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THIS BOOK WAS FIRST penned in the 2000s. The mention of the two boys Joel and Harry – one with severe autism and one with ADHD – reflect the limited understanding of both conditions of that time. Both conditions were thought to affect boys only. Fast forward two decades and our understanding and awareness has evolved exponentially and will continue to do so. We now know that both conditions often occur together and affect women and girls in large numbers too. I, myself, was diagnosed with both in my sixties. There’s a backlog of women and girls waiting to be diagnosed and get the support they need, having been overlooked – sometimes for decades.

Thankfully this has been changing in the 2020s but there’s still a long way to go.

Kate Rigby 2026
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ABSTRACT-ION
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Last week, Nicki showed more than the rudiments of divergent thinking.  Heidi had given her sentences to finish:  The fire is ... The rain is ... The grass is... A child with the mental age of six might have given the answers ‘hot’ ‘wet’ and ‘green’ - maybe ‘bright’, ‘falling’ and ‘long’ at a stretch. Whereas Nicki’s fire was happy, her rain sleepy, her grass little.  

“Sometimes, Heidi, it is simply that she has misunderstood the task.” The Professor’s message warned Heidi not to get carried away.  “It is just like small children when they make us laugh with their funny expressions because they haven’t got the necessary vocabulary.”

Nicki had been feral when Heidi first came to the Institute of Developmental and Behavioural Psychology ten months ago.  

Her age, approximately eleven years.  
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INTRODUCTION
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what is the problem?

previous research in the field

The Interview
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“SO, MISS- ” THE PROFESSOR scrabbled around for Heidi’s application form in an attempt to locate her surname. It was obvious to Heidi, even at that early stage, that he and application forms were not well-suited. “Harper. What do you know about the Devil’s Copse child, Miss Harper?”

Like most people, Heidi had seen snatches of the child on television.  The story went that she’d been found living in the wild by a farmhand who’d discovered her in a derelict barn near Devil’s Copse with a pack of dogs. Heidi had regurgitated this to the Professor.  It didn’t surprise her that he’d asked her, this was his area of interest, he’d written papers on the subject, evaluated previous case studies and so forth.  The job description had said will be working as part of a team on an innovative new project involving the rehabilitation of children with special needs and multiple deficits.

“As you may or may not be aware, the Devil’s Copse girl was adopted by child psychologists, Drs Felix and Rosina Spyrides before I was invited to take her on here, in view of my work and expertise in this field.”

He’d scrutinized her.  He looked fiftyish, a bit unorthodox.

“All the research says children cannot be properly rehabilitated at this age, that they have passed the critical age for proper linguistic and other developments.  Grammar and reasoning and the rest of it. Emotional. Social.”

Heidi could hear he was passionate about the project.  

“Do you believe we can do it, Heidi?  Can you rise to the challenge?” he asked, his native Albanian barely audible.  “If the answer is yes, I want you to come on board as part of my team.”

She was a bit dazed.  Her.  Heidi Harper.  Only just scraped a 2:1 in Psychology, and that in need of some oiling. 

“It is not so much first class honours degrees that are impressing me, it is an applicant’s belief.”  He seemed to be a mind-reader, too.  “Now, I’m sure you have lots of questions for me.”

She did have one.  

“What is her name?”

He smiled, perhaps expecting something more academic.

“Her name is Nicki.  With two i’s.”  

––––––––
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THE LAURELS & THE INSTITUTE

––––––––
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THE LAURELS WAS A WHITE Victorian ex-hotel atop a cliff.  Rudi, the Professor’s son, climbed the flight of steps and unlocked the yellow front door, shoving it a little to open it.  “Damp sea air,” he said.  His hair was dark and wavy, like the Professor’s, though his eyes were a more washed-out brown.  Like someone had added water and a fleck of green to the paintbrush.  He looked studenty, his jeans fraying at the back pockets.  At twenty-two he was a couple of years Heidi’s junior, but as the Professor’s son he was always going to have more than a passing interest in his father’s affairs and was in charge at The Laurels.  

In the reception area, Heidi was immediately hit by discordant sounds, what might more accurately be deemed as a Frightful Commotion in the form of yelping and crashing, coming from somewhere above.  A large woman marched up to Rudi, her overall ripped, her lip cut and swollen, her arm sporting a bruise the size of an apple.  

