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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.


Chapter Two

Mary shivered as she locked her car and hurried into Harry Street Social Services department. She was suffering from a severe case of Monday morning blues, not helped by the weather, which had suddenly turned bitterly cold. The tarmac on the car park was white all over and the grass that bordered it was standing to attention with hoar frost.

I’ll try and take it easy today, she promised herself as she slithered across the slippery surface and entered the building. She went into the front office to put her name on the board, only to see her colleagues clustered about a newspaper that was open on one of the desks.

‘Mary.’ Lorna beckoned her over. ‘Have you seen last Saturday’s newspaper?’

Mary shook her head. She lived in Sibson, a small village on the outskirts of Nuneaton, and rarely got to see a local newspaper apart from when she was in work if someone left one lying about.

‘You’d better look at this then,’ Lorna urged. ‘It seems that straight after the meeting with the children on Friday, Kay Slater went back to her flat and stabbed Kevin.’

‘Good God! Is he badly hurt?’ Mary’s shock was apparent as she gripped the edge of the desk.

‘Huh! It’s worse than that, she’s killed him. They’ve got her in custody.’

Mary tried to take in what Lorna was telling her. Why would Kay do that? The young woman had thought that Kevin was the best thing since sliced bread. But then if she’d gone off on one of her drinking binges she’d probably not know what she was doing. It had usually been after one of these lapses when the children had been injured. Mary sat down heavily on the nearest chair as a picture of the children flashed in front of her eyes. Poor little devils; perhaps it was just as well there were new homes lined up for them all. No doubt the courts would lock Kay up and throw away the key now. And yet still something didn’t feel quite right … On the Friday before, as Kay had spent her last minutes with her children, Mary had glimpsed her inner pain and seen beneath the brash front the girl presented to the world to the gentle heart within. Kay herself had come from a very dysfunctional family and had been through the care system since an early age. She had suffered one placement breakdown after another because the foster-carers couldn’t cope with her challenging behaviour, until eventually she had ended up in a small children’s home in Manor Road. The staff there had done their best for her, to give them credit, but it was already too late for Kay by that time. The barriers had been put in place by then and no one had been able to get through them. Apart from Kevin, that was, and now he was lost to her too.

That poor kid, Mary found herself thinking. She never stood a chance really.

‘Mary, are you off with the fairies or what?’ Lorna’s voice interrupted her thoughts. ‘I asked if you’d like me to make you a cup of tea. You certainly look as if you could use one. You’ve gone as white as a ghost.’

‘What? Oh yes, that would be lovely, thanks.’ Mary flashed Lorna a bemused smile. ‘I’ll have it in my office if you don’t mind bringing it through.’

Lorna watched with concern as Mary rose and chalked her name on the board before heading off to her own office. ‘I think it’s safe to say that bit of news has fair taken the wind out of her sails, don’t you?’ she commented wryly to the others.

Stella, who was at the reception desk, nodded in agreement as Lorna hurried away down the tiled corridor to the kitchen without waiting for an answer.

Minutes later, she tapped at Mary’s door.

‘Come in.’

Lorna entered the room and placed the mug of tea on Mary’s desk before perching on the edge of it and looking at the older woman with concern. ‘Feeling better, are you?’ she enquired. ‘I’m sorry I dropped the news on you like that. I wasn’t thinking. It was bound to affect you after all the work you’ve put in with Kay and her family.’

‘It’s all right.’ Mary looked at her over the rim of her gold-framed glasses. ‘I suppose we should just thank our lucky stars that we got the children away when we did, otherwise it might have been one of them.’

‘Mm.’ Lorna tapped her chin thoughtfully, but after a few moments she stood straight again and with an apologetic smile headed back towards the door. ‘You’ll have to excuse me. I’ve got a mountain of paperwork to get through then I’ve two home visits to make. Are you quite sure you’re OK?’

‘Perfectly,’ Mary assured her. ‘I’ve got phone calls of my own to do. I’m hoping to get all three of the Slater children to their adoptive families before Christmas. There doesn’t seem to be any point in delaying – especially after what’s happened. At least then I can stop worrying about them.’

Lorna nodded in agreement as she closed the door behind her and slipped away.

Alone again, Mary dropped her pen and stared around her office. Until Social Services had converted it into offices, the building had been a children’s home, and sometimes, especially if she was forced to work late at night, Mary would swear she could hear laughter and tears. It was as if the very walls of the place were impregnated with the souls of the children who had once lived there. The building retained many of its original features: the high ceilings still boasted ornate plaster cornices, and the original sash cord windows were also still in place. Many of the staff complained that the building needed completely updating, but Mary found it charming and strangely cosy, even with the creaking floorboards and the clanking pipes.

