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Dedication


This book is dedicated to Billie, Bo, Natalie and all the children and teenagers who have passed through my home. It’s been a privilege to have cared for you and to be able to share your stories. And to the children who live with me now. Thank you for your determination, strength and joy and for sharing your lives with me.
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A Message from Maggie


I wanted to write this book to give people an honest account about what it’s like to be a foster carer. To talk about some of the challenges that I face on a day-to-day basis and some of the children that I’ve helped.


My main concern throughout all this is to protect the children that have been in my care. For this reason all names and identifying details have been changed, including my own, and no locations have been included. But I can assure you that all my stories are based on real-life cases told from my own experiences.


Being a foster carer is a privilege and I couldn’t imagine doing anything else. My house is never quiet but I wouldn’t have it any other way. I hope perhaps my stories inspire other people to consider fostering as new carers are always desperately needed.


Maggie Hartley




ONE


Mess and Stress


Putting his glass of shandy down, Graham reached for my hand across the table.


‘I’ve missed you, Maggie,’ he told me, giving it a squeeze. ‘I really have.’


‘And I’ve missed you too,’ I smiled.


My boyfriend Graham was a calm, measured man and public shows of affection weren’t usually his thing. They weren’t mine either if I was being honest, so I was a little bit taken aback.


Graham was a physiotherapist and for the past six months he’d been working at a clinic that his friend Phil ran. It was a couple of hours away from where he lived, so he’d been staying with Phil and his wife four nights a week. Even though we’d been seeing each other for years, we still led quite separate lives. Graham was busy with his work and I was busy with my fostering and I didn’t think it was fair to involve the children who came to live with me in my private life. Going out at night and at weekends was pretty much impossible for me so if we met up, it tended to be during the day if the children that I fostered were at nursery or school. We’d go for a walk or have lunch in a café. With Graham working away, we’d talked on the phone but we hadn’t seen each other in person for weeks. Today he had a rare day off so we’d come for lunch at a country pub. It had been a while since we’d had time just to sit and chat and I filled him in on what was happening in my life.


‘How’s Louisa?’ he asked.


‘Thankfully everything seems to be going OK,’ I told him. ‘She’s got a neat little bump and the baby is doing well.


‘She’s constantly on edge, though, which is understandable.’


‘Poor girl,’ sighed Graham. ‘I really feel for her and Charlie.’


I’d started fostering Louisa when she was thirteen and her parents had tragically died in a car crash. She’d lived with me ever since, and I viewed her, to all intents and purposes, as my daughter. When she and Charlie had got married a few years ago, they’d moved into a flat ten minutes away from me and she still popped in all the time in between working as a nanny for a local family. Last year, she’d got pregnant and we had all been over the moon, but tragically, her twenty-week scan had shown that the baby, a little boy they’d named Dominic, had too many complications which meant that he wouldn’t survive. Poor Louisa had been induced and had given birth to him before he’d passed away in her arms. She’d fallen pregnant again a few months later but even though tests had shown that what had happened to Dominic had simply been one of those terrible tragedies and wasn’t genetic, she was still understandably anxious. She was sixteen weeks pregnant now, and I knew she was counting down the days.


‘She still doesn’t like to talk about the baby and she won’t let me get any of the baby things they’d got for Dominic down from my loft,’ I sighed.


When Dominic had died, Charlie had asked me to go and clear the nursery they’d decorated in their flat as he was worried it would be too painful for Louisa to see when she came home. All of the brand-new baby things were still up there gathering dust.


‘And what about Natalie?’ Graham asked. ‘How’s she doing?’


Natalie was the eleven-year-old that I’d been fostering for the past year. She’d been brought up by her grandmother, Peggy, as her mum, Donna, was an alcoholic who’d left when she was a baby. Unfortunately Peggy, who was sixty-five, had been diagnosed with Motor Neurone Disease. She’d deteriorated quickly and needed full-time carers, so Natalie had come into the care system. She still visited her nan several times a week, but I knew how upsetting it was for her to see her now, confined to a wheelchair and unable to speak.