“She’s just smashed up her room and tried to break through the triple-glazing.”  The woman was visibly shaken. “Then she went for me and Pete.”

“Shit.” Rudi looked embarrassed. 

“Pete and Fran are just giving her an injection - I think they’ve got it under control. But we do need a better bar in front of the window - a grille or something.” 

Rudi turned to look at Heidi. “This is a rough day.”

He introduced her to the large woman who was muttering something about first aid and an incident sheet.  “I’ve said all along she’d be better in a Secure Unit.” She looked at Heidi with an appraising eye.  “You’ve not come here to work have you, darling?  Only this job is all about physicality and restraining out-of-control behaviour.  You don’t mind me saying, but you look more suited to pen-pushing.”

Rudi quickly intervened.  “Heidi’s here in a research capacity. Once the team is properly up and running, it’ll be in Nicki’s best interests to be here.  She’ll have the best in the way of professional help, and once she’s a bit more manageable, we’ll be able to admit other children with special needs and multiple deficits.”

Rudi continued to show Heidi around the nine-bedroom former hotel - many of the rooms would be for carers and support staff, he’d told her as she prepared herself to meet the Feral Child, unsure if she would.  The thrashing and snarling had ceased, so Heidi figured she might.  Her only knowledge of these children was from television and books.  She’d mugged up a bit on the famous case of Oxana Malaya who’d been brought up by dogs since the age of three and had read bits about the Wild Boy of Aveyron and other cases.  Heidi’s mother had also kept all her own schoolgirl comics and one day, when Heidi was about ten, at the age her mother would have first read it, Heidi sat down and started a Bunty story called The Taming of Teresa, about a child who’d been brought up by a timber wolf in Scotland.  To make it more authentic, Heidi had tried to read a new installment a week, just as her mother would have done, having a whole agonizing week to anticipate what would come next (though she often cheated).  The story was a long one, after all, spanning over twenty weeks.

Having shown Heidi round most of the Laurels downstairs, Rudi headed for the front door, preparing to drive her back to the Institute.  

“Can I not meet -?” 

“Oh.”  Rudi looked taken aback.  “I thought you wouldn’t want - not after -”

Oh God.  She wanted to gawk at the freak exhibit, that’s what he was most likely thinking. 

“Listen - if I’m going to be working with her, I’d like to meet her.”

“I better check then.  It may not be convenient.”

Heidi waited.  Whisperings down the lobby.  The sound of keys.  Then Rudi said,  “This way.”

She noticed several of the bannister rails were missing like bashed out teeth as she followed him up the stairs to the first floor where one of the bedroom doors hung off its hinges.

An older man stood in the kicked-in doorway, big, crimson, jovial, and as he moved aside Heidi saw a whimpering shape on the floor, blanket over her, dark brown hair spilling over her chin.  Her chest was flat against the carpet, her haunches raised at the back, and her legs somehow tucked under in what seemed to Heidi an impossibly uncomfortable position.  When she heard Heidi’s voice, the feral child’s head lifted and she growled half-heartedly, before resuming her nap.  

*
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HEIDI’S OFFICIAL JOB description was Psychology/Research Assistant, her time to be divided between the Laurels and the Institute of Developmental and Behavioural Psychology; a bland, soulless place, full of quiet busyness or desertion: the haphazard layout and design of single-story clinic-type buildings - leased out by the Health Trust- doing little to redeem it. Luckily, Heidi’s duties soon merged with those of Support Workers, Carers and Tutors when they were short-staffed down at the Laurels, where, after a only a few weeks, Heidi was to spend most of her days and some nights. 

The Rehabilitation Team responsible for the care of Nicki and other children with Special Needs and Multiple Deficits, soon swelled with new appointments at the Laurels and the Institute: a Speech Therapist, Physiotherapist, Psychologists of every persuasion, including input from the Doctors Spyrides, a visiting GP and Social Worker.  

