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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Mary, Sean, Dougie and Louisa, all the children and teenagers who have passed through my home, and the children who live with me now. It’s been a privilege to have cared for you and to be able to share your stories. Thank you for your determination, strength and joy and for sharing your lives with me.


Denied A
Mummy

THE HEARTBREAKING STORY OF THREE LITTLE CHILDREN SEARCHING FOR SOMEONE TO LOVE THEM

MAGGIE HARTLEY
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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 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 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 will inspire other people to consider fostering as new carers are always desperately needed.

Maggie Hartley


ONE

Wild Creatures

During my many years as a foster carer I’ve seen shocking things and been exposed to some of the very worst suffering that children can possibly endure. But despite my years of experience, my heart broke when I saw the three little figures standing on my doorstep. They looked more like wild animals than children. They all had the same long, matted brown hair hanging in dreadlocks around their gaunt little faces, and their skin was thick with grime. This wasn’t just ordinary dirt but the kind of ingrained filth that seeps into every pore and takes endless baths to get out. Their clothes were so mucky and worn it was impossible to make out what colour they were supposed to be. To be honest, I couldn’t even tell whether they were girls or boys.

They cowered behind the social worker, their bodies quivering and their eyes wide with fear. I crouched down so I was on their level. As I got closer to them, the overpowering stench of faeces made my nostrils tingle.

‘Hello, I’m Maggie,’ I said gently, smiling. ‘Come on in.’

The smallest one, who couldn’t have been older than four or five and I guessed was a little boy, made a hacking sound in his throat. I flinched as a glob of phlegm flew out of his mouth and landed on my cheek.

‘I told you no spitting,’ the social worker reprimanded him.

He snarled at her like an angry animal.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said apologetically, rummaging in her bag and handing me a tissue. ‘I’m afraid they’re a bit of a lively bunch.’

As I wiped the sticky mucus off my cheek, I had a feeling that that was a bit of an understatement.

‘I’m Lisa Middleton by the way,’ she told me, shaking my hand. ‘Their social worker.’

She was very young and I could only assume that she was newly qualified. She looked dishevelled, exhausted and to be honest, completely out of her depth. She was dressed as if she was going to a business meeting. The cream blouse that she was wearing was covered in all sorts of dirty marks and smears and her black pencil skirt and heels were totally unsuitable for chasing these three children round.

‘It’s been a complete nightmare getting them here,’ she sighed. ‘I strapped them all in their car seats and within minutes they’d undone their buckles. I probably stopped twenty times on the way from the hospital to here.’

‘Come in and we can have a chat,’ I told her.

Thankfully, the three children obediently trooped into the house, looking around nervously.

Like so many of my placements, the children had arrived with virtually no warning. An hour ago I was reading through some notes on a recent training session that I’d done when I’d got a call from Becky, my supervising social worker from the fostering agency that I worked for, to ask if I was willing to take three siblings who had just been removed from a house by police. At this stage, I knew nothing else about these children and had no idea how long they might be with me.

‘Who have we got here then?’ I asked Lisa. ‘I don’t even know anyone’s names.’

‘This is Mary, who is eight,’ she said, gesturing to the tallest child.

Mary looked at me blankly, her wide blue eyes devoid of any emotion.

‘And this is Sean who’s seven, and five-year-old Dougie,’ she added.

So despite the long brown hair, the younger two were boys. They both scowled at me.

‘I think they might be hungry,’ Lisa told me. ‘They’ve been at the hospital being checked over for a couple of hours so they haven’t had anything to eat.’

It was 5 p.m. by now – the time I’d normally give younger kids their tea.

‘OK then,’ I said cheerfully. ‘Let’s go through to the kitchen and I’ll sort you something out.’

Lisa herded the children down the hall and into the kitchen where they cowered in a corner.

‘I think I’ll do you what I like to call a fridge picnic,’ I told them cheerfully.

They stared blankly back at me.

A fridge picnic was good for putting something together quickly at short notice and consisted of a few bits that I always had ready in the fridge. It was simple to eat and that way the children could choose the food that they liked.

I rummaged in the fridge and got some things together – a pile of bread and some butter and jam, a packet of Babybels, slices of ham, some cucumber, carrots and yogurts. Three pairs of eyes watched warily as I carried the tray of food to the kitchen table.