‘It’s such a cruel disease,’ I sighed. ‘I know it’s devastating for Nat.’


Life could be so cruel sometimes and my heart felt heavy for both of the girls and what each of them was going through.


We were so caught up in our conversation that I didn’t hear my phone ringing in my bag. It wasn’t until Graham had gone to the loo that I checked it and saw two missed calls. It was Becky’s number – my supervising social worker from the fostering agency that I worked for.


‘Something urgent?’ asked Graham as he came back to the table.


‘Oh, Becky’s trying to get hold of me,’ I shrugged. ‘It’s probably about the “skills to foster” course I’m helping them run next week, but I’d better give her a quick call to make sure.’


‘Of course,’ he nodded.


I quickly went outside to the car park and rang her. It was a chilly March day and I pulled my coat around me to protect me from the cold wind.


‘Hi Maggie,’ she said when she answered. ‘Thanks for ringing back. I was hoping you might be able to help me with something . . .’


I could already tell by the serious tone of her voice that this wasn’t about the fostering course.


‘Social Services have just rung,’ she told me. ‘They’re desperately trying to find a home for two little girls who’ve just come into care.


‘I know you’ve only got Natalie at the moment, so I thought I’d try you.’


‘What do you know about them?’ I asked.


As was normally the case, the details were sketchy. The two little girls were four and seven and lived in a village around an hour away from me. Sadly, it sounded like a case of neglect.


‘They haven’t been in the area for very long, but a neighbour called the NSPCC because she was concerned,’ Becky told me. ‘The oldest girl doesn’t seem to go to school and the neighbour has seen them wandering around the garden at all hours.


‘She found the eldest walking on the road in the dark the other night. When she took her back, the parents didn’t seem to even notice that she’d been missing and proceeded to hit her in front of the neighbour.’


When Social Services had gone to visit, they’d faced a hostile reaction. The parents wouldn’t let them come in or see the children. The same thing had happened when they’d tried later the same day, so they’d applied to the courts for an Emergency Protection Order, or EPO, which meant Social Services could remove the children and take them into foster care if they had concerns. It also meant they could take a police officer with them who could force entry if the parents refused to let them in again. This time, however, they’d relented.


‘When they eventually did get in, apparently they were living in absolute squalor,’ Becky told me.


‘Poor little mites,’ I sighed. ‘I’d be happy to take them.’


To be honest, I didn’t even need to think about it. Cases where little ones had been neglected still broke my heart no matter how many times I’d seen it before.


‘Thanks, Maggie,’ Becky sighed, sounding relieved. ‘I really appreciate that.’


‘Oh, and you already know their social worker,’ she added. ‘It’s a woman called Liz Fleming.’


‘Oh yes, I remember Liz.’ I smiled.


Liz and I had worked together a couple of times in the past. She was the social worker of a girl that I’d fostered years ago called Ruth whose story I told in The Little Ghost Girl, and, more recently, an eight-year-old boy called Tom who I wrote about in Daddy’s Little Soldier. It was always nice when you had an established relationship with a social worker and I liked Liz a lot.


‘I’ll wait for her to bring them round then,’ I told Becky.


‘As far as I know, they spent last night in hospital being checked over, so she’ll be bringing them to you from there,’ she told me.


I went back into the pub to find Graham.


‘You’ve got to go, haven’t you?’ he said as soon as I walked over to the table.


‘I’m really sorry,’ I sighed. ‘A couple of children are on their way over to me and I need to make sure that everything’s ready for them.’


‘Don’t worry,’ he smiled.


I felt bad ending our lovely lunch so abruptly but Graham understood what fostering was like.


‘Let’s do this again soon,’ he told me, as I bent down to give him a goodbye kiss.


‘I’d like that,’ I nodded, although with two young children on their way to me, I had no idea when that would be.