Heidi didn’t question much in the early weeks.  They had a job to do and they did it.  It was a team effort and they each did their little bit.  They could see dramatic improvements in Nicki, giving those who stayed the course much job and personal satisfaction.  Heidi watched the footage taken by the Spyrides psychologists, in whose care the Feral Child had been entrusted for the first few weeks after she’d been found.  In the footage of Nicki, she whined, she pined.  She hunted on all fours.  She tore off strips of raw meat from the bone.  She panted with a lolloping tongue.  She sniffed and recognized people by their scent.  She rooted out bulbs from the ground.  She chased sticks and rabbits and shook off water in the same manner as her four-legged upbringers.  She bared her rusty-brown teeth.  She raced with the pack.  She cocked a leg to piss and squatted to dump.  All the behaviours you’d expect from a dog.

A lot of this behaviour had been minimized or even eradicated by the time she’d come to the Laurels.  The Spyrides had seen her through the first stages, and now it was up to the Professor’s team to do the rest.  

Heidi sometimes thought of the TV Programme Faking It, imagining the professionals completing their mission to rehabilitate Nicki, so no-one but the expert could spot the seams.  The idea in Faking It was to train up the faker in whatever profession (artist, ballet dancer, football manager) in four weeks, the faker having had no previous experience in the field, and then a panel of judges watched the four contestants and had to spot the fake. Of course, Nicki needed much more than four weeks and she was, in any case, too well known to fool any judges, but Heidi still had this fantasy of the girl sailing through the test, and hoodwinking most of the judges.

“Why the name Nicki?” she asked Rudi, in her induction weeks.

“She chose it herself,” he said.  “She didn’t want to be called Berry - the name she was given when they first found her at Devil’s Copse.”

“Why?  Why would she care what her name was if she didn’t understand language?”

“Don’t underestimate her, Heidi.  Her language has come on in leaps and bounds.”

Heidi was slightly annoyed with him for talking down to her, him a mere twenty-two, and she didn’t like it when people pinched away her natural inclination to voice her thoughts and questions. For instance, what made them think Nicki had never been exposed to language?  Eleven years was a long time.  Maybe she’d had a normal life for two or three or four years - long enough to lay down connections in the brain: channels, paths, interlinking roads. The proof is in the brain scans, she’d been told.  Great dark areas, like black holes in her brain.  If you don’t use it, you lose it.  Heidi had been very convinced when she’d first seen these pictures, and what did she know anyway, barely out of university?  The Professor and the Spyrides and the other big cheeses in this area of psychology were the experts; ask too many questions and it’d be like questioning their wisdom and authority.  Besides, you pass a critical period of question-asking. That’s all done in the beginning, and then you come to accept the party line. The accepted wisdom.  And the accepted wisdom was that it wasn’t just a question of whether she’d been exposed to any social contact.  It was how many years she’s been living in the wild.  It was the age she’d reached now.  It was the brain scans.  All the evidence would suggest she’d passed that critical time for proper language or social development because her brain hadn’t been stimulated at the crucial time.  Their aim was to disprove the accepted wisdom, to see if she could be rehabilitated.

––––––––
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THE COLOUR PURPLE

––––––––
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DURING HER EARLY WEEKS, Rudi had asked Heidi out on a date and she’d turned him down.  He’d never asked her again and she’d regretted it ever since, but she’d only been three weeks into her new job when he’d asked and it just hadn’t seemed proper then - the thought of snogging the boss’s son.  She wanted to, a sculpture like that didn’t come into your life very often, but still so new into her post and not yet sure of herself or her role in the team, she’d felt it would somehow diminish her reputation.

She sometimes thought about that untapped evening, the conversations that might have occurred, the guards coming down, the understanding reached. But she was too young to regret.  This evening, she’d invited Rudi over to her studio flat, on the pretext of talking about the newest resident, Billy Jean, a brain-damaged girl with a mental age of five.  Except they were not supposed to use the term brain-damaged. Heidi did use it. It was her one-woman revolt against political correctness.

Rudi had been to her flat a few times, though not when she was in Seduction Mode.  “Come for a bite to eat,” she’d said, hoping he would read the signals in her voice.  