As her thoughts turned back to the Slater children she frowned and, lifting a pencil, she chewed on the end of it. She had phoned Sally, Alex’s carer, shortly before heading for home for the weekend on the previous Friday, and Sally had informed her that he had been inconsolable ever since being torn from his mother’s arms earlier in the afternoon. Mary’s heart ached for the poor little chap. All she could hope for now was that he would settle once he got to a new environment and a brand new family.

A smile lifted the corners of her mouth as she thought of Jacob and June Anderson and their immaculate home in Puddlesea in Devon. She had met with them frequently over the last months and hoped that Alex would find a loving home with them. Admittedly, June was a little on the quiet side – it seemed as if she wouldn’t say boo to a goose – but Jacob, an outgoing man who taught at a school on the way to Barnstaple, more than made up for that and was constantly chattering. The couple were keen to have Alex home with them as soon as possible now.

Mary had worried initially that the Andersons seemed a little too old to be taking on a child, but they had appeared to be the most suitable of the three couples who had come forward to offer Alex a home, so she hoped that she had made the right choice. Their house was very nice and the room they had since prepared for Alex was fit for a prince. They were comfortably off financially, and Mary had no doubt that Alex would want for nothing, least of all love – something he seemed to have been sadly lacking, despite his unswerving devotion to his mother.

The home she had found for Lauren was much closer – in fact, almost on the doorstep. The little girl would be going to live in Feathermill Lodge, a beautiful old farmhouse on the outskirts of Nuneaton. Set in five acres of ground, it was a wonderful place for a child to be brought up in, with rolling lawns for her to play on and twisting corridors inside the house where she could romp to her heart’s content when the weather wasn’t good enough for her to be playing outside. Her new parents would be Penny and David Daventry. David was an accountant who worked from home, and Penny was a former nurse who had given up work and was content to stay at home. Originally, Mary’s only concern was the couple’s close proximity to Nuneaton, but after reading of what Kay had done today, Mary realised it would no longer be a problem. It was highly unlikely that Kay would walk free for many years to come, and by then, Lauren would no doubt have grown up and forgotten all about her first mother. The Daventrys also had parenting skills to their credit, though their two children, Heather and Aiden, were now away at university.

It was finding a suitable home for Natasha that had caused Mary the most concern as it was still unknown to what extent her brain damage would manifest itself. That was why Mary had been so delighted when she was first introduced to Gail and Joseph Salisbury. A childless couple in their late twenties, they were not at all concerned about taking on a child who might prove to be a challenge in the years to come. Better still, Joseph – or Joe as he preferred to be called – was a doctor, who had his own surgery in North Yorkshire where Gail acted as his receptionist. Mary had fallen in love with their home on her very first visit. The picturesque village of Hockley Vale was right in the heart of the Brontë country. It was full of little cobbled streets and twisting lanes, with chocolate-box thatched cottages and a quaint little church. It was in one of these cottages that Natasha would live. Although nothing like as grand as the houses her brother and sister would be going to, the Salisburys’ cottage was quaint and inviting. It had low-beamed ceilings and a huge inglenook fireplace in the lounge, and Mary could picture the child curled up in front of it on a cold winter’s night. Gail was a bubbly, happy-go-lucky sort of person, whilst her husband was a quiet man whose face lit up every time he so much as looked at his attractive young wife.

All in all, Mary was happy with the three different choices of parents for the children, not that the choice had been wholly hers, of course. There had been endless meetings and numerous people involved in the final decisions for the children’s futures, but now Mary felt that all three of them would be going to good loving homes.

All that remained now was to arrange when the couples would like to take the children. First, the couples would all be invited to the foster-homes where the children were staying, in order to spend time with them and get to know them a little. Then, when Mary felt that the children were ready, she personally would accompany them to their new homes.

Pulling the prospective adopters’ phone numbers towards her, she first rang Alex’s new parents. It looked as if it was going to be yet another long morning.


Chapter Three

‘So it’s all set for next week then, is it?’ Lorna enquired as she peered over the rim of her mug in the staff room. She and Mary were enjoying a well-earned break, the first of the day, and Lorna was keen to be updated on what was happening with the Slater children.

Mary nodded as she glanced towards the window where the first flakes of snow were just beginning to fall. ‘Yes, I’ve decided to move Natasha first. I was planning on it being Alex, but his foster-mum tells me he’s still being very difficult and asking for his mother. I thought I’d give him a little more time to settle and perhaps move the twins first.’

‘Sounds wise to me.’ Lorna suddenly leaned forward to ask with concern, ‘Would you like me to come with you? You’re looking a bit peaky lately. I’ve no doubt the boss would allow it if I asked.’

Mary seemed to consider her question before eventually replying, ‘Actually, I’d like that if you’re quite sure you wouldn’t mind. I’ve got very involved with this case and just between you and me, I won’t be sorry when the children are all placed with their new families and I can close the file. I think it’s beginning to get to me a bit. I keep thinking of Kay locked up in prison and how awful it must be for her. I mean … I know she deserves to be there, but her whole life has fallen apart, hasn’t it? What state of mind must she have been in, to kill her partner?’

