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         ‘She’s only a pup, not that you’d know to look at her,’ Barney, a farmer who lived a short distance away from me in the village, said, as we surveyed the black greyhound that was rushing around the ancient yard, chasing a barrel-bodied yellow Labrador.

         ‘She seems very energetic,’ I agreed. ‘Why are you getting rid of her?’

         ‘I never wanted another dog in the first place.’ The old-timer sighed. ‘Only took her in ’cause I ran her over, and when no one claimed her, the vet was goin’ to put her to sleep. She needs walking and loads of attention. I’m afraid all I’m interested in of an evenin’ is sitting in front of the fire with a mug of tea. I’m too old for all that class of high jinks.’
         

         I nodded and watched the mutt, who was now down on her belly, slowly edging her way towards a scruffy thrush that had perched on a sprig of ragwort. I remembered reading somewhere that greyhounds were initially hunting dogs, and here was the evidence – they are hounds, after all.

         ‘Does she have a name?’

         ‘I call her Millie,’ Barney said.

         ‘Does she answer to it?’

         ‘When it suits her. She’s smart enough in fits and starts.’
         

         ‘I wish the same could be said of me.’

         I got up and went across the broken concrete. Millie completely ignored my approach, still focused on the bird, which was utterly oblivious to her. I crouched down and said, ‘Bang.’

         The thrush took off in an explosion of feathers and air. Millie jumped up and loped around for half a minute, apparently letting the thrush know that this was her territory and he’d better not forget it, then sat down again, panting heavily. I reached over and ruffled her ears. She was black all over, with some white on her paws and underbelly and a white tip to her tail. I had never seen a greyhound pup before. She was not unlike a black furry snake with four long legs. I scratched her stomach – she rolled over and bared it for me. ‘Well, you’re a pretty girl, aren’t you?’ I asked her.

         Millie didn’t say anything, but I knew she agreed.

         Barney sidled over. ‘You two gettin’ along, then?’

         I grinned. ‘What does she eat?’

         ‘I’ll get you the bag of stuff. Costs a fair whack, but greyhounds have delicate metabolisms.’

         ‘They would.’ I sighed.

         
             

         

         Millie proved to be just the companion I was looking for. It took a few days to get her settled into the little cottage I rented, and I had a night or two of crying to contend with (I refused to have her in my bedroom when I discovered it would mean sharing my bed with her) but she soon got used to her own blanket on the kitchen floor. And there was so much to see around the small village I had come to call home that we were never short of interesting and challenging walks.

         I had been living the rural life for two years. I’d been working in child protection for the Dunleavy Trust, which was dedicated to helping children in crisis, and had fled the city after a series of tough cases. Since then, I’d made my living playing music in pubs and for the occasional folk club. I had also volunteered at the Drumlin (Therapeutic) Training Unit, a daycare centre for adults with intellectual disabilities; in recent months the help I’d been giving had turned into a paying job.
         

         Drumlin was a really special place. I had worked before in settings where ‘integration’ was the order of the day, but never before had I seen it so powerfully applied. Many of our clients had endured very tough experiences – they’d been forced to live in awful institutions or put up with being ignored or ridiculed by society at large. In Drumlin, everyone was treated with respect and compassion, informed by the belief that each person is valuable and important in their own right.

         I had held off making my role at Drumlin official until I’d felt ready to take on the responsibilities of a full team member. After all, I had left the city to avoid the pressures of a job that was taking over my life. But Drumlin was a breath of fresh air. Tristan Fowler, who ran the place, was incredibly experienced and charismatic and had made me feel that my talents and opinions were genuinely needed – although, of course, the place wouldn’t fall apart without me.

         In truth, my time at Drumlin had been as much about healing my own wounds as it had been about helping anyone else. And it had worked. I now felt that I could be useful. I stopped hiding, and returned to the fray.

         When Millie and I got to know one another, Drumlin was on a short summer break. My home was in a tiny hamlet set amid a network of narrow country roads that ran for ten miles in every direction. The nearest town was a twenty-minute drive away. And that was how I liked it.
         

         On a warm sunny afternoon in late July Millie and I, with my friend and colleague from Drumlin Lonnie Whitmore, were having a picnic by one of the many lakes that dot the countryside in that part of Ireland. The locals were very proud of them. I had complained to Lonnie when we first met that navigating the myriad narrow roads of the midlands was nigh on impossible because lakes took priority on signposts while towns often didn’t warrant a mention. Lonnie, characteristically acerbic, had told me to stop moaning and buy a map. I’d taken his advice.
         

         That day several other groups were gathered here and there about the banks of Ballyfurbo Lake. Some, like us, were stretched out on the grass that spread for half an acre or so in front of the lough and sharing a meal, while others kicked footballs or tossed frisbees to dogs. Millie was acutely aware of the other dogs, standing stock still on point, looking purposefully at them, wagging her tail and whining in frustration when they failed to respond to her overtures.

         Lonnie, ironically, had quite the other problem: he was receiving the usual stares and comments from almost everyone who went past. We had both become used to ignoring the catcalling and uncomfortable glances. Lonnie was a dwarf, and one who was completely comfortable in his own skin. If people were disturbed by his appearance, then that was their problem, so far as he was concerned.

         ‘Don’t you ever just make a few sandwiches?’ Lonnie asked, as he picked up a barbecued chicken wing I had packed. There was also home-made ciabatta, a pot of lemon hummus, a salad Niçoise, a flask of coffee and some iced cranberry green tea.