She was now nervous as she eased into her purple dress.  She’d tried going for other colours, but always ended up veering towards purple.  She didn’t let the hint of gold in her hair prevent her. Philly, one of the Support Workers and her closest friend at the Laurels, said purple was a spiritual colour and suited her.  She thought about how she hit it off with the Laurels folk much better than the people at the Institute.  They were the front line, at the Laurels, everyday yet extraordinary folk doing a sterling job, whereas at the Institute they were all a bit lofty and bookish.  Bit out of her league, she felt, whereas Philly looked up to what Heidi described as her poxy little psychology degree.  When she told Philly about her proposed mini-project with Nicki, Philly had said, “Go for it, girl”.  Heidi thought she might tell Rudi about it too, with a few drinks down her neck.

The zip on her dress stuck and she did her impression of a contortionist to pull it up.  On a scale of 1 to 10 her score would have now risen to 8 on the ‘flustered’ scale. (They used scales all the time at the Institute of Developmental and Behavioural Psychology).  There was no such thing as a flustered scale, of course (yet), but she and Philly invented new ones all the time.  A sense of humour was essential in their line of work. 

Having leded that she wasn’t a natural cook, Heidi had plumbed for a cold buffet-style meal with copious helpings of wine to wash it all down.  Rudi arrived with a Merlot, wrapped in mauve tissue.  He knew her favourite tones.

“You look - ” he said, a hand out in her direction, then shook his head and pressed his lips together.  She waited for words but none were forthcoming.

She offered him the settee, while she fiddled with the finger food on her kitchen worktop.  He looked around the flat, like he’d not seen it before.  But it’s a thing guests do in other people’s homes when they’re nervous.  And taken out of his work setting, where he was confident and assured, Rudi could be nervous.  

“Was that painting here last time?”

She handed him a glass of the Merlot.  “Yes.  My mum gave it me for my last birthday.”

“Did she paint it?”

“Yes.  It was inspired by the family dog, Quentin.”  

He took a sip of the Merlot, then stood up for a closer look at the picture. “Interesting use of colour.  She’s the creative one in the family, is she?”

Heidi gave a nod, though she liked to think of herself as creative too, rather than scientific. But it was true, her mother had this wild side; at present, not indulged.  When Heidi was growing up her mother had taken in foster children (once she knew she couldn’t have any more children) and they’d lived in a country house with bare floors, rampant hollyhocks and Michaelmas daisies in the garden and different-coloured cats squatting in the long grass.

“Voilà.”  Heidi indicated the buffet displayed on the worktop. “Help yourself.”

“Somebody’s been pushing the boat out!” Rudi decorated his plate with her culinary efforts: her salads, savouries and nibbles, far too varied and copious for the two of them, but she tended to do this - make up in quantity what it lacked in quality. 

Luckily, before long, they’d both imbibed a sufficient amount of the Merlot to worry about such things.  “I need to amend what I said earlier,” he said, after sampling some of her millet salad.  “You obviously have the creative gene too.”

She smiled. Now was the time.  

“Actually, I’ve got this idea for a creative mini-project.”

“So I hear.  Philly mentioned something about it.”

“Yeah?  I just thought it’d be great if we could get Nicki to tell her story.  Now that her vocabulary is coming on, there must be so much she can tell us.  So many missing pieces of the jigsaw she can fill in for us.”

He didn’t look at her, but polished off flecks of sausage roll pastry from his plate with his finger. “I don’t think she’s ready yet.  Anyway, you need to have language to have memory.  You know that as a psychologist.  Isn’t that why none of us can remember being babies?”

She could see her plans for seduction being sidelined, but this whole question of Nicki’s memory fascinated her.  What could she remember?  Heidi was certain that she remembered lots - it was just the language hadn’t been there to convey it.  But the act of remembering could stimulate more memories, like the other day when they got Nicki speaking about the rabbit dog and the water dog.  As their names suggested, the rabbit dog chased rabbits and the water dog liked the water.  Often?  Occasionally?  Who knew?  But she hoped she could elicit this detail from Nicki. 

“Talk to my father in future about your plans, rather than support staff.”  The way Rudi said it was neither condescending nor authoritative, which was why she decided to go ahead and do it anyway.  She was one of the front line, damn it, and besides, the Professor didn’t mind unorthodox works.

Rudi got up and helped himself to a wedge of blackcurrant cheesecake.  He rejoined her on the settee. “So, Heidi, what was it you wanted to discuss about Billy Jean?”

“Billy Jean?” She nudged closer to him on the settee. More of them would be touching before long.  It was something you could tell, especially if you were a psychologist.  “How brain-damaged is she?”