‘Mm, I know what you mean.’ Lorna stared thoughtfully off into space for a moment before sighing loudly and placing her mug on the rickety coffee-table. ‘The thing is though, Mary, you can’t take the worries of the world on your shoulders. You did everything within your power to help her, and now it’s up to the courts to decide what her punishment should be. You’ve just got to concentrate on getting the children happily settled. What day were you thinking of taking Natasha? And are you going to try to do it all in one day? It’s a long journey up to Hockley Vale and back.’

‘I thought I might book into a bed and breakfast,’ Mary replied. ‘You’re quite right. It would be pushing it to try and get there and back without a proper rest.’

Lorna grinned now as she replied, ‘Then in that case, it’s a shame it’s not the summertime. A bit of a break and a few hours on the moors could be just what the doctor ordered, judging by the look of you. Still, I dare say there will be a pub where we can while away a few hours in the evening – that’s if the Salisburys don’t live in the back of beyond.’

‘Oh, I’m sure we’ll find somewhere,’ Mary assured her with a smile. ‘Hockley Vale is a lovely place; I know you’ll like it. I certainly wouldn’t mind retiring there, I don’t mind telling you. It’s like stepping back in time and the Salisburys’ cottage is just beautiful. Like something out of a magazine.’

‘In that case I’d better go and square it with the boss,’ Lorna told her, and with a final smile she left the room, leaving Mary to finish her tea in peace.

On the following Monday morning, Mary and Lorna loaded Natasha’s bags into the boot of Mary’s car before heading back into the carer’s house in William Street where Natasha had been staying. Lesley, her foster-mum, had tears in her eyes as she buttoned the little girl’s coat.

‘I’m going to really miss this one,’ she confided as she cuddled the child to her. ‘She’s such a lovely child. I just hope things work out for her now.’

‘I’m sure they will,’ Mary told her. ‘You’ve met the Salisburys and I’m sure you’ll agree we couldn’t have found a better couple for her. They can hardly wait to have her home now. I’ve no doubt Gail will be waiting on the doorstep chewing her nails by the time we get there.’

Lesley smiled, knowing that Mary was right. The Salisburys were a lovely couple but it was always hard when it was time for a little one to move on, especially one as beautiful as Natasha. Children were much like social workers. You got good ones and you got bad ones, and she knew with Mary and Natasha she’d had the best of both.

‘Well, I’ve got a bit of good news for you before you go,’ she now gleefully informed Mary. ‘When I got her up this morning, she said “Mamma” as clear as a bell. I thought she said it the other night but couldn’t be sure. Let’s hope it’s a good sign, eh?’

‘Absolutely.’ Mary scooped the little girl up into her arms and headed for the street, where Lorna was waiting for her with the back door of the car open.

There were lots of hugs and kisses and more than a few tears from Lesley as Mary looked on before saying, ‘Thanks for all you’ve done for her over the last months, Lesley. You’ve been a real star.’

Lesley sniffed loudly and then she stood and waved them away before shivering and hurrying back indoors out of the snow.

It was 125 miles to Hockley Vale and the journey should have taken them no more than two and a half hours, but the weather conditions were so bad that it took almost five hours with two stops on the way. The first was in Nottingham, where Lorna took Natasha to the toilet and got them all a hot drink in a café. The second stop was in Huddersfield, where they rested for a while and had lunch. By then Mary was looking slightly frazzled and had the beginnings of a headache throbbing behind her eyes. The roads were like a skating rink and she had to concentrate so hard on her driving that she was grateful that Lorna had volunteered to come along with her to keep her eye on Natasha. Not that the child was much trouble. She simply sat staring silently out of the window until eventually she dropped into a doze.

At last they saw the sign for Keighley, and Mary sighed with relief. The snow was coming down heavier than ever now and she was just thankful that she wasn’t going to have to drive back today. Gail had kindly offered to let Lorna and herself stay at the cottage for the night before they headed back to Nuneaton, but Mary was aware that they would just have been in the way. After all, it wasn’t every day you gained a daughter, and she had no doubt that Gail and Joe would want to spend time alone with the little girl, once the paperwork was out of the way, of course.

‘Isn’t that the station where they filmed The Railway Children?’ Lorna asked as they drove through one village.

‘Yes, it is,’ Mary said. ‘There’s a lot to do round here. Not far away is the Georgian parsonage where the Brontë sisters lived. I believe you can go around it at certain times of the year, though I doubt it would be open to the public in this weather. And then, of course, the moors surround all these villages. This whole area really is the most beautiful place in the summer.’

‘I can well believe it.’ Lorna sighed enviously as she eyed the picturesque cottages they were driving past and thought of her own little one-bedroomed flat.