As soon as I put it down, the children ran towards it like a pack of hungry wolves, pushing and shoving each other out of the way in a desperate bid to get to it first. I’d put some plastic plates and knives and forks out but they ignored those and crammed as much as they could into their mouths. Sean grabbed a handful of ham and half the loaf of bread and scuttled off into a corner. Dougie meanwhile was so desperate to get to the food he stood up on a chair and climbed onto the table. He shoved his hand into the jar of jam and started scooping fistfuls of it into his mouth. I ran over to him and lifted him back down.

‘We sit on chairs in this house, sweetheart, not the table,’ I told him gently.

I knew this wasn’t the time to start insisting on manners but I didn’t want him to fall. He quickly grabbed a handful of Babybels, crawled under the table and started eating them. Mary meanwhile had pulled open all the yogurts and was shovelling them into her mouth with her filthy fingers.

‘You were right about them being hungry,’ I said, raising my eyes at Lisa, who was watching this spectacle with a look of absolute horror on her face.

With the huge amounts they were cramming into their mouths and the speed at which they were doing it, I was more worried that they were going to make themselves sick.

‘I think I’ll clear some of it away otherwise they’ll be ill,’ I told her quietly.

I was putting the lid back on the jam when Sean ran over to me.

‘No b**ch,’ he hissed. ‘I want that.’

Before I could say anything he grabbed the jar out of my hand and kicked me hard in the shin. I grimaced as a sharp pain seared through the front of my leg.

‘No kicking, Sean,’ I told him firmly. ‘We don’t kick people in this house.’

He growled at me and ran into a corner with the jar.

‘Are you OK, Maggie?’ gasped Lisa. ‘He lashed out at me a few times on the way here.’

‘Yep,’ I said, giving my leg a rub. ‘I think I’ll live.’

It was never nice when a child hurt you but this definitely wasn’t the first time and I knew it wasn’t going to be the last. I knew why Sean had done it. It was obvious that food had been in short supply at their house and they had that survival instinct that many neglected children have to grab food when they can because they don’t know when they’ll next have any. I’d realised by now that I’d made completely the wrong decision by putting a choice of food out and letting them help themselves.

Once they’d eaten, the children seemed to develop a second wind. Dougie leapt onto the sofa and threw all the cushions off. He ran over to the patio doors and swung off the curtains leaving them smeared with dirt and jam.

‘Out, out, out,’ he grunted, banging the plastic beaker he had in his hand against the glass.

‘You can’t go outside now, sweetie,’ I told him. ‘I need to talk to Lisa.’

Meanwhile Mary and Sean had gone over to the toy cupboard and were proceeding to open up every drawer and empty out all the contents. There were bits of Lego everywhere and Sean was tipping jigsaws and board games out of their boxes one by one.

Normally I wouldn’t talk to a social worker about a child in front of them but with these three, I had no choice. I could see from their behaviour so far that I couldn’t risk leaving them alone in another room. So, as difficult as it was, I had to try and turn a blind eye to the chaos they were causing while I got as much information as possible from Lisa.

‘So what can you tell me?’ I asked her in a low voice.

She quietly explained that earlier in the day the police had carried out a drugs raid on a flat.

‘Neighbours had complained about people coming and going at all hours and they suspected drug dealing was going on there,’ she told me. ‘When the police raided the place they said it was like a squat – mattresses everywhere, people passed out, piles of rubbish and flies everywhere.

‘The police thought they had dogs because the floor was absolutely covered with piles of excrement and the flat stank,’ she continued. ‘They assumed the dogs had been trapped inside and had gone to the toilet wherever they wished.

‘Then they realised that there were no dogs. It was these three children.’

‘Oh my good God,’ I sighed, appalled by the horrors these three siblings had been exposed to. ‘Poor little mites.’

I looked over at them. Dougie was kicking the glass and Sean was throwing cushions at him. Only Mary was sitting quietly, surrounded by the pile of toys that had been emptied out of the cupboard.

It was no wonder they behaved like this if they had been left to fend for themselves.

‘How did this happen?’ I asked Lisa. ‘Had they dropped off Social Service’s radar?’

‘Unbelievably, they’d never been on it,’ she replied. ‘We didn’t even know these kids existed. No one did.’

She described how there was a record of Mary in Ireland where she had been born. At some stage the family had come over to England and since then, they’d moved around the country every few months.

‘The boys don’t have any documents,’ she explained. ‘They’re not registered with any GPs. None of them have ever been to school. From what we can gather, their parents spent their days shoplifting to pay for their drug habit while the kids were left to fend for themselves.’

All I could think was that it was a miracle that three small children had managed to survive in that environment for so long.

