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






Foreword


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


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


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


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






PART ONE:


Before






I. Denise


‘You’re not helping!’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


The stench intensifies with each step that Denise takes.


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






II. Hanna


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


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


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


Oh yes.


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


Stupid.


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


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


Hanna tuts aloud.


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


So Hanna isn’t taking any chances.


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


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


Still, she sends the precautionary text upstairs:


DEVICES OFF. NO SOUNDS. BACK AWAY FROM WINDOWS.


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


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


‘Hello?’


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


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


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


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


That’s right. Back off, bitch.


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


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


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


Got you, bitch.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘KFC to celebrate, my darling?’


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






III. Denise


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Know how you feel, thinks Denise, ruefully.


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


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


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


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


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


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


She reads on.


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


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


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


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


Oh God.


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


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


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


‘It’s Friday night,’ Philip says.


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


‘Then this is a social call?’


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


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


‘Except that it’s not.’


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


‘I mean, work isn’t over.’


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


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


‘Lighten up. Knock, knock.’


‘Who’s there?’


‘Interrupting cow.’


‘Interrupting cow—’


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


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


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


‘If you’re five years old.’


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


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


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


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


‘What are you talking about?’


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


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


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


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


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


‘No kidding.’


‘Double kidding, actually.’


‘Not funny.’


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


‘Crikey Kontiki,’ Philip says.


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


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






IV. Hanna


Hanna moves the curtain back, allowing the tiniest crack of light into the dark room. It is enough to confirm her suspicions that the young social worker is back. She adjusts her binoculars and confirms that it is the same number plate as before. Though the car has been parked further away, perhaps in an attempt to approach her unawares and catch her off guard. Hanna smiles. Old Beige Trousers will have to be smarter than that.


But she isn’t Beige Trousers today. The social worker has changed her suit: a skirt this time, but still the bland beige corporate uniform with its misguided attempts at femininity through a lens of male construction. Hanna sighs. How foolish some people are. Too foolish to even begin to bother educating.


This time though, she is not alone. She has a colleague with her.


‘Male, slightly older than her. But I think I can handle them,’ she whispers into the phone, speaking to John, her partner, and for the benefit of the audio recording.


She decides that today will be a ‘no response’ day. Sometimes she makes a mistake and allows the movement of the curtain to be seen outside. Sometimes she opens the door to allow her voice to be heard, but never so that she can be seen directly. Both techniques usually work to deter unwanted interference. No one else ever enters the house. What right do they have to do that? The footage of Beige Trousers trying to illegally enter her property has already had several hundred views and has been shared a few times – not to mention inspiring some vitriolic comments. She wonders if the star of the show has any idea that she is a mini hate figure online. Perhaps she might back off more if she did.


The letter box rattles and a folded piece of paper is thrust through it. Hanna is tempted to leave it with the other garbage in the hall, but it is always best to know what you’re up against, even if you have no intention of succumbing to their foolish requirements.


She notes with some amusement how the language of the communications she receives from social services and various other ‘authority’ organisations escalates in terms of threat. It would make a good thesis, actually. Most of the organisations have limited powers to do what they say they will anyway, so the family is always safe – and if Hanna knows anything it is the law, especially the law relating to personal rights.


She knows a great deal about how to delay proceedings. She knows how to make a bureaucratic nuisance of herself. She knows how to play one organisation or department off against another until nothing is done. She knows how to galvanise the support of like-minded political progressives that she is in contact with to challenge inequality and unfair intrusion.


But she also suspects now that the real fight has begun. She can hear them outside, talking earnestly on the doorstep, even though there will be no show today.


‘I’m sure she’s – they – are in there.’


‘Me too. Do you think we could see if there is a back entrance? Try and gain access that way?’


‘Well, far be it from me to attempt to give my own supervisor advice, but I wouldn’t attempt to access her property at all, given what happened to me last time. This woman knows her rights. She’ll have you arrested for trespassing and a video of your criminal activity will be on the six o’clock news, complete with running commentary.’