As I drove the twenty-minute journey home, I was filled with the rush of adrenaline I always got when a new placement was arriving. After years of fostering, I knew the routine by now, but I couldn’t help but go through a mental checklist in my head. Natalie had one bedroom and the other spare room I used for foster children had a bunk bed and a single bed in it, so there was plenty of room for the girls.


Thankfully, there was already clean bedding on all of the beds. Recently I’d had older children staying with me so I’d made it look more grown-up, but with two younger girls on the way, I wanted to put some age-appropriate toys and books in there.


I’d built up a good stash of toys for all ages that I’d bought from car-boot sales over the years. I just needed to get them out of the loft.


Oh, and of course they’ll need clothes, I reminded myself.


Little ones that had been neglected often tended to be on the tiny side, so I needed to make sure I had some smaller stuff ready in case their usual sizes swamped them.


As soon as I walked through the front door and put my handbag down, I was like a whirlwind tearing round the house as I didn’t know how long I’d have until Liz and the girls arrived. I swapped the duvet covers to some nice yellow spotty sets and put a couple of pink fleecy blankets and a little teddy on the end of each of the bunk beds. I always liked to do this with younger children as it often gave them comfort. I got a wooden dolls house out of the loft as well as some jigsaws and books and put them in their room. I got out fresh towels, purple toothbrushes and some princess toothpaste and rummaged through my cupboard to see what clothes I had for a four- and seven-year-old. Thankfully I had some underwear, pyjamas and a few basics that would tide them over until I managed to get to the supermarket to buy them some new bits and pieces.


After over an hour of dashing around, I was absolutely shattered. I was just about to put the kettle on and flop into a chair with a cup of tea when there was a knock at the front door. Clearly, the tea would have to wait.


I took a deep breath and went to open it.


‘Hi Maggie,’ grinned Liz. ‘It’s lovely to see you again.’


I remembered her distinctive red hair, which she’d had cut into a short bob since I’d last seen her.


‘You too,’ I smiled.


My eyes quickly moved to the two little girls standing on either side of her. My expectations of the children were so far from the reality in front of me that I had to stop myself from doing a double-take.


When a child has been neglected, they often come from a home where food is scarce and when they arrive on my doorstep they’re usually painfully thin and skeletal. But neglect and malnourishment can take many forms, and these girls were the complete opposite.


The youngest one was almost as wide as she was tall. The leggings she was wearing were far too tight for her and her belly hung over the top of them. Her top was too short in the body and the material was stretched so tightly across her chest and upper arms, it looked like it was going to rip at any minute. I noticed she had a padded dressing on her chubby right hand. The older girl was just as rotund, her clothes straining at the seams, unable to cope with the tyres of flesh around her middle. Neither of them were particularly tall but they were both clearly obese. It was really sad and shocking to see young children this overweight.


They both had long, straggly dark hair, but neither of them looked particularly dirty. Their pudgy faces were sallow and they had dark shadows under their eyes, which were a really striking blue.


‘This is Bo and she’s four,’ said Liz gently. ‘And this is her big sister Billie, who’s seven.


‘Girls, this is Maggie who you’re going to be staying with for a while.’


I bent down to their level.


‘It’s nice to meet you both,’ I smiled. ‘I’ve got lots of toys in my kitchen. Would you like to come in and see them?’


They both stared at me blankly, neither of them saying a word, their bloated faces completely expressionless. Liz ushered them into the hallway.


‘Let’s all go into the kitchen and I’ll get everyone a drink,’ I smiled. ‘I don’t know about you, Liz, but I’m desperate for a cup of tea.’


As they followed Liz inside, the two little girls seemed to waddle more than walk, and I could see that it was a struggle for them.


Poor kids, I thought to myself. How could any parent let them get like that?


‘Girls, would you like some juice and a biscuit?’ I asked them.


Although I could see they were overweight, I wanted them to feel as comfortable as possible, and biscuits normally went down well with young children.


Bo’s eyes suddenly lit up.