‘I can see they’re scrawny but it’s a wonder they’re not in a worse state,’ I sighed.

‘They have been fed,’ sighed Lisa. ‘Probably on whatever their parents managed to steal. Lots of biscuits, crisps, chocolate and the odd bit of bread by the sound of it. They’re very thin and pale but amazingly not too underweight. The hospital also found they’ve got fleas.’

Lisa explained their parents Kathleen and Darren had been arrested for possession, supply and child endangerment.

‘They were both completely out of it when the police raided the flat,’ she said. ‘Neither of them had a clue what was going on.’

‘Did the children bring anything with them?’ I asked.

Lisa shook her head.

‘Believe me, you wouldn’t have wanted anything from there, Maggie,’ she sighed. ‘It would be cruel to even keep an animal in those conditions. Everything stank and was covered in dirt, urine, faeces or flies so there was no way I was about to start sorting through it.’

As Lisa was talking, I glanced over at Dougie and realised that, much to my horror, he’d pulled his trousers down and was starting to wee on the floor.

‘No, flower,’ I said, rushing over to him. ‘You need to wee in the toilet. Come on, let me show you where it is.’

But the puddle on the laminate told me that it was too late for that.

‘They’ve never been toilet-trained so they’re used to peeing and pooing wherever they want,’ Lisa told me apologetically.

I couldn’t be angry with Dougie because I knew that it wasn’t his fault. The level of cruelty and neglect that these poor children had endured was horrendous. It was enough to make me cry. It was no wonder they were feral. They’d been left to fend for themselves and run wild while their parents were off their heads on drugs. They’d had no boundaries or rules, no love or affection. Their short lives had instead been a constant battle for survival.

By now, the two boys had both turned their attention to my Welsh dresser. Sean was emptying out the drawers and Dougie had climbed up onto it and was in reaching distance of all my crockery. I knew I had to intervene before he hurt himself or something got smashed.

‘Please don’t climb up there, Dougie, it’s dangerous,’ I told him.

He struggled in my arms and as I lifted him down, he sunk his teeth into my hand.

‘No,’ I said firmly. ‘No biting.’

Amidst all the chaos I noticed Lisa glance at her watch. I could tell that she couldn’t wait to get out and away from these three unruly children.

‘I’m so sorry, Maggie, but I’ve got to get going now,’ she told me apologetically. ‘There’s some paperwork I need to do back at the office.

‘I’m sure they’ll calm down eventually,’ she said, giving me a weak smile.

I wasn’t so convinced.

‘Children, I’m going to go now but Maggie will look after you and I’ll give her a ring in the morning to see how you’re getting on,’ she told them as she hurriedly gathered up her bag.

None of them were listening to a word she said and seemed oblivious to her leaving.

As I walked into the hallway with her, I heard her tut.

‘Oh damn, my tights are laddered,’ she sighed. ‘They were new on this morning.’

I smiled as sympathetically as I could, but inside I couldn’t help but think that three feral children were trashing my kitchen and here she was worried about her tights.

‘I’ll give you a ring tomorrow to see how it’s all going,’ she told me, smiling grimly.

‘Thanks,’ I replied, quickly closing the door and hurrying back to see what was going on in the kitchen.

I walked back in to find the boys having a cushion fight with each other. Mary had opened up the cupboards and was pulling all of my baking stuff out.

‘Right then,’ I told them. ‘This is what’s going to happen now. We’re all going to go upstairs to the bathroom.’

When children come to me in this kind of a state there’s only one place I can start. I knew I needed to get them all in the bath and try to start getting them clean.

As I herded them upstairs, Mary looked apprehensive. She was a lot calmer than her younger brothers and kept glancing at me nervously.

‘Mary, do you want to help me to give your brothers a bath first and then you can have one afterwards?’ I asked her.

She stared at me, a terrified look in her eyes.

‘A bath?’ she replied in a tiny voice, a puzzled look on her face. ‘We ain’t had one of them for a long time. Our one was broken.’

‘I’ll make it nice and bubbly for you,’ I told her.

‘Will it hurt?’ she asked.

I smiled.

‘No, flower, it won’t hurt,’ I said. ‘It’ll be lovely warm water so you can get nice and clean.’

Once I’d got them into the bathroom and the bath was running, I knew I needed to get the boys undressed. Some foster carers put on rubber gloves when they’re undressing children or changing nappies. While I understand why they do that, it was something I could never bring myself to do with my foster children. I knew if I had my own children I wouldn’t use gloves to change them and I didn’t want these kids to think that I saw them as disgusting. The sad fact was that the stench coming from the children was overpowering, but luckily, over the years I’d become an expert in mouth-breathing.