         ‘Are you complaining?’ I asked, raising an eyebrow.

         ‘No. This is great. It’s just that when you said we were going to have a picnic, I imagined something a little less … elaborate.’

         ‘If a task’s worth doing …’

         ‘Yeah, all right, Delia Smith. Pass me some more of that bread.’
         

         When all the food had been either eaten or packed back into the boot of my old Austin, Lonnie and I strolled along the edge of the lake. Millie ranged here and there ahead of us, her nose almost in the water as she scuttled about, startling a mallard or moorhen every now and again.

         ‘I hear there are big changes afoot at work,’ Lonnie said.

         ‘How so?’

         ‘You know Tristan’s held out against accepting money from the Health Services all these years.’

         ‘I do.’ Drumlin had run independently since its inception, based on goodwill and whatever funding it could raise itself. Tristan had grudgingly agreed to take money from the state in the past, but always found that, in return, he was expected to hand over much more control than he was comfortable with or to accept a client who was totally unsuitable for the centre.

         ‘Well, a little bird told me,’ Lonnie continued, ‘that he’s accepted some money from the Church.’

         ‘The Church?’ I spluttered. ‘That makes no sense. I mean, Tristan hates religion. Won’t even allow it to be discussed in the unit.’
         

         ‘I know. But you have to remember, when he had no premises to work out of, the local convent came to his rescue. I think he can make the distinction between the bad things religious orders have done in the past and the good they can do now if they put their minds to it.’

         I thought about the implications of this piece of news. ‘So how will his accepting a grant or a donation make any difference to you and me?’

         ‘Well, the way I hear it, he’s accepting a lot more than just money.’

         ‘Just one minute, Mr Secret Agent,’ I said, laughing. ‘What do you mean “the way I hear it”? Who’s telling you all this stuff?’
         

         ‘The way I hear it,’ Lonnie continued, as if I hadn’t said a word, ‘is that the Sisters of Mercy, from whom he has accepted financial assistance, run several community settings in the area. Tristan will be taking over responsibility for one of them.’
         

         ‘And what are these centres, exactly? Homes for the elderly? Drop-in centres for teenagers?’

         Lonnie shrugged. ‘Dunno. We’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?’

         Millie started barking. For a second, I couldn’t see her, or work out where she might be. The lake opened up to our left, reeds poking through the shallows, branches of trees and bushes overhanging it like the fingers of giants. Millie was usually a quiet dog: when she barked, it meant she was either excited or distressed.

         ‘She’s over there,’ Lonnie said, nodding towards a bank of scrub.

         My friend could move remarkably quickly for his size, and I was constantly amazed by how agile he was – he had taken off across the soggy ground, heading towards a bunch of reeds from which Millie’s barking seemed to be coming. I followed, assuming she had come across a swan’s nest or perhaps an angry bull heron, determined to defend its territory.

         I was wrong.

         When I rounded the reeds, I found Lonnie standing up to his knees in the water, Millie’s collar firmly in his grasp. She was still barking, her whole body trembling, trying to escape from Lonnie. Around five yards out into the water, clinging to a branch that overhung the lake, gazing wordlessly at the man and the noisy dog, was a small child.

         I blinked and shook my head. I could hardly believe my eyes. She was probably two or three and seemed to have a head of blond curls, but they were plastered to her skull with water. She was wearing a blue T-shirt.
         

         ‘What do we do?’ Lonnie asked nervily.

         The child watched us with huge dark eyes. I waded out into the water a little. I was wearing red Converse high-tops, and the water was seeping through the fabric. ‘Hey, honey,’ I said. ‘Why don’t I get you in from there? I think you’re a little out of your depth.’

         The child made no sound or movement. I sloshed out past Lonnie and Millie. She watched me coming. Just as I got to her, she let go of the branch and disappeared into the dark water.

         ‘Shit!’ I plunged my hand into the lake. For a second I couldn’t find her and panicked, but then I felt a small, pudgy arm, and hauled the dripping child out. I expected her to take a gulp of air or start crying, terrified after her near-drowning, but she did neither. Instead, she sank her teeth into my arm.

         I yanked her loose, but she immediately tried to fasten on to my hand, so I flung the thrashing water-sprite over my shoulder – it would be difficult for her to gain purchase on anything other than my shirt there – and waded back to shore.

         ‘Maybe you should toss her back,’ Lonnie said, in a bemused tone, as she fought for freedom.

         ‘I’m considering it,’ I muttered.

         We’d walked a good distance around the lake, perhaps a kilometre away from where most of the families had been, and by the time we got back, most had packed up and gone. There were one or two little groups still around the wide green area, but if there was any hue and cry about a missing child, it was very quiet. We paused and looked about the expanse of grass, hoping to see someone who appeared to be even slightly alarmed. We were disappointed.
         

         ‘Only one thing for it,’ Lonnie said. ‘We’ll have to go door to door.’

         She belonged to the fourth group we encountered. They hadn’t noticed she was missing, and seemed utterly unconcerned that she had almost drowned.

         ‘Um… she’s just a little upset,’ I said, depositing the sodden child on the rug the young couple were sprawled upon. They were probably in their early twenties. She had long, dishwater-blond hair pulled tight back, and wore what looked like a pair of not altogether clean pyjamas and beige imitation Ugg boots; he, sporting a shaved head, was clad in a scuffed leather jacket, a stained white T-shirt and khaki combats. Their picnic appeared to consist of a six-pack of Dutch Gold lager and a supermarket own-brand bottle of vodka. Some empty fromage frais tubs showed a modicum of consideration for the child.
         