‘Wanna biccy! Wanna biccy,’ she yelled in a voice that sounded much younger than her four years.


‘Would you like one too?’ I asked Billie and she nodded shyly.


I pointed out the toy cupboard to them before going to put the kettle on. I was just getting the juice out of the cupboard when I heard Liz suddenly cry out.


‘Billie! No!’


I turned around just in time to see the older girl pull down her pants and leggings and squat down on the kitchen floor.


Please God, no, I thought to myself.


But before either of us could stop her, she proceeded to do a large poo on my kitchen floor. Without saying a word, she quickly pulled her pants back up and wandered off to look at the toys.


Meanwhile, Bo, who had been watching what was going on, came over to look at the deposit her older sister had left on the floor. Liz’s mouth gaped open in horror as Bo put her hands straight into it and laughed as she swirled them around, creating a brown streaky mess on my tiles, almost as if she was painting a picture.


Liz looked as though she was about to pass out while I sprung into action.


‘Don’t worry,’ I said in a singsong voice, grabbing Bo’s hands and wiping off what I could with a handful of baby wipes that luckily happened to be out on the work surface.


‘Let’s take you to the toilet and get those hands clean,’ I told her as I expertly guided her into the downstairs loo, making sure she didn’t touch anything along the way.


I ushered her to the sink where I washed her hands several times with warm, soapy water and scrubbed her nails.


‘You need clean hands if you’re going to eat a biscuit,’ I told her, keeping my voice light.


‘Biccy,’ she yelled. ‘Wanna biccy now.’


‘In a minute,’ I told her. ‘I just need to make sure your sister is clean too.’


Next, it was Billie’s turn to be ushered to the toilet.


‘In this house we use the toilet if we need to do a poo or a wee, lovey,’ I told her.


I explained to her that she needed to wipe her bottom, otherwise she might get sore, and also that she needed to wash her hands.


She looked at me, clearly confused.


‘There’s the toilet paper,’ I told her, pointing to it. ‘Pull down your leggings and pants. I’ll wait outside the door and you tell me when you’re ready.’


She looked at me blankly like she hadn’t got a clue what I was talking about, so I ripped off some toilet paper and, over my clothes, showed her how to wipe.


‘Just like that,’ I smiled. ‘Then you put the paper down the loo. Flush it and then we’ll wash your hands.’


She still looked hesitant, but as I waited outside the door I hoped she was doing as I asked. I was beginning to build up a picture of how these two little girls might have been living, as neither of them seemed to be familiar with using the toilet or hand washing.


I ushered Billie back into the kitchen. Bo was sitting on the sofa next to Liz, who was practically gagging at the smell in the room.


‘Sorry, Maggie, I didn’t know where any of your cleaning things were, so I haven’t done anything about that.’


She gestured to the mess helplessly.


‘It’s OK,’ I told her brightly. ‘I’ll sort it.’


I quickly put on my rubber gloves and got out some bleach and a bucket and cleaned the kitchen floor until it was sparkling.


‘I’m so sorry, Maggie,’ sighed Liz, coming over to me so the girls wouldn’t hear. ‘I forgot to mention the fact that both of them seem to go to the toilet wherever and whenever they want to.’


As if right on cue, Bo got up off the sofa and promptly weed through her leggings, all over the floor. My heart sank.


Yes, I thought to myself. It was going to be a long day.




TWO


Food wars


The girls had only been here twenty minutes and I’d spent most of that time cleaning. Liz and I hadn’t even had time to have a proper conversation yet.


She offered to keep an eye on them while I dashed upstairs to get some dry clothes for Bo. I knew there was no way that she was going to fit into the age-four clothes that I’d got out for her, so I quickly went into my cupboard and found an age-nine dress that I hoped would be big enough. I also grabbed some age ten–twelve night-time pull-up pants that I’d found in the bathroom cupboard and prayed they would go over her legs.


‘Just for now, to avoid any more accidents while we have a chat, I’m going to put her in these,’ I told Liz, showing her the pull-ups.