Mary chuckled as if she could read her thoughts. ‘Anything worth having is worth waiting for,’ she pointed out. ‘You’re only young with your whole life in front of you. You might just meet some handsome millionaire who’ll buy you anything you want.’

‘Huh! I think the chances of that are fairly slim.’ Lorna peeped over the seat at Natasha who was still curled up under a blanket fast asleep before turning her attention back to the cottages they were passing, now they had finally entered the village of Hockley Vale.

Mary was right: this place was like a little corner of heaven, particularly under its snug white covering of snow. Although it was only just past three o’clock in the afternoon, the light had already gone from the day, and lamps were shining from the little leaded windows of the dwellings, spewing a myriad of colours into the twisting streets.

After a time, Mary sighed with relief as she drew the car to a stop outside a cottage whose front door opened directly on to the cobblestoned pavement. The sign above the stout oak door read Beehive Cottage.

‘This is it.’ She glanced at the sleeping Natasha and smiled, but before she had a chance to say any more, the cottage door suddenly flew open and an attractive young woman with long fair hair tied back in a ponytail rushed out to meet them with an excited smile on her face.

‘Oh Mary, I’ve been so worried about you having to travel in this weather,’ she gushed; however, it wasn’t Mary she was looking at but the child on the back seat.

Mary climbed out of the car and stretched painfully as Lorna got out of the other side and hurried round the car to join her.

‘I was beginning to think you wouldn’t make it,’ Gail told them.

Mary shook her head. ‘I wouldn’t have let you down even if we’d been under ten foot of snow,’ she laughed. ‘I know how much you’ve been looking forward to this day, though I have to admit, I’m glad I don’t have to make the return journey until tomorrow. But anyway, that’s enough about that. We’re here safe and sound now, so how about we wake the little madam up and get her inside out of the cold, eh? I’ve no doubt she’ll be bursting to use the toilet and longing for a drink by now. It seems an awful long time since lunchtime.’ Without waiting for Gail’s response, she opened the rear door of the car, lifted the little bundle, still wrapped warmly in the blanket, and placed the child in Gail’s arms.

Joe, her husband, had come to join them on the pavement and he beamed from ear to ear as he saw the look on his wife’s face. He, better than anyone, knew how much she had longed for this day. He had watched her break her heart month after month when she realised that she wasn’t pregnant yet again. He had accompanied her on so many hospital appointments that he had long since lost count, and with each disappointment his heart had broken a little too.

In truth, it had always been Gail who had longed for a child more than him. As long as he had his wife, Dr Joe Salisbury didn’t really need anyone else. But even so, his love for her was such that he would have done anything to please her, and when she had finally realised that she would never bear a child of her own and had suggested adoption, he had gone along with it gladly. And now it was finally happening. Gail was carrying their child into their home, and he was sure he had never seen her so happy. She had fallen in love with Natasha the very first time they had visited her in Nuneaton, and she had barely spoken of anything else ever since.

His arm snaked about his wife’s waist and as they disappeared out of the snow, Mary and Lorna exchanged a satisfied glance. It looked like this was one little girl they wouldn’t have to worry about in future, for sure.

When they followed close on the couple’s heels and entered the cottage, Lorna gasped. It had looked quite small from the outside, but inside it was spacious and inviting. They stepped directly into a large lounge where a huge log fire was burning cheerily in an enormous inglenook fireplace. The flames were reflecting on highly polished horse brasses which hung on the heavy beam that served as a mantelshelf, and Lorna was surprised to see that the room seemed to be bulging with antiques. Gail herself was a trendy-looking person, so the décor of the cottage came as something of a surprise to her. Two large settees covered in brightly coloured floral chintz stood at either side of the fireplace and behind them were various elaborately carved mahogany cabinets that were full of what looked like very expensive silver and china. Chintz curtains with matching frilled pelmets hung at the small leaded windows, and Lorna had a sense of stepping back in time. She herself liked more modern furniture, but even so the room was so tastefully decorated that she couldn’t help but be impressed with it.

She was still looking around when Natasha suddenly yawned and stretched and looked up at the woman who was to become her new mother. And it was then that the strangest thing happened, for she smiled, something she hadn’t done for many months.

Mary felt a large lump forming in her throat. Both Gail and Joe were cooing and whispering endearments to the child, and she seemed to be responding to them, which Mary hoped was a good sign.

‘Goodness me, I’ve completely forgotten my manners,’ Joe said apologetically, as he dragged his attention away from Natasha. ‘Why don’t you ladies come through to the kitchen – you must be dying for a hot drink. Gail has everything ready for you. I’m sure she’ll join us when she’s got Natasha’s coat and bonnet off.’