Rudi clocked her with a cushion.  “Brain-damaged, pfff.”
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how was it done?

study site description & location

materials and methods used

sampling design

organisms studied
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how data was analysed

what did the study find?

SAND DUNES
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TODAY, HEIDI WOULD begin.  She wanted to tell Nicki’s story.  She wanted Nicki to tell her story.  

A few quiet morning seagulls were starting up, almost whispering, but they’d be shrieking later.  The colour was coming back into her wardrobe and her wicker chair, last night’s foolish dress draped over it.  Soon its purpleness would glow.  She could imagine Philly’s big dark wavy head and her enormous blue eyes, hear her chuckling voice. On a Scale of 1-10, how was last night?

At eight o’clock, Heidi got up, showered, dressed.  Grabbed cornflakes. The September day looked gloomy, but they’d promised sun by noon. At half past eight, she climbed into her silver Clio.  Her studio flat was more or less equidistant between the residential setting of the Institute and the seaside setting of The Laurels.  If anything, she was slightly closer to the Institute, the route more direct, but she performed a three-point turn and headed off to the Laurels.  

“So come on, Heidi Harper,” Philly collared her as she signed into the Laurels.  “What’s the goss?”

“I’m going to start on the project.”

Philly readjusted her comical features.  “Last night’s goss.  Come on, girl.  Spill.”

Heidi looked about for signs of Rudi, then remembered he was up at the Institute.  “I didn’t ask him.  Not directly.”  

“Oh Heidi.”

The sight of Philly’s mock-crestfallen look was too much. 

“No no, Philly. It’s good.  It’s fine.  I know he still fancies me.”  She thought of the way Rudi had twiddled her hair last night, that was proof enough.  It was all about the flirting, the potential.  It was the wonder of possibility. “But things are different now than when I first started here.It’s not worth risking our professional relationship for a bit of fun in the sack.”

Philly puffed and turned to other matters.  “Nicki wants to go out this morning.  I said you’d take her when you come in, only we’re a bit short-staffed this morning.”

Until very recently, two staff members had been required to accompany Nicki out of doors because she sometimes bolted, like the time when they were on the beach back in the spring - Nicki, Heidi and Dermot.  Nicki had seen a dog on the rocky stretch of beach where dogs were allowed off-season, and given chase to a Springer Spaniel.  It was all playful stuff, rolling and jumping, but they’d had to disentangle her quick.  Fortunately, there hadn’t been many people about, but those who’d been party to it stopped and stared, unsure what to make of it, perhaps imagining she was winding up the spaniel.  The worst thing was when she’d got down on all fours, her backside arched sexually and the spaniel had started to mount her.  That was when Dermot’d had to chase the spaniel off.  Nicki had started to tear after the dog, but Dermot was a fast runner.  He spent a lot of his spare time down at the gym and going for sprints.  

Heidi had heard one of the onlookers mumble to her husband, “She’s probably from that home on the cliff.  You know, that new one for mental people.”

In the last few weeks, though, the two-people rule had been relaxed, largely due to staff shortages.  

“I’ll take Nicki out, Philly.  It’ll be fine.  Where is she?”

“In her room.  She was fighting with Billy Jean earlier.  Dermot had to separate them.”

Fighting equalled a misdemeanor equalled Withdrawn Privileges or Extra Duties.  This was the simple behaviourist model they operated at the Laurels to shape behaviour.  One obvious privilege to withdraw would be her trip out this morning.  But Philly showed Heidi the red book where Dermot had written under the ‘Withdrawn Privileges/Extra Duties’ column in his just about legible hand:  No Swimming on Wed pm.  To the left of the main columns were two smaller columns - for the person’s name and the date. And to the right of the WP/ED column was the one headed ‘Description of Behaviour’.  Here Dermot had written Fighting with Billy Jean.

Heidi climbed the stairs to Nicki’s room and knocked on her door.  “It’s me.  Heidi.  Can I come in?”

Nicki opened the door, no eye contact.  She wore her grey tracksuit bottoms and her navy blue zip-up sweatshirt, but she didn’t look like your usual twelve-year-old.  Maybe it was the stoop of her shoulders or the slightly wonky features or simply the lack of adornment or preening.  She had no interest in her appearance - they had to remind her to comb her hair, and her clothes had been bought for her, since she couldn’t cope with shopping.  Heidi and Philly had taken her shopping a couple of times but it filled her with such dread she’d started to whine and they’d had to abandon both trips.