         ‘Just leave her there. She’s a little fucker for wanderin’ off,’ the young woman said, her voice noticeably slurred.

         ‘Do you have any dry clothes?’ Lonnie asked. ‘The heat’s already goin’ out of the day.’

         The woman narrowed her eyes at him, as if she had only just noticed he was there. ‘Are you a gnome or somethin’?’ she asked, pronouncing the g. I sighed inwardly.
         

         ‘I’m more of a goblin,’ my friend said, deadpan. ‘We love the water, you see. Gnomes only live around woods and in gardens.’

         ‘Really?’ the woman said, seemingly fascinated.

         ‘Oh, yeah,’ Lonnie continued. ‘You got any way to bring the little one home?’

         ‘I have me van,’ the man said, gesturing towards a rusted Hiace some twenty yards away.

         The child was eyeing the adults, edging off the mat, her focus the nearby reeds. I angled myself to intercept an escape attempt. ‘And do you think you’re okay to drive?’ I asked. ‘Looks like you put away quite a bit of booze there.’
         

         It was the man’s turn to bristle. ‘I don’t reckon that’s any o’ your business.’

         I shrugged. He was right, but I wasn’t happy to leave the little girl in the state she was in.

         ‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ I said, and jogged over to the car. I kept a towel in it in case Millie decided to run through puddles. I had just washed it, so it was perfectly clean. I went back to where Lonnie stood, and handed the towel to the man.

         ‘This’ll keep her warm until you’re ready to leave.’

         He took it and reached for another can. The child, whose name I still did not know, took off in the direction of the lake. The woman laughed and made no move to go after her.

         ‘I’ll get her.’ Lonnie sighed. In two deft movements, he had the little girl under one of his arms.

         ‘You need to keep an eye on her,’ I said sharply. ‘The lake gets deep very quickly.’

         ‘Yeah yeah. ’Bye now,’ the man said.

         ‘Come on,’ Lonnie said, and clicked his tongue at Millie – she had lain down and seemingly gone to sleep during the exchange.

         I had a last look at them as I turned the Austin onto the road. Through a break in the hedge I saw the man lying flat on his back, the bottle of vodka, in one hand, balanced on his chest. The woman was sitting, her arms wrapped around her knees, my towel draped about her shoulders. The little girl was nowhere to be seen. In the five minutes since we had left them, she had made off again. I decided to put the family out of my head and go home.
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         On our first day back to work after the summer break, Tristan called me into his office. Somehow I knew I was about to learn how accurate (or not) Lonnie’s prediction about the future of Drumlin had been.

         At nine thirty the clients were scattered about the open-plan workspace, drinking tea and chatting about what they’d got up to on their holidays. I was setting out the chairs for the morning news session – the first daily activity: it gave everyone the chance to say what was going on in their lives. It might involve a discussion of the highlights from the previous evening’s episode of EastEnders, a debate about the local elections or even a heartfelt venting because someone had been discriminated against or bullied – a common feature of our clients’ lives.
         

         I was counting the chairs to make sure I had remembered everyone when Tristan stuck his head round his office door and nodded at me. Satisfied that no one would be left standing, I ambled over to him.

         Tristan was a tall, well-built man in his fifties with a shock of grey hair. His office, though small, was immaculately tidy: every picture was precisely hung, every file alphabetically ordered, all pens organised by colour and use. He had been in the army for many years, hence his attention to detail. Now he did not beat about the bush.
         

         ‘There’s been one rather dramatic change at Drumlin since I last saw you.’

         ‘Really?’ I said. ‘And what might that be?’

         ‘We’ve acquired a new unit.’

         I said nothing. I’ve sometimes found that keeping my mouth shut serves me best.

         Tristan continued: ‘I needed some capital – which was nothing unusual in light of my determination to retain our independence. The agency who chose to contribute asked that I – we – take a hand in running a small crèche in the village of Brony. It caters for children with developmental delays and behavioural problems.’

         I blinked. ‘A crèche? You mean an early-years service?’

         ‘One and the same.’

         ‘Have you – um – have you any experience of running a crèche, Tristan?’

         He shook his head. ‘My entire career has involved working with adults.’

         ‘So what are your plans?’

         He smiled. ‘You’ve done some work with younger children, haven’t you?’

         My mouth dropped open. ‘That was years ago—’

         ‘It’ll come back to you,’ Tristan cut me off. ‘The crèche is in crisis, and needs immediate support. Right up your alley, if I’m not mistaken.’

         ‘What about Beth?’ I asked – she was Tristan’s second-in-command. ‘She’d probably love the opportunity.’
         

         ‘I need her here. As it is, sending you off for a few months will cause enough of a kerfuffle. If I asked her to go, we’d have a total mutiny on our hands.’

         I was being manipulated, I decided. ‘What’s the crisis about?’
         

         ‘The crèche specializes in children with a variety of disabilities and behavioural problems. Many are referred by the health services due to ongoing problems at home. A couple of very tough cases arrived together and have proved very challenging indeed. The woman who’d been running the place couldn’t cope and left, and the two remaining staff, both quite experienced, are struggling. They need someone to take a step back from the situation and work out how to deal with the problems positively.’

         ‘These are all pre-school kids? Two to five, say?’

         Tristan wobbled his hand, comme ci, comme ça. ‘Some are a little older. Children with special needs often start school a year or so later than the norm.’
         