He ushered them towards a door in a far wall and once again Lorna was shocked when she entered a large kitchen, which took her breath away. In the centre of the room was a large scrubbed pine table that matched the many units that were fitted around the walls. A Belfast sink stood below a kitchen window that was framed with fresh-looking gingham curtains, and beyond the window was a garden that Lorna felt was more like a field. In the centre was the most gigantic cherry tree she had ever seen, and behind that stood a row of old beehives that she guessed had given the cottage its name.

As she gazed from the window she commented, ‘Goodness me, I wouldn’t like to have to mow that lot.’

Joe chuckled good-naturedly as he placed the kettle on the hob to boil. ‘Actually, I quite enjoy gardening, which is just as well as we have almost an acre. It’s not all laid to garden though. We have a paddock and a stable out there and Gail has already invested in a pony for Natasha to ride when she’s a little older. We’ve been doing our homework and were assured that riding is very therapeutic for children like Natasha.’

As he spoke, a black and white Cavalier King Charles spaniel suddenly lurched out of a basket and began to lick Mary’s hand as his tail flicked from side to side.

‘Oh, that’s Charlie.’ Joe introduced him with a grin. ‘I think he’ll be another playmate for Tasha. He’s very fond of children and extremely good-natured.’

‘I rather gathered that,’ Mary grinned, as she stroked his silky fur. She was feeling better about this placement by the minute. Joe and Gail seemed to have thought of everything that a child could need. It was then that Gail led Natasha into the room and after lifting her she seated her at the kitchen table.

There was a large Victoria sponge and a plateful of homemade biscuits in pride of place in the centre of the table, and as Natasha’s eyes settled on them they lit up greedily.

Gail chuckled with delight as she bent to the child’s level. ‘Which would you like first?’ she asked fondly, and when Natasha licked her lips she instantly loaded a large slice of cake oozing jam and cream and two biscuits on to her plate. The little girl tucked into her treat as Gail served everyone else, keeping an indulgent eye on the child all the time.

The snack was a surprisingly merry affair and by the time it was done, Natasha was covered in jam and cream.

‘Why don’t you show Mary and Lorna Natasha’s room, dear?’ Gail suggested as she began to wipe Natasha’s face gently with a flannel, which was no mean feat as all the child’s interest was now centred on Charlie, who she was struggling to get down to. ‘I’m sure they’d like to see it now it’s all finished.’

‘Of course.’ Joe rose from the table and Mary and Lorna followed him up a dog-legged staircase that led from an inner hall to the first floor. This too had beamed ceilings and a thick carpet that their feet sank into. Soon they found themselves on a long landing from which led a number of doors and once again Lorna was amazed at the size of the place.

Joe stopped outside one of the doors and flung it open, and when Lorna and Mary entered the room they both exclaimed aloud at how pretty it was. Three walls had been painted in a soft lilac colour, and the wall behind the bed was papered with a design of fairies in sparkling dresses all the colours of the rainbow. Lilac curtains hung at the window and there was a deep-pile purple carpet on the floor that matched the pretty bedspread.

Crossing to a tall pine wardrobe that matched the chests of drawers and bedside cabinets, he opened the door and they saw that it was full of new clothes that had all been carefully chosen for Natasha. There were pretty dresses and tiny jeans, warm jumpers and coats. Folded on the shelves were pyjamas and a dressing-gown as well as a large selection of underwear. A big cuddly teddy bear was propped against the pillow on the bed, and an overflowing toy box stood in one corner. On another wall were shelves full of gaily illustrated storybooks.

‘My goodness me.’ Mary looked around in amazement, trying to take it all in. It was a room fit for a little princess. ‘You have been busy. You seem to have thought of everything. And we still have all her things to bring in from the car. Speaking of which, I suppose we ought to do that and then think about getting the paperwork done. We can get out of your hair then. It’s been a long day for Natasha and I’ve no doubt you’re ready for some time to yourselves before you settle her down for the night.’

Soon they had loaded all Natasha’s things out of the car into the hallway and had all the necessary signatures on the paperwork. Natasha was stumbling awkwardly around the room chasing Charlie, whose tail was wagging furiously with delight at his newfound playmate.

‘Oh dear, I rather think they’re going to be partners in crime,’ Mary commented as she watched their antics with amusement. She had never seen Natasha so happy, and it did her heart good to see her so animated.

‘I think you could be right,’ Joe agreed, as his arm slid around Gail’s shoulders.

‘We’ll be staying at the King’s Head in the High Street tonight, should you need us for anything,’ Mary informed them, but the couple shook their heads in unison.

‘I’m sure we won’t. I think we’ll be too busy enjoying our new daughter,’ Gail told her with sparkling eyes. ‘Thank you, Mary, for all you’ve done. I never dreamed I’d end up with such a lovely daughter. I’ll never be able to thank you enough.’