When they got these blips, Heidi had to remind herself just how far Nicki had come.  They’d all seen the Spyrides’ tapes, held up at the Institute.  Rosina and Felix Spyrides had caught on film Nick’s first grunt-words.  “Hello” and “house” and “flower” with an imperceptible American twang picked up from her hosts.  The Spyrides had captured her first steps.  They’d filmed her at her most feral too which could be used as a baseline.  The panting, the rooting, the barking, the leaping about on all fours.  For those who’d seen the footage of Oxana Malaya, this was nothing new.  

“Philly told me you’d like to go out this morning.”  Heidi went to the window, now installed with safety rails. “It’s brightening up out there.  They promised us sun and here it is.”  

It wasn’t always easy to find the right words with Nicki.  You had to strike a balance: simplicity and clarity, without sounding patronizing.  But, like with small children, Heidi also knew it was good for Nicki to be challenged, she understood a lot more than she could express at the present time.  

“I thought you could help me to help you.  Is that OK?”

Nicki gave a vacant half nod, her moth-coloured hair falling across one eye. She had a fresh gash on her olive face.  She wasn’t ugly, she just didn’t know how to make the best of herself.  Her awkward posture and manner, as well as her raw, masculine look didn’t flatter.  Sometimes Heidi fantasized about getting her a makeover.  It stemmed from the Faking It fantasy, and she pictured hairdressers putting some verve and spring into Nicki’s hair; make-up artists enhancing the good bits with colours and tones; dental experts overhauling her teeth and fashion experts creating a cool teenage look.  In this fantasy, they could make Nicki on the right side of attractive, and then she would be ‘faking it’ as a normal twelve-year-old.  

Heidi grabbed some sandwiches from the fridge, some fruit and some juice, as well as a few other appendages - pens, cards, pictures - before signing herself and Nicki out. They walked down the steps of the Laurels, whipped by the wind, and turned left out of the drive, following the downward incline of the cliff road to the end, before it did a kind of dog leg down to the beach.  Nicki crunched something underfoot, bent down.  She scooped up the crushed oozing snail, jagged bits of shell as well, about to pop it in her mouth. Heidi placed a gentle but restricting hand on Nicki’s arm, and shook her head.  Nicki dropped it to the ground, frowning with confusion.

They walked along the shore towards the headland, the rocks and boulders increasing.  “That’s a big scratch there on your face.” Heidi glanced towards Nicki. “Why did you fight with Billy Jean?”

Nicki turned her face away from Heidi’s, a slight shrug of her shoulders.  In the normal scheme of things, pubescent shrugging would be exasperating but in this instance it showed a grasp of non-verbal communication skills.

“If you fight, you’ll get into trouble. You know that, don’t you?  It is better to try and talk - or come and see one of us.  Me or Philly or Dermot.”

“I’s saying sorry.”

“Well, that’s good, Nicki.  That’s right. But better not to fight in the first place, eh?”

Heidi spotted a nice sunny spot, opening up like a glade in the dunes.  “Shall we sit here?”

Nicki stopped in the dune, dropping to her knees.  Heidi settled down beside her.  “This is what’s called a suntrap. Very little wind.”

“A very little wind,” Nicki repeated.

Heidi smiled.  They fell silent for a while, absorbing the surroundings.  

“Today, I thought we could explore memories, Nicki.  You know, things you can remember from a long time ago.  Trying to remember things and talking about what you remember can help you learn. Can help your brain.  Do you understand?”

“No.”

“If I start, I can show you what I mean.  When I was a little girl - ” (it helped her to do the actions while she spoke, as you would to a foreigner) - “When I was little, about seven years old, I had a sister - a foster sister called Zoë.”

“Zzz.  Zuh.  Zuh - oh - ee.”