         ‘Of course.’

         My boss looked at me inquisitively. ‘What do you think?’

         I shrugged. ‘Might be interesting.’

         ‘So you’ll do it?’

         ‘I’ll go over and have a look.’

         ‘Tremendous.’

         ‘But only because I see it as an opportunity to broaden my knowledge of special needs,’ I said firmly. ‘I haven’t worked in a childcare setting in a while and, as I told you when I started here, I don’t do trouble-shooting any more.’

         ‘All I ask is that you give the place the once-over and see if you can’t help the staff.’ Tristan was unable to hide his delight.

         ‘I dare say the staff will be giving me direction, not the other way around.’ I sighed.

         That was the last occasion on which I was right about anything for a very long time.
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         Brony was around fifteen miles from Drumlin. Tristan had given me directions to the building (a community centre) from which the crèche, Little Scamps – I shuddered at the name – operated and, since I had played music in the village pubs a couple of times, I knew my way around.

         I rang the bell.

         After a minute or two, a tinny voice said, through a small speaker, ‘Yes? Can I help you?’

         ‘I’m Shane Dunphy. From Drumlin Therapeutic Unit?’

         The speaker hissed into silence and a buzz told me the door had unlocked. I pushed it and went inside.

         The first thing that hit me was the noise. I had forgotten just how overwhelming it could be in a busy crèche, a crescendo of screeches and whoops, scraping furniture and crashing toys. I stood for a moment just inside the door to acclimatize, then went into the main room. It was brightly painted and well resourced, with all the usual play areas – craft, dress-up, the home corner, storytelling, sand-and-water, music. I tried to count the children but soon gave up: they were moving too fast and were often physically entangled with one another. In terms of special needs, I could see two children with Down’s syndrome, and one with his legs in braces – he used crutches to propel himself at lightning speed about the room.
         

         A harassed-looking woman approached me from amid the chaos. ‘You’re the Dunphy fella?’

         ‘Shane Dunphy, yes – pleased to meet you.’

         I extended my hand, but she ignored it, calling into the maelstrom: ‘Tush, I’m takin’ the new lad into the office for a minute or two. Can ye manage?’

         I spotted a blond girl, possibly twenty-five or -six, down on her hunkers near the far wall. She waved a hand at her colleague and we moved towards a doorway, which opened on to an office with a large window overlooking the crèche.

         The workspace was nowhere near as organized as Tristan’s: papers, accounts, files, sandwich wrappers and coffee cups were spread here, there and everywhere.

         ‘Sit if you can find room,’ the woman grunted.

         I moved a bundle of catalogues advertising play equipment and did as I was instructed.

         ‘Now,’ the woman said, finally seeming to relax a bit, ‘they’ve sent you to replace Beatrice.’

         ‘Drumlin Therapeutic Unit has been asked by the Sisters of Mercy to take over Little Scamps,’ I said. ‘Tristan Fowler, who runs Drumlin, asked me to come and see if I can help. I’m not planning on replacing anyone. I’m here to learn and, hopefully, offer an extra pair of hands. Which it looks like you can use.’

         ‘Oh, we can use twenty pairs of hands,’ the woman said, watching the mayhem dispassionately.

         ‘I didn’t catch your name,’ I said.

         ‘Oh – I’m Susan.’

         She was small, but looked strong, and had short dark hair. I guessed her age at late thirties, but she could have been more or less by five years on either side. ‘How can I be of assistance?’
         

         She turned her gaze on me, and I saw that she was as close to burn-out as I had ever seen anyone. ‘You really want to come and work here?’ she asked, clearly incredulous.

         ‘I’d like to try.’

         She stood up, beckoning me to join her at the window that looked out over the children.

         ‘Right there is where we need as much help as you can bring,’ she said, pointing to the small library corner. ‘That little girl … that child is where things really started to go wrong.’

         At first all I could see was a tousled blond head. Then suddenly the child jumped up and bolted across the room, a heavy picture book held firmly in both hands. She came up at speed behind the little boy on crutches and walloped him hard with it on the back of the head. He went down like a ton of bricks, and suddenly every kid in the place was piling in. I watched the blond waif, who now stood back from the chaos she had caused. It was then that I realized I knew her. It was the little girl from the lake.

         ‘We’d better get out there,’ Susan said.

         ‘I think you might be right.’
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         It was six o’clock. The day had passed in a blur. Little Scamps, I thought, was going to be more about containment than anything else. In my six hours in the place I had not learned a single child’s name, I had not had one proper conversation with any of the group, and no one had told the kids who I was.

         I had broken up fights, put plasters on cuts and grazes, dodged flying projectiles, cleaned up green vomit – a child had consumed a bottle of poster paint – and tried to keep the main passageways free of obstacles. The child with the crutches was nimble but was constantly tumbling over toys.

         I sat with Susan and Tush in the now silent crèche and breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Ladies, you have my admiration,’ I said, raising my mug of tea in a toast. ‘This is … a very challenging job.’
         

         ‘Are you coming back tomorrow?’ Tush asked, clearly expecting my answer to be in the negative.

         ‘If you’ll have me.’

         Susan laughed. ‘Right now, we’d take Ted Bundy so long as he promised to eat Tammy first.’

         ‘Tammy is the little blond girl,’ I said. ‘The one who hit the boy on crutches with the encyclopedia.’
         

         ‘He’s called Ross. You acted as if you knew Tammy. You seemed surprised.’

