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Chapter 1 - Arrival
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Robbie didn't know why, but he felt this sick feeling in his stomach; his heart was beating fast, and his whole body felt tense. He was moving ‘home’. This was the 5th time he had to move in with new people - complete strangers.

Angie (his social worker) was trying to make him feel better by calling it 'home,' but she had said that many times before. Sometimes, she would use the word ‘placement.’ Robbie didn’t like that word as it sounded temporary, placing him with a new set of foster carers - but he never knew for how long.

Robbie didn't trust anyone either. He didn't want to feel disappointed. Each time he moved home, there were new rules and new schools. He acted like he didn’t care, but the truth was he was an anxious and lonely boy who felt like no one cared.

Since he was 2, he had been in foster care, and this involved meeting new people, sleeping in a different bed, and trying to make new friends and ‘fit in’.

All these changes... and he was only 10.

As he approached his new 'home', he wondered what it was like inside. He had met these foster parents (John and Maisie) a few times in the local cafe for a ‘get to know you’ chat. But foster parents could seem nice at first.

Robbie struggled to control his actions sometimes; he would behave badly, and some foster parents struggled with this and would become upset. But no one seemed to understand that he had no idea how to behave differently. He said or did things without really knowing why. There were times when he did know why but couldn't stop it anyway. He often felt confused and overwhelmed.

Angie rang the doorbell, and Robbie heard a funny noise. He heard a whining and a scratching noise at the door. He started to feel anxious.

"Remember, Robbie - they have a dog, but she's really friendly,” reassured Angie.

Robbie felt a tiny bit lighter inside... a dog! He loved dogs and had always wanted one. As he thought about this, Robbie had a feeling inside that he wasn’t used to. It felt like that magical moment when a boring, dull day changes when the sun comes out from behind the clouds and brightens everything up. He felt like 'sunshine' was peeking through the ‘clouds’ in his body. It was a strange thought, but a nice feeling.

And for some reason, he thought it had something to do with the dog.
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The door opened, and all Robbie could see was the big, black dog wagging its tail. It looked at him and gave him a little snuffle. He wasn't sure but thought that was a good sign.

"Come in, Robbie,” said John, “don't mind, Jess... she's been looking forward to meeting you.”

John and Maisie ushered everyone in, and they all headed inside - Jess trotted behind them.

Robbie could hear the adults chatting, but he was too busy checking out this new space.

Robbie did a 'silent check' in every place he had stayed. He had to check that there was nothing that could hurt him.

This would make it hard for him to pay attention as he was constantly ‘silently checking’. People thought he was ignoring them. He wasn't, he was just ensuring it was safe. He got into trouble a lot because of the silent check, but he couldn't stop himself.

As he scanned the room, he noticed it had a nice feeling. It was clean, tidy and welcoming. Maisie asked him if he wanted to put his things in his room.

Even the words ‘his room’ made him feel weird, as he never knew how long he would stay there. But he followed her along the hall to have a look. There were a few toys and comics in the room, but he still felt strange. It always felt like this in a house he didn’t know. Especially when no one could say how long he’d stay. He always thought it would be his fault if he had to move again.

At every new place, Robbie felt it was safer to 'be quiet' and invisible. Most adults preferred kids to be quiet and called it 'being good'. The truth was that he just felt anxious and scared. He wanted to relax and be like a normal kid; he just didn't know how. No one seemed to take the time to show him how to relax and be himself; he was always trying to fit in with new people and new places. But he couldn't contain his anger sometimes and then he'd end up in trouble - and move again. Everything felt like it was his fault.

When Angie left, Robbie suddenly realised that he was alone with these new people. That always made him feel uncomfortable and anxious.

"I was thinking Robbie...do you want to come for a walk with Jess? Let's go up the hill."

Robbie looked at John and nodded. He loved the outdoors - he loved being around all that space. He often thought about running away and hiding in these places. He tried it once, but when it got dark, he became so scared that he ran back and ended up in a lot of trouble. He wasn't allowed to watch TV for a week, and that sucked.

As they took off on their walk, Robbie watched Jess as she trotted up into the woods on the hill. She seemed to sniff (and pee) on everything! John gave Robbie a ball so he could throw it for her. He loved the way she watched him intently, waiting for him to throw it. For a moment, Robbie felt like he had some control over his life. He would throw the ball, and Jess would run so hard for it, bringing it back with a waggy tail. He noticed she received a treat each time she did this, and Robbie could see her tail wag even harder, as if she was super happy.

As they walked, John chatted and asked him questions. Robbie didn't always answer as he didn't know how. Sometimes he did, but he was too afraid to say what he really wanted to say. In the past, other adults had warned him to keep quiet. If he didn't, they would hit him. Although he felt okay with John, he didn't feel ready to say anything. This all felt so new.

Jess was rolling around in leaves now, and John was groaning.

"She's found something to roll in - we are going to take home a very smelly dog!”

Robbie could tell John was slightly annoyed with Jess, but he didn't sound angry like other adults he'd met before.  He seemed more patient.

"Why does she do that?" Robbie asked.

"She's just a dog!” said John, grinning.

“That's what they do sometimes. I think it goes back to when the pack of wild dogs would hide their scent while hunting. It's a survival habit, and she doesn't know how to stop it. Don't worry, we can bathe her when we get back. We even have special doggy shampoo for this!"

When they got back, sure enough, Jess had a bath with some smelly shampoo. Robbie tried to avoid getting wet, too. Jess was happy to let them wash off the smells. She looked shiny when her coat was wet.

"Watch out, Robbie..." warned John.

But it was too late. As Robbie stood beside Jess, she gave a massive shake and soaked him with water. Robbie giggled, and John joined in. This was a new thing for Robbie, giggling. He didn't often find things funny. He usually felt angry or sad.
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