“Zoë.  Begins with a zed.  That’s right.  I have a picture in my head as I remember her, and the picture helps me to remember more about her.  I can picture her ponytail which was very long, the longest I’d ever seen.  And that has now reminded me of another girl with very long hair, a big girl at school called Erica.  The other children used to pull Erica’s ponytail till she squealed which wasn’t a very nice thing to do, and that memory has given me another picture in my head of the school playground.  See how one memory, one picture, can lead to another and another.  It’s all there in our heads, we just forget them until we get something that reminds us - a smell or a sound - or until we start talking.”

Heidi worried she might be babbling, but Nicki was squinting and craning forward in concentration.  Keen to continue, Heidi ploughed on before the thread was lost.  “Can you talk about the things you remember when you were a little girl, before you were found at Devil’s Copse?” 

“Devil’s Copse.”

“The dogs you lived with when you were little.” 

“Milk dog Sabre rabbit dog water dog sick dog.”

“They’re the dogs you lived with - like your family.  Five dogs?”

“Milk dog Sabre rabbit dog water dog sick dog - is five dog?  Sick dog die. Elton and Daniel after.”

“So you lived with some of the dogs for years at Devil’s Copse?  With those dogs that stayed alive?”

“No Devil Copse.”  

“Not Devil’s Copse.  So where were you living before Devil’s Copse?”

“Lots of miles.”

“You lived in lots of different places?  You covered lots of miles?”

Nicki was frowning.  Heidi knew she’d misunderstood and Nicki couldn’t find the vocabulary to tell her.  

Heidi pulled out her notebook and pencil from her bag and did a point on the page. “This is Devil’s Copse. Where was your home before Devil’s Copse?  Was it near?”  Heidi indicated with another cross near to the Devil’s Copse one, and moved them progressively further away.

Nicki walked over to the other side of the dune and pointed to the distance. 

“Ah, I see.” It gratified Heidi to think Nicki had not only understood the question but a grasp of spatial awareness in diagramatic form. “You used to live a long way from Devil’s Copse.”  

Nicki nodded.  Heidi tried picturing these wild dogs and this feral child travelling for miles and miles, year upon year, and not being spotted. It was puzzling. 

“The big van.”

“You travelled in a big van to new places?”

“One big van Devil Copse.”

Heidi tried to make sense of it. How did Nicki and her fellow dog family find themselves in the back of a large van, unbeknown to the driver?  Was he unloading in the dark? How did they get transported somewhere else away from Devil’s Copse? By van, did Nicki, in fact, mean lorry - the back of a dark cavernous lorry, with a roaring engine, stifling the sound of any barks? Or were they rocked asleep by the perpetual roar and warmth of the journey?  And why hadn’t the driver spotted them racing out at the other end?  Or had they crept out soundlessly, all hungry and thirsty and tired?  She was about to ask more when she saw Nicki’s head buried in her hands, a sign to Heidi that she’d had enough of talking. 

Nicki lay on her back, rolling about from side to side, arms hanging like limp paws, legs splayed out. Then she curled up in the sun and slept.  Heidi lay back herself and sunbathed, dozing.  When she opened her eyes a few moments later, Nicki had gone. Fear rippled through her.  Nicki was her responsibility.  She rose to her feet and clambered over the next dune to her right, and the next, then over to her left.  She scanned up and down the rocky beach; there were few people about, now the holiday season was over.  No sign.  She had this nightmare image of Nicki tearing up the beach on all fours, like the time with the spaniel; only there was no Dermot here to help catch her.  She tried to keep calm.  Nicki wouldn’t be far. She didn’t bolt like she used to. Did she?

Heidi picked up her bag with their lunch and wandered about trying to be purposeful until her attention was drawn to some water roiling between some rocks. She staggered round the rocks for a better view, getting herself nearer to the source, and there Nicki was, splashing about in the shallow pool, her clothes sopping. “In sea,” she shrieked. “In sea.”  Heidi wasn’t sure whether this was a statement of intention or past event.  “You’re wet enough as it is, Nicki,” she said, shaking her head. Then it struck her that this could be an act of rebellion. Dermot had withdrawn her swimming time this week, so she’d got it via the back door.  

“You can dry off while we’re having our sandwiches.”

*
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BACK IN THE DUNES, as Heidi took out their sandwiches, Nicki said something about a candle.  Heidi then realized Nicki was in fact singing. Her voice was tuneless and gruff, but Heidi recognized the song.  Lived your life like a candle in the wind.