         ‘I ran into her and her family a fortnight ago. Never thought I’d see her again.’ I told them about my experience with Tammy and her parents’ apparent lack of interest.

         ‘So you’ve met Kylie and Dale too, then,’ Susan said.

         ‘Yes. I’m not sure what to say about them.’

         ‘That’s a common response. They’re quite the pair.’

         ‘So what’s the problem with Tammy, then?’ I asked. ‘Has she been diagnosed with any specific disorders? Asperger’s? ADHD? Dyspraxia?’

         ‘There are days when she seems to have everything and nothing,’ Tush said. ‘But then she contradicts what you’re convinced is her problem and confounds all expectations. Here’s what we do know. She doesn’t speak … doesn’t make any sound at all, in fact. She has some kind of social disability – she seems incapable of forming relationships of any sort – and is excessively violent. She responds to anything that upsets her with aggression. She will not engage in any group activities and prefers to sit on her own. She is a serious flight risk – if we didn’t have that security door, she’d be out of here and we’d never catch her.’

         ‘She seems to have good gross motor function,’ I said, referring to the major movements people make – walking, jumping, climbing. ‘I’ve seen her run, and she had a very focused swing when she hit Ross with the book.’

         ‘She has fine motor skills, too,’ Susan said. ‘She uses a knife and fork perfectly, and would you believe that she can tie her own shoelaces?’

         I scratched my head. ‘So what have we got here? Attachment problems? Neglect? Developmental delays? Genius?’

         Susan smiled. ‘Any and all of the above.’
         

         ‘Have you got a plan for her?’

         ‘We’ve tried plan after plan. They’re useless if the child won’t engage with anyone. We’ve tried to get people she knows to help her – even her good-for-nothing mother – and we’ve tested her with strangers. No dice.’

         ‘So she just does her own thing,’ I said.

         ‘Have you got any better ideas?’ Tush asked.

         ‘Maybe we could come up with something together,’ I said.

         The two women looked at each other. ‘We’ve been working with that kid for more than a year now,’ Tush said, ‘and there hasn’t been any change in her.’

         ‘I can see you’re both nearly exhausted,’ I said. ‘It can be unbelievably frustrating to work day-in-day-out with a child who just won’t give anything back. I’ve been there. But one thing I have learned is that there are very few situations where things can’t change.’
         

         My two new colleagues stared at me as if I had three heads.

         ‘How?’ Tush asked.

         ‘How what?’

         ‘How can we change things here?’

         ‘What do you think needs changing?’

         The girl laughed, a sort of splutter. ‘Everything!’

         ‘Well, let’s change that, then!’
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         The children arrived by bus at Little Scamps each day at nine o’clock. On my second day they came in to find the room empty of toys and furniture. Susan, Tush and I were waiting for them amid a collection of paint pots, brushes and rollers.

         We were going to spend the rest of the week redecorating, fitting in the usual activities around the work. It was a gamble, and one that had the potential to go badly wrong, but I hoped that by taking some time to make the playroom look better, the children might start to feel proud of it, and thereby respect it. None of them thought anything of taking a chunk out of the plasterwork with a chair leg, or writing on the furniture with felt-tip pens, or even disembowelling a soft toy. Secretly I also hoped that when they saw the transformation progressing before their eyes, they might develop a sense of camaraderie – Little Scamps was sorely lacking in any vestige of community spirit.

         When I’d broached the idea, Susan and Tush had been less than enthusiastic. There was, they pointed out, nothing inherently wrong with the murals and overall décor: why create a lot of unnecessary problems by replacing them? In theory, I agreed, but if we were to have a fresh start, we needed to wipe the slate clean, figuratively and literally.
         

         Susan was doubtful. ‘Most of the children depend on stability and routine,’ she’d said. ‘If they walk in here and all the toys and furniture are gone, and we’re planning to paint over the pictures on the walls, and the usual games and activities are cancelled for the foreseeable future, well, I’m guessing we’ll have the Little Scamps version of a nuclear holocaust on our hands!’
         

         
             

         

         ‘I thought about that when I was hatching my plan,’ I said. ‘There is indeed a set routine at Little Scamps. And I’m sure the children find it comforting and a stabilizing influence. However, they also go out of their way to transform every session into utter chaos. Would you agree with that, Susan?’

         ‘That’s fair,’ she said.

         ‘Well, I’m not suggesting we dump the timetable. I am saying we need a shake-up. Along with freshening up the paintwork, I think we should start sticking rigidly to the rules. As to the usual activities, well, we can stop for storytime, take a break for music, and maybe we could even divide the group into teams and get some to do standard work while others do painting – the possibilities are pretty much endless … We can play it by ear, maybe. But the group has to understand that we’re going to see an activity through from beginning to end, regardless of what they throw at us. The day-to-day running of Little Scamps continues, but around it we paint the room.’
         

         The women had looked dubious, but they’d agreed to give it a go.

         I had no intention of using the children as some kind of cheap labour force, and I was well aware that pre-schoolers have a concentration span that extends, at most, to forty-five minutes, but on average that will get you through twenty minutes of any game before you need to do something completely different. That time could be cut in half for children with intellectual disabilities. I was also acutely conscious of the health and safety issues involved in getting a group of small children to work with paint.
         