‘Fine. Then we let the court do its work.’


‘But what happens if they simply don’t attend the court hearing?’


‘Then she will be arrested, as simple as that.’


‘And it will be her we see on the six o’clock news.’


Perhaps I underestimated you, Beige Trousers, thinks Hanna. Perhaps you aren’t so foolish after all. Maybe I will give you the benefit of the doubt. Perhaps you are a stronger catalyst than I gave you credit for. An empty cereal box lies tossed aside on top of a mound of rubbish nearby. She tears a piece from a corner of it and scribbles on the grey cardboard before thrusting it through to the outside world.


It reveals the hyperlink that carries the attempted entry footage.






V. Denise


‘At least it’s a form of communication. A sign that she’s rattled.’


‘Philip, you’re not helping. And she’s not the one who’s rattled. I am.’ Denise knows that she doesn’t come off well, given the commentary that accompanies the shaky footage. ‘I didn’t do anything wrong. She’s made it look as though I pushed against the door. I didn’t, not really. It’s such an unfair representation of what happened.’


‘I know that, you know that. It’s not going to make any difference as far as social services are concerned. You’ve written a statement about what happened. It’s fine.’


‘Easy for you to say. You’re not the one who’s going viral.’


‘Denise-Denise, I think you’re getting ahead of yourself here. A couple of hundred views is hardly “viral”. You’ll have to do a lot better – or a lot worse – if you’re desperate to be an internet sensation, my darling.’


‘Can’t we get it taken down? Can’t we get the police involved? It’s got to be some sort of character defamation. Libel or slander or something.’


Denise recognises Philip’s sigh as the sound of someone who knows that things are beyond their control.


‘Well, let’s just take her down in court, shall we? And save these poor kiddies from this horror show of a woman.’


Denise knows that the safety of the children is of greater importance than her own reputation, but the whole thing doesn’t sit comfortably. The battle lines are firmly drawn now.


It takes weeks and weeks to reach a destination, even after the wheels have been firmly set in motion.


Once bitten, twice shy, Denise continues to make daily visits to the Wiseman-Hopfgarten property, but never again does she overstep a boundary, and the stench that greets her arrival becomes familiar enough that she does not gag every time she opens the car door. Sometimes Philip attends with her, corroborating her meticulous evidence gathering. The result is always the same, though: she is never able to engage Hanna or get a foot in the door. The curtains remain firmly closed whatever time of day they come, though occasionally there is the tiniest of movements, enough to let Denise know that someone is inside. Because the family have not broken the law, the police have no grounds to get in either. Sometimes Denise just waits outside, on the off chance that Hanna or her partner, or one of the children, opens the door. She is always polite, always within the boundaries of the law. She makes enquiries with neighbours, only to rediscover what she already knows: the family are hardly seen, and the curtains are kept drawn all the time. If it wasn’t for the mess of the garden and the smell that emanates from the property, they wouldn’t be seen to be causing any problem. They keep themselves to themselves, which makes them something of an enigma in the local area. People are curious about quite what goes on behind closed doors.


As Denise suspected, it is quickly confirmed there are indeed two children. Avril is the elder sister, now aged 14. Sky is her younger sibling, aged nearly six, and their lack of formal education, plus the family’s lack of compliance in addressing the requests of social services, means that they are very definitely considered at risk.


Denise treads very carefully indeed. She follows the local authority and government guidelines to the letter, supporting the EPO application with formal documentation giving notice on the parents for not providing adequate information about Avril and her sister’s education. But even in an ‘emergency,’ things take time. By the time the case finally gets to court, Denise has logged more than 80 visits to the property.


Denise also liaises with the local housing association who, like social services, are also trying to get into the residence and, like the social services team, keep writing letters that elicit no response. They have grounds to get, and have applied for, a warrant to access the property, but it has not been granted because, as Becky at the housing association reveals, John Wiseman has some sort of disability.