“Did you hear that on the radio today?”

Nicki chomped into her sandwich, trying - not very successfully - to make a polite job of it as she’d been taught.  

“Singing Man,” she said.  

“Ah, you mean the one on the learning template.”

She frowned.  “Singing Man song like a candle in the wind.”

“Elton John sang it, yes.” 

Nicki drummed her heels in frustration. “Singing man. Singing man. Not Devil Copse.  Other place.”

Heidi stopped mid-munch as she considered the enormity of what Nicki might be trying to tell her. She tried to compose her next words more carefully. “So. There was a man, you mean, who sang this song, when you were younger.  At the place where you were before Devil’s Copse.”

Nicki chuckled with excitement that Heidi had at last understood. Heidi thought: I want to know more.  Who was he?  How much contact did she have with him?

“Did you see this man lots of times?”  (Heidi signified’ lots’ by lifting up both hands.)  “More than the fingers on my hands?”

Nicki frowned.  She didn’t easily grasp relative concepts such as ‘more than’.  

“Did he talk to you?”

“Song. Talk.”

“Did he sing or talk to you one time?  Two times?  Three times?  Sometimes?”

“Sometimes.”

“Did you understand what he was saying?” 

“Tree. Water. Earth. Sky. Sun. Chicken. Meat. The goose beg.”

The emphasis was on ‘beg’ rather than ‘goose’.  Heidi sipped up her pineapple juice through her straw, trying not to slurp the dregs.  Surely all this had huge implications for Nicki’s rehabilitation.  Did the Professor know?  How much did he know?  She needed to talk to him. 

––––––––
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A WORD WITH THE PROFESSOR

––––––––
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THE NEXT TIME HEIDI was up at the Institute, having a supervision session with the Professor, she decided to broach the subject of Nicki’s revelation.

It was never easy with the Professor. He was always so preoccupied, with his articles, his book, his next conference, a forthcoming lecture or symposium.  In her position, you were either a bright young thing, hanging on his every word and idea, or you were a fool, showing your inexperience.  She had felt herself to be both in equal measures, but today it was hard to gauge how she’d be perceived.

They discussed some object recognition tests she’d been giving to Billy Jean. They’d talked about Billy Jean in general, her clashes with Nicki.  

Heidi waited for him to say “so how is our little protégée?” as he always did and took this as her cue.

“I’ve been doing a little qualitative research - you know, trying to get her to throw some light upon her early time in the wild, now that her language is beginning to blossom.”

A muscle darted in the Professor’s olive-skinned cheek, quite independent to the rest of his expression.  It was leakage.  It told her, before he even spoke, that he was annoyed.  

“This is not relevant, Heidi.  What is important is this. Given this child in this condition, can she be rehabilitated to a normal twelve-year-old?  That is the focus of our research.”  

“But she talked of this man who sang songs and spoke words to her.  If he spoke to her it may have activated the neural pathways for speech and sentence construction at the critical time for their development.”

Heidi had hoped to be a Bright Young Thing but just one look from the Professor’s dismissive dark eyes and she felt like the Inexperienced Fool. He was highly respected in this field, she just a green graduate, already doubting what she knew - or thought she knew - to be a crucial piece of information.

“Dr Penfold knows his brains, Heidi, and his scans show the neural pathways weren’t stimulated enough and they are full of black holes. In all her eleven years, she may have heard words spoken - from walkers, farmers, who knows? - but all the evidence points to the fact that she lived a feral existence from a very early age.”

“But she said he spoke to her.  He told her the names of things around her.  Earth and sky and tree and so on.”

He looked at her like she was about six and said, “I rest my case.  Simple, single words do not a rich language make. At best it will be imitation without the basic tenets of language.  You know the case of Genie in America, the child who was deprived of all stimulation? She learned words, but she could not master grammar.  She’d passed the critical period.” He looked at his gold wrist watch, lying between them on the table, reminding him their hour was up. “Now, if you don’t have any more things to discuss I have one more. A date for your diary. Sixteenth of November, if you are free.  About seven-thirty. There will be a small soirée in my house for all colleagues involved in the present research - our first paper on the early findings of the rehabilitation of our Subject has been accepted by Psychological Review and is currently being peer reviewed for another journal.”
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