         At the centre of all this lay an important issue: the children had been calling the shots. The adults were there, as far as the children were concerned, to get them food, clean up their mess and provide a space for their uproar. They treated Tush and Susan with the contempt that they reserved for one another and seemed to hold no one in high esteem. A major part of this lesson was about mutual respect. I was going to sell it to the kids as selfishness: won’t it be nice for you to have a room you helped paint? By doing nice things for ourselves, we learn to be nice to others.

         At any rate, that was the idea.

         The children stood just inside the doorway, apparently puzzled by the scene before them. No one moved. As I had suspected, with their familiar environment taken away, the group seemed ill at ease and uncertain how to behave. Past experience with children had taught me that every collective will have one or two leaders to whom the others look for pointers as to what they should do. I wasn’t sure if that would apply here – children with intellectual disabilities have varying levels of social skills – but it became obvious very quickly who the alpha dogs in the pack were.

         I glanced at Tammy automatically: she was the only child I felt I knew, and the one I wanted to know more about. Yesterday had left me with no real sense of any of the others. I had seen them as a cluster of miniature, faceless troublemakers, so my main impression was still of that odd, silent child. That was about to change – dramatically.
         

         Now that things were quiet for a moment and I had, for a short time, the upper hand, I could look at the children who were temporarily in my care. There were ten, including Tammy and Ross. I knew from the higgledy-piggledy files Susan kept that the two children with Down’s syndrome were Jeffrey, a four year old with jet black hair and a barrel-like body, and Julie, aged three, so small and pixie-like that she looked as if a gust of wind might blow her away. There are varying levels of the disorder, but many people with Down’s go on to hold down jobs and lead perfectly normal, happy lives. The main problem they face is that employers often refuse to accept them as the capable, articulate souls they are. Down’s children develop at a different rate from others, speaking and walking later than their peers. Jeffrey could make fundamental, two-word sentences but Julie was still getting by with grunts, and pointing when she wanted something.
         

         Rufus was five and lived on the local travellers’ site. His family had been forced to settle in a small local-authority housing estate due to Ireland’s policies on nomadic living, which had made the traditional traveller lifestyle virtually impossible. It was difficult to say if Rufus had intellectual problems, but he was severely neglected and backward in development.

         Gilbert was three and came with a bundle of nervous tics and rigidly established routines that suggested he was either autistic or suffered from a severe anxiety disorder. He was a beautiful child – he had a mass of blond curls and huge blue eyes – but was angry and aggressive. Everything frightened him, but while fear sent most children scampering for a safe haven, Gilbert always resorted to fighting, tears streaming down his face, clutching any available implement as a weapon.

         Mitzi was six, the oldest in the group. She was sociable enough when the mood took her – but morbidly, frighteningly obese: walking was beginning to pose a problem for her, and her parents, pseudo-intellectuals who, bizarrely, ran a local organic farm-shop, just refused to limit her intake of sweets and fried food. Mitzi would settle herself in one spot in the room and remain there for the rest of the day. She seemed happy to use whatever toys were within easy reach, but was not beyond grabbing another child and forcibly taking from them whichever toy they happened to have about them. Mitzi appeared indolent, but she could move with remarkable speed when she wanted to.
         

         Gus, at five, was the joker. He had been born with mild cerebral palsy and walked with an exaggerated roll of the hip. His balance was poor, and although his arms and hands were unaffected, he found it hard to grasp anything for more than a second or two. Every time I looked at Gus he was tumbling head over heels, dropping a bag of blocks, spilling his juice (usually over one of his friends), breaking a toy or looking for something he had lost. It had been suggested that he also had dyspraxia, often referred to as ‘clumsy syndrome’, but with the cerebral palsy, it was almost impossible to diagnose accurately. Despite all this, Gus was a good-natured child, and the only one at Little Scamps who seemed happy to be there and to like the other children. He was always smiling, even when he had hurt himself. It was impossible not to warm to him – he had a great spirit.

         Arga was Polish, the adopted child of two local teachers. With strong Slavic features, she looked around four or five, but we were not sure exactly how old she was. She had been found in a flat complex in Krakow, apparently abandoned by her family. She had been living on whatever she could scavenge from a nearby rubbish dump, and the construction workers who found her seemed to believe that a pack of wild dogs had kept a watchful eye over her. How long she had lived like that was anyone’s guess, but she had rallied when she was rescued. She had developed a small vocabulary of Polish words, but had no English at all, even though she had been in Ireland for more than a year. She would tolerate no one but Gilbert, of whom she was very protective. Her adoptive parents were close to despair, and hoped that by spending time in a healthy environment with her peers, she might emerge from the darkness that enveloped her. So far, no such breakthrough had occurred – possibly, I mused, because the environment could hardly be called ‘healthy’.
         

         The last member of our motley assembly was Milandra. The daughter of an Irish mother and a Nigerian father, she had hair in tight cornrows and blue eyes. She spoke English, Irish (her mother was a gaelgoir) and Yoruba, the language of her father’s people. She was solidly built, pretty – and uncontrollable. Susan and Tush had told me her parents doted on her, and while she might have been a little spoiled, it was nothing so great as to explain the terrible rage she harboured against the world and just about everyone in it. She never spoke except to scream, bellowing invective in whichever language she happened to use. She was intellectually able enough to start mainstream school but her behaviour meant this was out of the question. There was no way of knowing what was likely to rub her up the wrong way. Milandra was wholly unpredictable.
         

         So, now we gazed at each other over the rows of paint pots. I could feel the tension radiating behind me as Tush and Susan awaited the children’s response. The children exuded their own anxiety – they were not used to surprises. How would they cope with this new development? I was sandwiched between the distress of both sides.