‘I’d like to be sympathetic, but my patience has run out. He uses it to make sure that we can’t do anything. Any attempt to move forward meets with an accusation of discrimination. I’m telling you, these two are bright and informed and dangerous,’ Becky says, her conversation taking on a gossipy tone.


But, as Philip predicted, Hanna is indeed forced to attend the court hearing – which takes place on a bitterly cold day. The children are both sent to school on the day, too, for a half day of induction. Neither have clean uniforms or food, but school is the only environment that can offer them safety while John and Hanna attend court. They don’t seem to have friends who can help them out, and the children need to be attending school anyway. They are collected by taxi in the morning, and the couple are collected an hour later in disability transport, escorted by two social workers, colleagues of Denise and Philip.


Outside the family courtroom, in freezing temperatures that mean she can see her own breath on the air, Denise gets her first proper glimpse of the woman that she has imagined for months. Hanna Hopfgarten is perhaps in her early thirties, but has the lined face of an older woman, creases worn in by the permanent frown of bitterness she seems to wear. Her features are small and sharp: she has a pointed nose and chin. What might have once been blonde hair is long and dreadlocked, and pulled back into a sort of ponytail, so wild and unruly that it has to be tied with a sheath of fabric rather than a little elastic. In the corridor, and later in the court, her eyes dart about everywhere so that Denise has the sense of a wild animal, caged and desperate.


Her partner, John Wiseman, is a complete contrast. So much so that Denise struggles to see how they could be together. Just what the hell is their story? As Becky at the housing association mentioned, Mr Wiseman does indeed have a mobility disability, and arrives in a wheelchair. He is much older than Hanna, perhaps in his late fifties, but seems just as careworn. Unlike her, he wears a shirt and tie for the hearing, and is therefore at least playing the game of respectability. Denise is surprised to discover that he was once a university lecturer, not just at prestigious universities here, but also in America, and has published a number of important papers. The family courtroom is much less formal than a traditional courtroom, more like a mini lecture theatre or conference room. John Wiseman seems more relaxed than he should. Certainly not fazed in this environment – nothing like the anxious families that Denise more regularly deals with when things reach court level. His assured manner and his smarter appearance give him the kind of credibility in court that Hanna, on the other hand, seems to seek to deliberately subvert. When she walks across the carpet to take her place in the courtroom, Denise notices that she wears military boots and combat trousers – as though she really is entering a battleground.


They have elected to represent themselves, even though plenty of independent support and guidance was on offer. They are both articulate and measured, and neither appear concerned by the fact of having to give evidence to a judge directly. It is a private hearing, so there are only a small number of people in the room, but the judge and the other court staff struggle with the odour that emanates from the couple. It is a diffused version of the stench that Denise has grown used to, but even she struggles with the sickliness of it filling the confined room. The court proceedings take several hours, and even though it is a cold day, no one complains about the open windows.


Eventually an ‘S20’ is served, a code that everyone connected with social services immediately understands. In essence, it is an order that gives the local authority the power to provide accommodation for the children on the grounds that they do not have somewhere suitable to live.


The S20 is sometimes called ‘voluntary care’ or ‘voluntary accommodation,’ because generally parents must agree to the child being accommodated. Denise is extremely surprised that permission is willingly granted by Hanna Hopfgarten and John Wiseman. Given all the resistance that they have put up so far, it seems peculiar for them to concede on this – such an enormous step. As they leave the hearing, Hanna turns and fixes her eyes on Denise in a way that forces Denise to flinch and look away, even though she is determined not to. Hanna flares her nostrils, and Denise is once again reminded of an animal, a bull preparing to charge, perhaps. There is a frightening volatility about this woman, and such a look of complete hatred and hostility in those dark, beady eyes that Denise finds herself taking an involuntary step backwards, backing into the row of desks behind her with a clatter. The couple are to be kept in a side room until the children have been collected from school.


Once John and Hanna have exited the room, Denise gives a little involuntary shiver – to shake off the curse that wild look seemed to contain.