‘That’s fine, Maggie,’ she nodded. ‘I don’t blame you.’


I just hoped Billie didn’t decide to relieve herself again.


Liz offered to change Bo in the downstairs loo while I got my bucket and bleach back out and tackled the puddle on the floor.


She looked exhausted by the time she staggered out of the toilet with Bo, who was now wearing the clean dress, which thankfully fitted her, though it was far too long.


‘Right, let’s get you both that juice and biscuit I promised you,’ I smiled.


I put two beakers of juice on the table and handed them both a biscuit. Bo grabbed it and crammed it into her mouth. It was gone in seconds.


‘More,’ she shouted, crumbs spilling everywhere. ‘Me want more.’


Billie had finished hers too, and had already rammed her hand in the tin and had shoved another couple into her mouth before I could stop her.


It had been a traumatic twenty-four hours for them and I wasn’t going to tell her off. They didn’t know Liz or me, they were in a strange new place and had been taken away from everything they knew. If an extra biscuit or two brought them comfort, then for now that was OK.


The sun had come out, so to give me chance to chat to Liz, I thought it might be nice for the girls to go out into the garden.


I opened up the patio doors.


‘Would you like to have a play outside, girls?’ I asked them. ‘There’s a sandpit out there, and swings and a slide too.’


Normally kids couldn’t wait to get outside, but neither of them looked particularly interested. Slowly, they waddled after me and I showed them the sandpit and the buckets and spades I had in it. Liz and I could see them through the doors so we could keep an eye on them whilst still having a bit of privacy to chat.


Usually when new children arrived, they’d go out into the garden and run around or they’d kick a football or have a go on the swings. But the girls just stood there for a bit looking uncertain before they went and sat down in the sand pit.


‘The poor things can hardly walk,’ I sighed. ‘How can anyone let a child get so big?’


‘There was food in the house and I don’t think they went hungry, but it was pretty much all junk,’ Liz explained. ‘I think they were just allowed to help themselves to whatever they wanted, whenever they wanted.


‘I don’t think either of them have been getting much in the way of nutrition or exercise.’


They’d been weighed and measured at the hospital and they were both several stone overweight for their age and classed as clinically obese. They also had a vitamin D deficiency, presumably from not getting outside enough, so they’d been given supplements to take.


‘They’re going to need lots of fresh fruit and vegetables, healthy meals and minimal treats as well as plenty of fresh air and exercise,’ Liz told me. ‘It’s going to be hard and they’re not going to like it, but hopefully over time their weight will slowly come down to a more healthy range for their age.’


I’d fostered overweight children before and sadly it was becoming increasingly common, but I’d never dealt with children who were this obese before. It was terribly sad as I could see their weight was impacting on their ability to do normal things that children do.


‘So, what can you tell me about their parents?’ I asked Liz.


Liz described how the children’s mum, Mandy, was twenty-four and had learning difficulties.


‘Like the girls, she’s also very overweight,’ said Liz. ‘She was very quiet. While we were there, she hardly said a word.


‘She just seemed very bewildered and overwhelmed.’


‘And the dad?’


‘There isn’t a dad around,’ she explained. ‘Mandy’s brother Jim lives with them.


‘He was the one who did all the talking and was very aggressive and hostile. His exact words were, “I do my best to take care of Mandy because she’s simple and she can’t manage but I can’t be watching her all of the f***ing time.”’


I knew that learning difficulties didn’t necessarily mean that someone couldn’t be a competent parent. I’d come across many women with special needs who had become fantastic mothers. It was often just a case of giving them the right support.


Liz explained that Jim was a long-distance lorry driver and was away overnight a lot. He’d also told Social Services that Mandy ‘was a bit of a slag’ and had been ‘knocked up by an old, married guy when she was a teenager’ and that the girls both had different dads.


‘He sounds charming,’ I sighed. ‘What was the house like when you got in there?’