         ‘Good morning, everyone,’ I said, as no one else seemed to be in the mood to begin. ‘My name is Shane, and I’m going to be working here for a while.’
         

         Milandra threw me a dirty look, and Mitzi simpered from where she had settled on the linoleum. Other than that I might as well not have been there. I soldiered on.

         ‘Susan, Tush and I thought it might be a good idea, seeing as I’m new and we need to get to know one another, if we did a bit of a project.’

         ‘Whassa project?’ Milandra asked sulkily.

         ‘What’s your name, sweetie?’ I asked.

         ‘Nunna your bus’ness.’

         ‘I told you my name. It’s polite for you to tell me yours.’

         ‘You jus’ fuck off,’ Milandra replied. ‘Where all de toys?’ This to Susan. ‘I wanna play now.’

         Susan glanced at me, but I said nothing. ‘We’ll do some free play later, Milandra. Just now Shane is going to explain how we’re going to help with painting and doing the room up. Won’t that be fun?’

         Milandra let loose a bellow of what I assumed was Yoruba. Susan flinched, but quickly recovered her composure. ‘You can shout and rant all you like, Milandra,’ she said calmly. ‘It won’t change anything.’

         The little girl hauled herself to her feet and stomped over to the nearest tin of paint. She drew back her leg to deliver a mighty kick. I couldn’t help but smile. The top of the tin came to Milandra’s waist, and was certainly heavier than she was. It did not move. From the howls and hopping about that followed, it seemed that Milandra’s main achievement had been to mash her toes.

         There was a resounding silence, punctuated only by Milandra’s impassioned roars and curses. Then Tammy, her eyes fixed on me, charged the tin, ramming it with her shoulder. It slid an inch or two across the floor. She stopped dead, then followed up with a kick. I couldn’t tell if she’d hurt herself – she remained quiet, biting her lower lip.
         

         Each child in turn had a tilt at the tin. Finally Arga and Gilbert joined forces and, together, started to push with all their might. Susan made to stop them, but I shook my head. The lid of the tin was firmly taped down: knocking the can on its side would not pose a problem.

         It took them three great shoves. The can tipped over with a dull thud. Milandra whooped in delight, and Jeffrey shouted something. The children’s eyes were turned to us expectantly. I went over to the tin, lifted it up, and returned to Susan and Tush. The children had lapsed back into incredulous silence.

         ‘I’ve never seen them quite like this,’ Tush said. ‘I don’t like it.’

         ‘They don’t know what to do,’ I said. ‘They’re not used to working together, and they’re not used to being made to do anything they don’t want to. They want to stand up to us, but to do that requires a collective effort. Which is what we want.’

         ‘Well, I suppose that was them working together – sort of,’ Susan said. ‘But what’ll happen next?’

         ‘I have no idea,’ I admitted. ‘I’m hoping they’ll burn themselves out, sooner or later, and we can get some work done.’

         ‘I thought you had a plan,’ Susan said.

         ‘I didn’t say it was a good one.’

         ‘Or even a finished one,’ she added.

         Arga and Gilbert overturned the tin again, and the rest of the kids started on the others, rocking them from side to side until they tumbled over. When Gus and Ross had dealt with the last one, the children clustered together, Mitzi sprawled on the floor in the middle of them. All were panting after the exertion and seemed just a little less wound up than they had been.

         ‘Here’s what I suggest,’ I said, when I was sure the frenzy of paint-tipping was really over. ‘Why don’t we go into the kitchen and have a snack? We can talk about what we’re going to do today. Does that sound like a good idea?’
         

         There was a general round of nods and yeses.

         ‘Okay, then,’ I said. ‘I baked some banana bread last night.’

         We left the paint tins strewn here and there, and trooped into the kitchen.
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         The children sat at the table in the kitchen, sulky and annoyed. We handed round juice and banana bread: I had warmed it in the oven and cut it into fingers. There was also some toast and jam for those who wanted it. When everyone was munching we started ‘large circle time’, a meeting for everyone at which we would plan the day. I knew from talking to Susan and Tush that such a gathering had not been attempted for a very long time at Little Scamps – keeping the kids away from each other was usually seen as desirable – but this was something we all wanted to change. In most crèches and pre-schools the day was punctuated by large and small circle times to give every child the opportunity to talk about what was going on. What’s the point in making a collage unless everyone has a chance to have a look at your work and tell you how good it is? I’ve seen centres where such moments of appreciation never happen, and children are left with a sense that most jobs are pointless. I didn’t want Little Scamps to be one of those units – children have to feel they have a voice, and that when they use it, someone will listen.

         That first meeting, though, wasn’t really about that. The children I was faced with knew very well they had voices. The problem was that absolutely nobody could listen to them because there was so much background noise and dangerous activity. I wanted to get the children used to dealing with one another and the staff through a medium other than violence, and food was a good way of doing just that. Most people naturally chat at mealtimes – food makes us sociable, amenable. I hoped that would be the case at Little Scamps.
         

         ‘Okay,’ I said, nursing a mug of coffee. ‘Let’s talk about what’s going to happen today.’

         ‘Why you here?’ Ross asked, punching Gilbert, who immediately began to wail.

         ‘Me don’ like you,’ Rufus chimed in over the resulting ruckus. ‘You go ’way.’