I pulled out the plastic changing mat and got Dougie to lie down on it so I could quickly pull his clothes off. He was wearing a girl’s tracksuit bottoms that were far too small, so they looked like shorts on him, and a tiny faded t-shirt that was also meant for a toddler.

His little body was wiry and pale. His translucent skin was covered in scabs and fleabites and his nails were thick with a crust of dirt.

As I peeled his pants off I could see he had done a poo in them and his bottom was red and sore and encrusted with dried faeces.

‘Nearly done,’ I said gently.

Once his clothes were off, I put them into a carrier bag that I’d discreetly put in the bin later.

I carefully lifted him into the bath and saw him flinch as his sore skin hit the water, which immediately started turning a murky shade of brown.

Then I turned to Sean.

‘Can you take your own clothes off or do you want me to help you?’ I asked him gently.

He didn’t say anything, he just snarled at me.

‘Come on then, I’ll give you a hand,’ I said.

Before he could object, I’d quickly pulled his clothes off too. They were all way too small and ripped and holey. Like Dougie, his skin was red-raw and his trousers and pants were soaked with urine. I lifted him into the bath and as his body hit the water, he started to scream. Loud, ear-piercing screams.

‘I don’t think he likes the washing thing,’ said Mary, backing away from the bath and looking equally as terrified as her little brother.

‘It’s OK, Sean,’ she whispered, trying to soothe him. ‘The lady says you just need to get clean.’

It was sweet to see her trying to comfort her brother even though she was unsure herself.

‘Your sister’s right,’ I told him gently. ‘I know it’s sore, lovey, but I need to give you a wash and get you nice and clean. Then you’ll feel much better.’

I quickly got out the bucket of bath toys and tried to distract him.

‘Look at all these things,’ I said cheerfully. ‘There are boats and whales and wind-up mermaids.’

Thankfully it did the trick. Sean stopped screaming and soon the two boys were throwing bath toys at each other. It was like trying to contain two wriggling fish. As they leapt around in the bath, the water sloshed over the side soaking the floor, but it didn’t matter. My priority was to get them as clean as I could.

It’s no easy job trying to remove weeks or even months of ingrained dirt. I put some soap on a flannel and washed them both as gently and as quickly as I could.

‘Let’s do your nails now,’ I told them. ‘I’ve got a special brush that will get them nice and clean.’

They both watched mesmerised as I got the nailbrush out and scrubbed at the thick crust of dirt under their nails. Afterwards I shampooed their hair, rinsing it with jugs of fresh water and attempted to untangle the mess of knots with some detangling spray. Thankfully by this stage, both of the boys were calm. They seemed to like the feeling of being in the warm water and both of them were intrigued by what I was doing. The peace didn’t last for long, though.

I knew it was time to get them out when Sean started tipping bottles of shower gel and shampoo into the bath.

When they came out they looked cleaner and they smelt a bit fresher but I knew it was going to take several more soaks before they would be properly clean. At least it was a start and I’d got enough surface grime off to make them more comfortable.

After I’d dried them both, I put a pull-up on each of them.

‘What’s that?’ Sean scowled, tugging at the elastic.

‘It’s just so you don’t have to worry about where the toilet is for now,’ I told him gently. ‘When you can show me that you can do wees and poos in the toilet, then you can wear pants.’

Lisa had told me they’d never been toilet-trained and I couldn’t just have them going to the toilet wherever they wanted, like they had at home.

As the murky brown water drained out of the bath, I took a deep breath and steeled myself for round two. Two children down, one to go. The three of them had only been here just over an hour and already I was totally and utterly exhausted by these traumatised children. My heart went out to them for the terrible things that they’d been through, but at the same time I couldn’t help but feel worried. What on earth had I taken on?


TWO

Bath and Bed Battle

After I’d cleaned out the bath and got rid of the thick coating of scum, I filled it up again for Mary. I helped Sean and Dougie get dressed into some pyjamas, then I took them into my bedroom. As soon as we walked in, they launched themselves onto my bed and started rolling around.

‘I’m going to put on a DVD for you both while I sort your sister out,’ I told them, desperately hoping that it would be enough to keep them quiet and distracted for a few minutes.

I had a portable DVD player in one of my drawers that had a Peppa Pig DVD in it. I knew it was probably a bit young for these two and I prayed it would be enough to stop them wreaking havoc while I sorted out their sister.