‘You don’t have to thank me – I’m just doing my job. And don’t forget, I’m right at the end of the phone if you’re worried about anything, and I’ll be back to see how things are going in a few weeks’ time.’ Mary then shook the couple’s hands warmly before turning and heading for the door. She was feeling very emotional and would be glad to get away now.

Once she and Lorna were seated in the car she looked towards the cottage where Joe and Gail were waving to them with their arms protectively about Natasha, who was standing between them. They made a pretty picture.

‘They look like a family already, don’t they?’ Lorna sighed happily and, blinking back the tears, Mary nodded in agreement as she started the car and pulled away from the kerb.


Chapter Four

‘I can’t believe it’s December already,’ Lorna complained as she pulled a pile of paperwork towards her across the desk. ‘I haven’t even started my Christmas shopping yet. How are you doing with yours?’

‘About the same as you,’ Mary replied with a wry smile. ‘And I don’t see myself even thinking about it either until I’ve got Lauren and Alex settled.’

‘Aw well, that should be all sorted by the end of next week and then you can switch off from it all hopefully. Have you heard how Natasha is doing?’

‘Absolutely fine, thank goodness. I rang Gail last Friday and she was still bubbling. They haven’t had a single tear so far and they seem to be totally doting on her.’

Lorna chuckled. ‘I’m not surprised. That’s one lucky little girl, if you were to ask me – her past apart, of course. I think they’ll adore her. Do you still want me to come with you on Wednesday when you take Lauren to Feathermill Lodge?’

‘It would be a great help if you could,’ Mary told her as she tapped her pencil on the edge of the desk.

Lorna grinned. ‘You know, I wouldn’t mind you leaving me there an’ all, from what you’ve told me about it,’ she sighed. ‘What a lovely place for a child to be brought up in, except for the ghosts, I mean. You did say it was haunted, didn’t you?’

‘According to Penny Daventry it is.’ Mary nodded. ‘And not just by one ghost either. Apparently there’s about five or six of them in different parts of the house. But then it is a very old house, so I suppose it’s seen a lot of history.’

‘Ugh!’ Lorna shuddered at the thought before asking curiously, ‘Have you ever seen any of them during your visits?’

‘I can’t say that I have to be honest, though I will admit there have been a few times when I’ve had the strangest feeling that I was being watched. Penny showed me all round the house when I first went there, and in one bedroom I felt so weak that I had to sit down for a moment. There’s a four-poster bed in that room and Penny reckons that guests who have stayed in there have reported seeing an elderly man standing crying at the side of it. Apparently, Penny sees him all the time. He’s dressed in Quaker-style clothes, a long black coat and bow tie, and she was told that his wife was supposed to have died in that room during childbirth.’

‘So couldn’t she get someone in to exorcise him or something?’

Mary laughed, ‘Oh no, she wouldn’t do that. To Penny, the ghosts are part of the family. She told me very early on during her assessment that she has what she called “The Sight”.’

‘What, you mean she’s a medium or a psychic or something?’

‘That’s what I asked her initially, but apparently they are something entirely different. Penny can’t forecast what’s going to happen or what has happened in the past. She can just see ghosts, as her grandmother did before her. And she doesn’t see them as wispy apparitions either. To her they are as solid as you or me.’

Lorna was intrigued now and perching on the edge of the desk she asked, ‘Exactly how old is the house?’

‘Feathermill is actually located on the site of Queen Boadicea’s last battle, and if I remember rightly I think Penny said it was built in 1881 by Captain Townsend who owned Caldecote Hall. Before that, the quarry owned the land it’s built on and there was a dwelling there dating back to 1305. There used to be a well in the kitchen that’s covered over now, and there’s also another one that is still visible out in the garden by the chicken-house. Right up until the sixties it was a dairy farm and the original milking stalls are still in the outbuildings. There’s also a separate stall where the bull was stabled as well as another two barns out in the courtyard. One of them used to be a blacksmith’s and the other was the laundry.’

Lorna was totally engrossed in what Mary was telling her, but suddenly glancing at the clock she hopped off the edge of the desk and exclaimed, ‘Crikey, I’m supposed to be doing a home visit in ten minutes’ time! I could listen to you all day but I’m afraid the rest of the history lesson will have to wait for another time, else the boss will have my guts for garters.’ With that she wobbled out of the room on her platform shoes, leaving Mary with a broad grin on her face. Lorna was such a lovely girl. Mary sometimes wondered how their friendship had ever evolved. To all intents and purposes they had absolutely nothing in common and yet they had got on famously ever since the day Lorna had arrived. There was at least thirty years between them and they didn’t share the same tastes in clothes or music. Mary tended to be a home bird when she wasn’t at work, content to potter about her small garden and spend time with her grandchildren, even more so since she had been widowed three years before, while Lorna had an endless stream of boyfriends, each one of whom was going to be the one she wanted to spend the rest of her life with – for at least a week.