‘Oh, Maggie, it was horrendous,’ said Liz, visibly shuddering at the memory. ‘It was like something you see on one of those TV programmes about hoarders.


‘There was stuff everywhere and it was filthy. Piles of mouldy dishes everywhere and rotting rubbish, dirty clothes, soiled bedding. There were three cats running round.


‘The stench of urine and faeces was just unbearable. I’m not sure whether it was human or animal.


‘It’s an old cottage that apparently used to belong to their great-aunt, who recently died. It’s completely run down, with old plumbing. The heating doesn’t work and there are cracked window panes everywhere, so it was absolutely freezing.’


‘Do you think either Mum or uncle are addicts?’ I asked.


Liz shrugged.


‘There was nothing to suggest that drugs or alcohol are involved. I think Mum’s just never been taught how to be a good parent and is completely out of her depth in this dilapidated house.’


‘It’s a wonder the girls aren’t more dirty,’ I sighed.


‘Oh, this is the cleaned-up version,’ replied Liz. ‘They were filthy. They had to give them a couple of showers each at the hospital just to get them into a clean enough state so they could be properly checked over.


‘They were both caked in faeces and urine, so they were very sore and their clothes were horrendous. I nipped to ASDA on the way to the house but I didn’t know then that they were so overweight, which is why nothing they’re wearing fits.’


So far, all they knew about the family was that they had moved around the country a lot, never settling in one place for more than a few months. Social Services couldn’t find any records for either girl at a GP practice, and as far as they knew, Billie had never been to school. Jim was paid cash-in-hand and the family weren’t claiming any benefits, so perhaps that’s why they’d managed to stay off the radar for so long.


‘They moved into the house late last year after the great-aunt died, according to the neighbours,’ said Liz. ‘They saw the girls very occasionally in the garden. They said they were always barefoot, even in the winter, and dressed in flimsy clothes. They were outside at all hours.


‘The neighbour was taking her dog for a walk the other evening when she found Billie wandering on the road in the dark. Again, she had no shoes and no coat.


‘When she took her back, Jim apparently started shouting and swearing at Mandy for not noticing that she was missing and he was slapping Billie around the face. When the neighbour tried to say something, he swore and shut the door in her face.’


The neighbour had also noticed that Billie had a bad burn on her one of her hands that looked like it was infected.


‘When they treated her at the hospital, she apparently told them she’d done it when she was playing with the gas fire,’ sighed Liz. ‘They’ve dressed it and she’s got some antibiotics so we just need to keep an eye on it and check it’s healing.’


‘They were checked over medically, but developmentally, I suspect they’re both very behind,’ she continued. ‘Bo has very limited speech and what she does say is what I’d describe as baby talk.


‘Billie speech seems OK but she’s seven and she’s never been to school so she’s got a lot of catching up to do.’


‘So what happens now?’ I asked.


‘We’ll continue our enquiries and while we do that, we’ll go back to court and apply for an interim care order,’ said Liz. ‘I’ll also try and arrange a contact session so the girls can see their mum.’


‘What about the uncle?’ I asked.


‘Perhaps he might come to contact eventually but I think it will be good to see how Mandy is in sessions on her own with the girls first,’ she said.


After we’d sorted out some paperwork, Liz had to go. She said goodbye to the girls and said she’d give me a call in the morning.


‘You know where I am if you need me,’ she told me. ‘I hope they have a settled night.’


I did too.


After Liz had gone, I decided to show the girls their bedroom. Neither of them had come with any belongings at all.


‘Let’s go and see where you’ll be sleeping,’ I told them.


I started to head upstairs but when I reached the top and looked around, I realised the girls were really struggling. They were huffing and puffing and by the time they reached the top, they looked exhausted. It was heartbreaking to see them trapped in these overweight bodies. Children their age should have been running and jumping around, but even walking up the stairs left them breathless and panting. They were like prisoners in their own bodies and it wasn’t fair.