‘It’s going to come on any second now,’ I told them anxiously as the two boys began wrestling each other.

Finally, the screen flickered into life and thankfully the pair of them were instantly glued to it. The effect of TV on some children never ceases to amaze me. You can have the most energetic, boisterous child but as soon as you put them in front of a screen it’s as if they go into a trance.

People have different opinions about using screens to keep children quiet. I believe there’s a time and a place for them and this certainly was it. I needed to know that the boys were going to be safe while I sorted out Mary and also that my bedroom wasn’t going to get trashed. As an extra precaution, I also closed the stairgate at the top of the stairs so they couldn’t go downstairs without me.

I went back into the bathroom where Mary was standing nervously, looking at the bath toys.

‘Do you think you can get yourself undressed, sweetie?’ I asked her and she nodded shyly.

While she took off the holey t-shirt and the filthy leggings she was wearing, I rummaged around in the cupboard and found a glittery bath bomb.

‘I’ll put this in the bath for you,’ I told her. ‘It will make the water all nice and sparkly.’

I also fished out a pink flannel and some Disney Princess shower gel. Her skin wasn’t as sore as the boys’, but it was just as translucent and she was also covered in bites. All of the children’s skin was dry and hardened as if it had toughened up to cope with the levels of dirt.

Unlike her brothers, Mary got into the bath without making a fuss. I distracted her with the bath toys while I shampooed her hair and tried to detangle it with spray and a comb. It was so badly matted I knew it was going to take a few attempts and probably a haircut to deal with all the knots.

‘You’ve got such beautiful long hair,’ I told her. ‘Do you like bows and clips?’

‘Don’t know.’ She shrugged. ‘Never had none.’

‘I’m sure I’ve got a basket of hair accessories somewhere that I can try and dig out for you. Would you like that?’

She nodded.

‘What’s your favourite colour?’ I asked her as I worked on a particularly big tangle at the back of her head.

‘Can’t remember,’ she said, chewing her lip.

‘Well, I’ve got all sorts of colours of bows and bobbles so you’ll be able to choose your favourite,’ I told her. ‘I’ve got pink and purple, red and yellow, stripy ones and spotty ones.’

I gave her a flannel and squirted some of the shower gel on it.

‘Do you think you could give yourself a wash while I go and check on your brothers?’ I asked her.

She nodded. I dashed across the landing to my bedroom, nervous of what I was about to find. Thankfully the boys were still sitting on the bed together, glued to the DVD player. My heart leapt when I heard Mary calling out to me.

‘Maggie, Maggie!’ she yelled.

I ran back into the bathroom in a panic.

‘Look,’ she told me, beaming at me. ‘My arms are all sparkly.’

I smiled back at her, moved at how much she was enjoying being in the bath.

When she got out I handed her a towel and showed her how to dry herself down.

‘Your towel’s really soft,’ she sighed. ‘Our one at home was really hard and scratchy and smelly cos Sean weed on it.’

‘Oh dear,’ I said. ‘That can’t have been very nice.’

I passed her the pyjamas that I’d dug out for her.

‘They might be a little bit big because they’re age nine but hopefully they’ll do for tonight,’ I said.

‘I don’t need no nappy neither,’ she told me firmly. ‘I don’t do no wees and poos on the floor.’

‘You’re a big girl so I thought that might be the case.’ I smiled at her. ‘Don’t worry, Sean and Dougie won’t have to wear pull-ups forever. It’s just until they get used to using the toilet. Did they do wees in the toilet at your house?’

Mary shook her head. ‘They just did it on the floor or on the mattress in the night.’

‘Well, it doesn’t matter if they have an accident at night,’ I reassured her. ‘I can just put everything in the washing machine.’

‘Our washing machine was broken,’ she sighed sadly. ‘And our cooker.’

‘Oh dear,’ I said. ‘Your washing machine, your bath and your cooker were all broken. Did they used to work?’

‘A long, long time ago,’ she said wistfully.

Mary was a lot more verbal than her brothers and I sensed that through her I would be able to build up a picture of what their life at home had been like.

‘Did you enjoy that bath?’ I asked her as I helped her into the pyjamas.

She nodded.

‘I smell funny though,’ she said, sniffing her skin.

‘That will be the soap.’ I smiled. ‘It smells like strawberries.’

It was sad that the feeling of being clean was so unfamiliar to her.

I could tell that Mary was lost in thoughts of her home, and a few minutes later she looked up at me, her blue eyes wide.