Mary grinned as she turned her attention to the endless reports waiting to be written. It wouldn’t be long now and hopefully Lauren would be happily settled in her new home too.

‘Right then, madam, let’s get you into the car, eh?’ As Mary scooped Lauren into her arms, her foster-mum planted a last affectionate kiss on her cheek.

‘It’s going to be very quiet without this little livewire rampaging about the place,’ she commented with a trace of sadness in her voice.

‘Huh! I doubt that very much, Sheila,’ Mary chuckled as she headed for the door. ‘I’d bet a pound to a penny you’ll have another little one here before you know it. We always seem to have children coming into care at this time of year, don’t we?’

‘Yes, we do,’ Sheila agreed. ‘More’s the pity for the poor little mites. Still, at least I won’t have to worry about this one. Penny and David seem to be a lovely couple and I’ve a feeling she’s going to be spoiled rotten.’

‘Let’s hope you’re right.’ They were outside on the pavement of Earl’s Road now, where Lorna was busily loading Lauren’s cases into the boot of the car.

In no time at all, the little girl was safely tucked on to the back seat with her precious rag doll Polly wrapped tightly in her arms. Lorna and Mary waved as they pulled away. Thankfully, it hadn’t snowed for some days now, although it was still bitterly cold. What snow had fallen had turned to slush, and the roads were slippery despite the fact that the council cart had been out gritting since early morning.

‘Ah well, at least we haven’t got far to go today,’ Lorna said optimistically. Feathermill Lodge was almost halfway between Nuneaton and the neighbouring town of Atherstone. Soon they were going cautiously through Hartshill and once they had crossed the Clock Bridge, Mary pointed ahead.

‘Feathermill Lane is over there,’ she said. ‘We go right just before the railway bridge and it’s on our left. I have to say you could miss the lane if you blinked. It took me a couple of attempts to find it when I first came out to assess the Daventrys.’

Lorna turned to smile at Lauren, who was cuddling her rag dolly and staring out of the car window with interest. ‘She’s a pretty little thing, isn’t she?’ she said thoughtfully, and Mary nodded in agreement.

‘She certainly is; in fact, all three of the children are attractive. Not that we can see that much of Lauren today. Sheila has her wrapped up fit for the North Pole.’

‘Mm, you’re right. I think it was hard for her to say goodbye, if you were to ask me. I often wonder how carers feel when the kids move on.’

‘I should think they breathe a big sigh of relief with some of the children they have to care for,’ Mary answered truthfully. ‘They’re not all as sweet as the Slater children. In fact, some of the teenagers can be very difficult. They’ve seen too much by the time they come into care and they’ve put the barriers up. Hopefully, these three are all young enough to forget what’s gone before and start a new life. I certainly think the twins are. It’s Alex I’m most concerned about. Apparently he hasn’t settled at all since that final visit with his mum. Sally says he spends most of the time in the front window waiting for her to come and fetch him.’

Lorna frowned. ‘He doesn’t know what’s happened to Kevin then, and that his mum is in prison?’

Mary shook her head. ‘No, he doesn’t. There’s no point in telling him. He’s far too young to understand and he wasn’t going to have any more contact with her anyway. To tell the truth, I find it really strange that he’s so devoted to her after the way she treated him and the twins. You’d think he’d be glad to be away from her, wouldn’t you? But then this is something we see time and time again in this job. No matter what the parents do to them or how badly they are treated, most children still have an allegiance to them. All we can do now is hope that once he’s placed with his new family he’ll forget all about his birth mother in time. He is only a little lad, after all. Ah, here’s Feathermill Lane now.’

As she spoke, she turned the corner into a country lane and Lorna looked ahead with interest, waiting for her first glimpse of the Lodge. At the end of the lane they came to two tall wrought-iron gates and Lorna got out to open them. Once Mary had driven through them she shut them again and hopped back into the car – and now she could see the house ahead of them. She gasped with amazement. It was a truly beautiful house, maintaining many of its Victorian features.

‘Blimey, this is some pad,’ she said admiringly, as she stared across the manicured lawns to a large lake on which a variety of ducks were swimming. It was more like a small stately home than a farmhouse, and Lorna guessed that it must be worth a small fortune. Mary had phoned Penny and David shortly before setting off to pick Lauren up from Sheila’s, and now as she drove into the courtyard the couple hurried out to meet them with two enormous black Labradors frolicking about their feet.

Mary parked the car next to the stable in the courtyard, and before she had even had time to get out, Penny and David were standing staring through the car window at Lauren with wide smiles on their faces.

Mary gently lifted the toddler from the back seat and deposited her into Penny’s waiting arms. The child clung to her as she gazed fearfully at the two enormous dogs but Penny quickly told her, ‘Don’t be frightened of them, sweetheart. The big one is Harry and the other one is Belle. I’m sure you’re all going to be great friends and get into all sorts of mischief. They want to play with you – look. That’s why they’re wagging their tails.’