         ‘I’m here because you need some extra grown-ups at Little Scamps,’ I said, as Tush tried to hush Gilbert. ‘If you don’t have more staff, the place will have to close. There are laws about how many grown-ups have to be in a crèche with the children – it’s called “ratios”. If the ratio is wrong, the place is shut down. Would you like that, Rufus?’

         He had bright red hair and his nose ran constantly. He eyed me with unconcealed distaste, his mouth full of toast. Then he spat at least half of it at Julie, who started to whinge as she picked gobs from her hair. Rufus was oblivious. He continued, ‘You go an’ we get somebobby else.’

         ‘We’ve tried to get several other people to work here,’ Tush said gently, moving around to help Julie clean herself up. ‘Do you remember Mary, the blond lady who was here three weeks ago?’

         ‘She smelt nice.’ Mitzi sighed.

         ‘Well, she stayed for just one morning, and then wouldn’t come back,’ Susan said.

         ‘M’landra hitted her on the head with my lunchbox,’ Gus said, smiling at the memory. ‘It maked a pop, so it did.’

         ‘And do you remember Dorotia?’ Tush said. ‘She was Polish, just like Arga.’
         

         ‘Arrrrga,’ the child said. She grabbed Milandra’s hair and tugged enthusiastically. Milandra squealed at an alarming pitch – I’d had no idea a human being could make a noise like it. Arga didn’t either, it seems, for she let go immediately and gawked at her victim in amazement.
         

         ‘She was pretty. So pretty,’ Mitzi purred, apparently unfazed.

         ‘Yes, she was,’ Susan said. ‘Do you remember she had that lovely long plait, right down her back?’

         ‘She was a long-haired Polack motherfucker,’ Milandra growled, picking up her plastic mug and pouring its contents over Ross’s head. He did not flinch – he picked up a slice of toast, spread with butter and jam, and stuck it firmly to his attacker’s cornrowed hair.

         ‘Well, why do you think Dorotia stopped coming here after two days?’ Tush asked, deciding to ignore this latest assault – Milandra didn’t appear too concerned about it.

         ‘Me,’ Jeffrey said, raising his hand.

         ‘Go on, Jeff,’ Tush said.

         He pointed at Julie, who was looking angelic – if that’s possible when one is covered with semi-masticated toast.

         ‘What did Julie do, Jeffrey?’ I asked.

         ‘Pull – her – hair –’ he blurted, just before Gus smacked him in the back of the head with a roll of kitchen towel we had left on the table for the children to wipe their hands. It didn’t hurt so much as surprise Jeffrey, but he wailed anyway. Susan tutted at Gus, who hooted with laughter.

         ‘Julie decided that it might be a good idea to use Dorotia’s plait as a swing,’ Susan said to me. ‘That last day, every time the poor girl turned her back, Julie would leap from a table or chair and launch herself at it. I know Julie’s tiny, but it must have hurt.’

         ‘We suspect she was put up to it,’ Tush said, glaring at Ross, ‘but obviously Julie’s not talking.’
         

         Julie made a kind of bubbling sound and smiled at me. It was hard to imagine this delicate little creature as anything other than sweet and docile. There was obviously another side to her.

         ‘Then there was Una,’ Susan said, rocking the still inconsolable Jeffrey on her knee. ‘Lasted an hour. She was a rather … um … well-endowed lady, and Tammy kept punching her breasts. No warning, she would just run over and wallop her in the boob. Freaked Una out completely.’

         ‘You forgot Ruth,’ Tush said. ‘The kids kept puking on her.’

         ‘Puking?’ I asked, amazed.

         ‘We pukeded on her,’ Gus said, mimicking someone being sick.

         ‘I don’t know how they did it, but they took turns throwing up all over the girl,’ Tush said, shaking her head in disgust. ‘By the end of the day she was covered from head to toe. We’d got her one change of clothes but we just didn’t have any more for her.’

         ‘So you see,’ Susan said to Rufus, ‘we’ve tried lots of people. They decided not to work here because you were all so mean to them. And Shane might still choose not to stay. But you really need to give him a chance.’

         ‘He’s precious,’ Mitzi cooed. ‘Such a precious child.’

         ‘Where our stuff gone?’ Ross asked, rolling toast into doughy balls and setting these in a row on the table in front of him. ‘Why you gots all them paints?’

         ‘We’d like you to help us paint the room the way you’d like it,’ I said.

         ‘Him a painter fella?’ Milandra asked.

         ‘Why don’t you ask him?’ Tush said.

         ‘Hey, hairy boy,’ Milandra snapped – and was hit on the forehead by one of Ross’s toast balls, which he had flicked with great precision.
         

         ‘I presume you’re talking to me,’ I said, trying not to smile.

         ‘Yeah. You. You a painter guy?’ Milandra asked, as she rubbed the red spot on her face, eyeing Gus with undisguised venom.

         ‘No,’ I admitted. ‘I’m pretty damn terrible at painting. But I bet some of you are really good at it.’

         ‘Me good,’ Jeffrey said.

         ‘I’m good at painting,’ Gilbert said, in a wavery voice. ‘Mammy says I’m very good at painting.’

         ‘He hardly ever speaks,’ Tush hissed in my ear.

         I nodded, but continued talking to the children, who seemed to have declared a brief truce.

         ‘See?’ I said. ‘I bet all of you could add something beautiful to the room. We could make it really special if we pitched in and did our best.’

         There were general murmurs of assent. I held my breath. No one threw a mug or screamed abuse.

         ‘Can we paint now?’ Ross asked.

         ‘Well … yes, you can,’ I said.

         And so we began.
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