Get over yourself. She’s just an ordinary woman. She can’t do anything to you. Denise finds herself having to coach herself through the business of making her way out of the building and on with the rest of her day.


Philip is waiting for her back at the office. ‘Congratulations, Denise-Denise. Your instincts were absolutely spot on. Good job you’re such an interrupting cow, frankly.’


‘Oi, less of that!’ Denise gives her boss a friendly punch on the arm in response. ‘Thank you. Though judging by the look Hanna Hopfgarten gave me as she left the courtroom, I have a feeling that this is far from over with her. It’s only the first step.’


‘But a big one.’


‘They were surprisingly acquiescent, given all the barriers that they’ve put in the way so far. I just can’t help feeling that it’s some sort of trap. She seemed poised and ready to spring.’


‘Not surprising, is it? You’re taking her children away. But think about it. By agreeing to the Section 20 they volunteer the handover of the girls, and this gives them certain rights. It gives them power.’


‘That’s what I’m worried about.’


‘Well, don’t. You’ve won the first skirmish, and remember that it’s the children that are at the heart of this. You’re acting in their best interests, and you have the court on your side. I’ll come with you to meet the children from school, and we’ll have the police on standby should we need.’


‘Environmental Health might be more use, judging by the smell. I feel like I’ve been gassed.’


‘So I hear. The driver wound down all the windows in the car on the way there. Never mind the sub-zero temperature. At one point, you know Collette, who’s pregnant, had to stop the car and be sick.’


‘I’m not surprised. Seriously, Philip; I’ve never seen anything like them before. I wonder what the hell we’re going to find behind that front door.’






VI. Hanna


Hanna has one hour until her children will be collected from school by the social workers, and it will be a minimum of eight days before she is able to see them again. This gives very little time for additional preparation, but it is the outcome that they all expected, and many of the arrangements have already been made. Avril and Sky have both been well briefed about the nature of the ‘holiday’ they are about to take, and some of their special possessions have already been stowed in small suitcases in the bedroom. Hanna has supervised the packing.


‘If the worst happens, try not to let the social workers enter the property if you can help it,’ Hanna advised Avril in the morning, before the hearing. ‘You know the tricks.’


Not letting the social workers through the front door isn’t the only thing that Avril has been carefully briefed on. The battle has been lost, but it is only one action in the bigger war. This isn’t over. In fact, it is only the beginning.






VII. Denise


Denise finds herself in another altercation with a kerb when she pulls up to the school gates, Philip wincing in the passenger seat.


‘Tell me you have, in fact, passed a driving test?’


‘Very funny. I thought you were here to help.’


‘Then help I shall. Would you like me to pull your hubcap away from the concrete by the brute force of my bare hands?’


‘Don’t kid yourself. There’s nothing brutish or forceful about you.’


‘If that, Denise-Denise, is a challenge to my manhood, then I feel that I should be reporting you on the grounds of sexual harassment.’


‘I’ll see you in court, then.’


The senior classes finish ten minutes before their junior counterparts, so they wait in reception for Avril first.


‘Why do the older ones have a shorter day? That seems weird,’ Philip observes while they’re waiting.


‘I think they have fewer breaks, so it isn’t really a shorter day. And I think it’s so big brothers and sisters can pick up younger siblings. It’s quite community-minded, if you ask me.’


When the final bell goes, Denise’s warmest smile is met with a challenging stare. Avril’s jaw line is pointed and immovable, like her mother’s.


‘So, how was your day?’ Denise asks as they stand with Avril in the playground where her sister will shortly be led out by her class teacher a few minutes later.


They are a very awkward few moments.


‘No comment.’ Avril behaves like a suspect in a television crime drama. She refuses to engage and plays the sullen teenager with aplomb.


Philip raises an eyebrow at Denise and they share a look that seems to say, what do you expect?