Lauren still looked somewhat uncertain and continued to cling to Penny, much to the woman’s obvious delight. ‘Come on,’ she encouraged the small group as she hitched Lauren into a more comfortable position on her hip. ‘I’ll make some tea and I’ve got some homemade scones fresh out of the Aga in the kitchen. I know you’re not supposed to eat things like that between meals, but this is a special day, isn’t it?’

Mary stifled a sigh of satisfaction as Penny set off in the direction of the kitchen clutching her precious bundle. It looked like this was going to be yet another successful placement. Mary had instantly taken to Penny and David on the very first assessment visit she had made to them. They were in their early forties and by their own admittance were rattling around like two peas in a pod in the Lodge since their own two children had left home. That was why they had decided to adopt. Throughout the assessment it had become obvious that they would be perfect for Lauren. It appeared that they had done a fine job of bringing their own two children up, and when they spoke of them, which was frequently, they glowed with pride. On top of that they seemed to have all the patience in the world.

Fair-haired and of medium build, Penny had a kind face that seemed to be constantly smiling, especially when she looked at David, her husband. He was a gentle giant of a man, with dark hair and twinkling eyes. He also had a keen sense of humour and was forever cracking jokes. Mary felt that this would help Lauren. After all, the way she saw it the poor little scrap had had very little to smile at in her young life up to now and she was sure that David would be like a tonic to her.

She and Lorna exchanged a happy look as they followed Penny and David into an enormous kitchen and the warmth instantly wrapped itself around them like a blanket. There was a wicker basket in the corner next to a large Aga and inside it a big tabby cat was tending to a litter of tiny kittens. Lorna was once more amazed. The kitchen alone was almost as large as the whole of her flat put together. An enormous table flanked by eight sturdy chairs stood against one wall, and a matching dresser, which was loaded with colourful china, stood next to it.

A large island loaded with cakes and scones fresh from the oven was situated in the centre of the room and the air smelled of baking and furniture polish. Lauren’s eyes lit up like beacons at the sight of so many treats, and Penny placed a cake in her hand and smiled indulgently as she wrestled with the buttons on her coat.

As Mary located the necessary paperwork and spread it out on the table, Penny poured them steaming hot cups of tea. Lauren eyed Harry and Belle cautiously.

‘Don’t worry, they wouldn’t hurt a fly,’ Penny assured Mary, who was watching closely, and sure enough, within minutes the child had crossed to them and tentatively stretched out her hand to stroke them. From that second on, her fear of the great black dogs fled and in no time at all they were all rolling around the floor together as Lauren giggled uncontrollably.

‘Want wee wee!’ the child suddenly declared a short time later, when Mary and Penny had almost finished the paperwork. Sheila, her foster-mum, had been working very hard during the time that Lauren had stayed with her to get her potty-trained, and it seemed now that all her patience and hard work was finally paying off.

Penny excused herself and hurried away with Lauren in her arms and David, who had noticed Lorna’s eyes straying about the place asked, ‘Would you like to have a look around while we wait for them to come back?’

‘I’d love to,’ Lorna answered without hesitation, and so the tour began.

First, David showed her into a lounge that made her eyes pop. It was enormous, with huge sash-cord windows that looked out across the rolling lawns down to the lake. They were draped with heavily fringed swags and tails that framed gold damask silk curtains, and the furniture was like something she had only ever seen in magazines and stately homes. The walls were covered in expensive-looking red flock wallpaper that contrasted well with the curtains and the matching wall-to-wall carpet. Elegant chaise longues and ornately carved mahogany cabinets full of fine china lined the room, and heavy gilt-framed oil paintings of bygone times graced the walls. An enormous marble fireplace, in which a huge log fire was blazing, stood on the central wall. Above it was suspended the biggest mirror she had ever seen, and the flames bounced off a glittering crystal chandelier that hung from a carved ceiling rose in the centre of the room.

Once again, Lorna felt as if she had stepped back in time as she gazed around her. Penny and David had obviously spared no expense when renovating the house, and she had to admit that they had done a remarkable job of it. She also wondered how long it could remain looking so immaculate now that a little one would be rampaging around it, but then pushed the thought aside. From what she had seen up to now, the house would come second to the new arrival, which was just as it should be.

David then led the women into the dining room, which was just as immaculate as the lounge. The centre of this room was taken up by an enormous, gleaming mahogany table surrounded by a matching set of eight chairs. Silver candelabras were dotted along its length, and Lorna could imagine dining there, looking out of the window at the picturesque grounds, with a large glass of excellent wine in her hand. Mary had told her that Penny was a superb cook and she had no doubt that Lauren would thrive here with the wide open spaces to play in and good homemade food.
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