have gone into Year 1 last September, by this head teacher’s calculations.’

‘Crikey Kontiki,’ Philip says.

Denise recognises this expression as a peculiar kind of Philipism saved for the most severe moments in life – when other people might be driven to use a harsher expletive. ‘I thought that might get your attention. I’m also certain that they are resident at the Wiseman address.’

‘All right. You’re forgiven for being an interrupting cow. But we still can’t do anything over the weekend. Let’s go along on Monday and find out.’
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