Avril is tallish for 14, but scrawny-looking, as though she is underfed. She doesn’t reek in the same way that her parents and house do, but there is an unpleasant odour surrounding her nevertheless, a further diluted version of the smell that Denise has designated the ‘Wiseman Whiff.’ Denise is glad that they are in the open air for now, but is acutely conscious of the fact that they will all soon be in her car. She wishes that she had thought to buy an air freshener. Denise notes that Avril has kept the top button of her shirt done right up, but it doesn’t hide the fact that she is unwashed. There is a tidemark round her neck. One that signals the kind of caked-in dirt that will no doubt require a great deal of exfoliation to lift.


When Sky emerges, Philip gives a sharp intake of breath and emits a ‘Crikey Kontiki’, before Denise digs him in the ribs to shut him up and prays that Avril hasn’t heard. At least she knows that Philip is as shocked as she is by Sky’s appearance.


‘Hi, Sky,’ Denise says, brightly.


‘Remember. You don’t have to talk to them,’ Avril intervenes. ‘They can’t make you.’


Sky moves her head slightly, a nod.


‘You know why we’re here, don’t you?’


No response.


‘So – did you have a good day at school? What did you do?’


Sky fixes her eyes firmly on her sister, as though Denise isn’t speaking at all.


‘Well, I hope it wasn’t too bad. It’s a difficult time, so we’re going to make things as easy as we can. Now, my car’s the red one—’


Avril gives a snort of derision, as though the car somehow isn’t up to scratch. Denise swallows, and after another couple of attempts at small talk, gives up and leads them all to her car. The journey back to the Crickleborough estate takes place in silence.


Denise opens the front door with Avril’s key and backs away as agreed.


Avril has five minutes to get some essentials. Philip positions himself at the rear of the house in case Avril tries to run. Denise tries to chat with Sky. ‘It’s a pretty name, Sky. Much nicer than my name, Denise.’


Avril has pushed the door to behind her, but it remains open just a crack, the farthest Denise has ever seen into the house, despite the 80-odd visits.


What she sees in the hallway shocks her more than anything else she has witnessed in her six-year career in social work, and gives her a tiny glimpse into the strange existence that the girls have survived in their short lives. But it isn’t until they have been placed in care that the true horror is revealed.






PART TWO:


Louise






Chapter One


It takes all my patience and powers of persuasion to induce Lily to finally leave the house. I stand in the doorway for a moment or two and watch her walk along the road. I notice how she drags her feet initially and turns to look back over her shoulder a couple of times, but then speeds up as she nears the corner, lifts her head and embraces the day.


Lily is our long-term foster child. She has come so far in the few years she’s been here with us. And yet I’m not sure if she’ll ever manage to leave for school on time, no matter how early we start the day. We’ve tried setting the alarm a little earlier and advancing the onset of the morning process and procedures, but it makes no difference. She could have all the time in the world and she’d still be late.


There will be a last-minute dash to the loo, or she’s forgotten her water bottle – which I’ve likely already filled and put in the side pocket of her school bag, but she’ll still go hunting for it. She’ll suddenly remember some vitally important toy up in her bedroom that absolutely must come with her to school. I think they’re all just delaying tactics that probably stem from her attachment to me and Lloyd, my husband – but also to the life that she lives here in our house, a life that is so different from her former existence. Who could blame her for wanting to stay at home and relax? Nevertheless, we know it’s important that we instil in her a respect for learning. She must come to appreciate the power of education, as well as the joys and comfort of home. It’s important, too, that she immerses herself in the social side of school and finds a way to negotiate her way through the complex business of making and keeping friends of her own. For all the good and bad that they can bring to a young person, her relationships are hers to forge and manage. I feel hopeful these days that we’re through the most challenging phases with Lily. We’re at the stage now where we can see visible results of our perseverance – as in the way she walked down the road a moment ago. Despite all the trauma and adversity she’s experienced in her short life, she’s managed to settle down and find an equilibrium of sorts. Of course, we still have the odd bad day, the odd tantrum or refusal, and we have no idea how long that may last. Maybe forever. I hope not.


I breathe out a little sigh: enough contemplation and reflection for one morning. The day’s starting gun is about to be fired.


On your marks, get set, go.
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