They seemed to like their new bedroom well enough, although I was met with blank faces and neither of them said anything. When we came back downstairs, I decided to put the TV on for them. It would only be for half and hour and it would give me time to get dinner organised.


We went into the living room and I walked over to the TV and turned it on.


‘Telly! Telly!’ yelled Bo, her blue eyes lighting up.


As the screen flickered into action, I could see the look of relief on their faces as their bodies sank back into the sofa. I could tell by the glazed look in their eyes that this was something completely familiar to them. They didn’t even seem to be particularly bothered about what it was they were watching. A daytime gardening makeover programme was on but they both seem transfixed.


‘Would you like me to find you some cartoons?’ I asked but neither of them responded.


I’d just gone out into the hallway, when I heard a key in the lock.


It was Natalie.


I quickly closed the living-room door.


‘Hi, lovey,’ I smiled. ‘How was school?’


‘OK, I suppose,’ she sighed.


I quickly told her about the new arrivals and explained that they would be staying with us for a while. Natalie had been with me for long enough now that she was used to new children turning up without much warning.


‘Cool,’ she nodded. ‘Can I say hello to them?’


‘Before you do, there’s something that I need to tell you,’ I said.


I wanted to prepare her for the fact that they were obese. I knew it had been quite a shock for me and I didn’t want her to say something in front of them.


‘They’re both quite overweight,’ I explained. ‘But they’ve not had access to proper food at their house.’


‘Oh, that’s sad,’ said Natalie. ‘Don’t worry, Maggie, I won’t say anything.’


I took her into the living room, where the girls were both still mesmerised by the telly.


‘This is Natalie,’ I told them. ‘She lives here with me too and she’s eleven.’


‘Hi,’ said Natalie, waving at them.


They stared at the TV, neither of them responding. I shrugged and led her out.


‘Don’t worry, flower,’ I told her. ‘They’re both exhausted and they’ve had a really hard day.’


‘You were right though,’ she said, her eyes wide. ‘They’re really, really fat. How did they get like that, Maggie?’


‘Probably a combination of things,’ I shrugged. ‘Not getting enough exercise and being inactive, eating unhealthy food.


‘There might even be something medical that we don’t know about yet. Whatever caused it, it’s very sad for them.’


One thing that was going to be really important for the girls going forward was making sure they had regular mealtimes, and trying to get them out of the habit of endless eating, but I was dreading dinner time. In my experience, children who hadn’t had proper mealtimes had not eaten at a table before and it was often a nightmare trying to keep them sitting down. I’d fostered sibling groups before where I was constantly up and down at meal times, retrieving children and bringing them back to the table. But because Bo and Billie were so overweight, they moved very slowly and they were very sedentary. They physically wouldn’t be able to get themselves up and down quickly enough to leave the table.


When dinner was ready, I encouraged them both to sit down at the table like Natalie was doing, although they both looked very confused and unsure. First, I got everyone a drink. Water for me and Natalie, and milk for the girls because I thought they’d prefer it.


Bo pushed her beaker away.


‘Don’t want dat, want ’izzy! I want ’izzy! I want ’izzy,’ she chanted.


I looked at Billie for guidance as I had no idea what ‘izzy’ was.


‘She don’t like that white stuff, she likes Fanta or 7Up or cola,’ she told me matter of factly,


So ‘izzy’ must mean fizzy drinks.


‘And she don’t have it in that,’ she said, pointing to the cup. ‘She has it in a bottle.’


‘Bokkle, bokkle, bokkle’ shouted Bo.


‘You don’t need a bottle, Bo,’ I smiled. ‘They’re for babies and you’re a big girl. Four-year-olds drink their milk from cups.’
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		EIGHTEEN Facing the Truth
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Two little girls trapped
in a cycle of abuse
and neglect.






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
A Sisters
Shame

TWO LITTLE GIRLS TRAPPED IN A
CYCLE OF ABUSE AND NEGLECT

MAGGIE HARTLEY

SEVEN DIALS