‘Are we going back to our flat in a minute?’

‘I don’t think so, flower,’ I told her gently. ‘Your social worker will tell us more tomorrow but you’re going to sleep here tonight. Is that OK?’

She nodded.

‘Will I sleep with my brothers?’ she asked, looking anxious.

‘Would you like to sleep with them?’ I replied. ‘I’ve got enough rooms here that you can have your own bedroom or I’ve got one big bedroom with three beds in it.’

‘No, I want to sleep with my brothers,’ she said firmly.

Talking of her brothers, I realised I ought to go and check on the boys again. Things had been very quiet up until now but as we walked out of the bathroom, I saw Sean. He was at the top of the stairs balanced precariously on the top of the stairgate looking like he was about to leap down.

‘Sean, no!’ I shouted, my heart racing. ‘You’re going to fall. Get down from there right now.’

I ran round and pulled him off the top of the stairgate, then herded him and Mary back into the bedroom where Dougie was thankfully still glued to Peppa Pig. I was just starting to give Mary’s hair another comb through when I heard a key in the front door. That would be Louisa.

Louisa was nearly twenty-one and she’d come to live with me when she was thirteen, following her parents’ death in a car crash. She’d been with me for so long she was like my own daughter. Her boyfriend Charlie had recently proposed to her, and the two of them were saving up for their first flat. She worked as a nanny for a local family and was just returning from work.

‘Maggie?’ she yelled up the stairs a few minutes later. ‘Are you there?’

The kids seemed calm for now so I ran out onto the landing to see her.

‘Is everything OK?’ she asked, a concerned look on her face. ‘I just saw the kitchen and I wondered what on earth had happened.’

I realised I hadn’t had time to clear it up since the children had ransacked it. There were toys all over the floor, the cushions had been pulled off the sofa and some of the cupboards emptied out. Not to mention the puddle of wee by the patio doors that I hadn’t had a chance to mop up yet.

‘A new placement arrived a little while ago so things have been a bit hectic,’ I explained. ‘Why don’t you come up and meet them?’

‘OK,’ she said, looking intrigued.

As she walked upstairs, I had a quiet word with her.

‘There are three of them,’ I whispered. ‘And just to warn you they’re a little bit wild.’

‘I can tell by the state of downstairs,’ she replied. ‘I thought we’d been burgled, Maggie.’

When Louisa walked into the bedroom, I introduced her to the children.

‘This is my big girl, Louisa,’ I told them. ‘She lives here too.’

‘Louisa, this is Mary, Sean and Dougie. They’ve all been in the bath so they’re nice and clean.’

The boys were totally oblivious and too engrossed in the DVD to respond, but Mary gave Louisa a shy smile.

‘What lovely long hair you’ve got, Mary,’ Louisa told her.

Mary blushed, looking pleased.

Bathtime might have been over but I knew at some point I had to get the children into bed. If bathtime was anything to go by, I knew I was in for another challenge. My mind was already on their bedroom. If these children were used to sleeping on the floor, it would be tricky to get one of them to settle in the top bunk. It would also be a safety risk, given how much leaping and climbing I’d witnessed already. Dismantling the bunk beds was going to be too big a job for Louisa and me to manage on our own, though.

‘Louisa, would you mind sitting with the kids for a minute while I give Anne a ring?’ I asked her, an idea coming to me.

The three of them were all now engrossed in Peppa Pig, and for the first time since they’d arrived, they were all quiet and calm. My friend Anne and her husband Bob lived a few minutes away and Bob had helped me put the bunk beds up in the first place. As he was a big, burly bloke, I knew he would be able to help dismantle them quickly.

Thankfully, Anne answered her mobile straight away.

‘I’m ringing with a big favour to ask,’ I told her.

I explained about the new placement and the issue I had with the bunk beds.

‘Of course we can help,’ she replied. ‘Maggie, you sound frazzled.’

‘I am a bit,’ I laughed. ‘I don’t know whether I’m coming or going, to be honest.

‘These kids have been through a lot and I’m just trying to help them feel as settled as they can after such a traumatic day.

‘They’ve calmed down a bit since their bath but I’m not sure how long it’s going to last.’

‘Poor little loves,’ sighed Anne. ‘We’re just finishing our tea but give us ten minutes and Bob and I will be round.’

‘Thank you so much,’ I said gratefully.

I also had another request before she hung up.

‘I know this sounds odd, but please can you bring your old dog stairgate round too?’ I asked.

‘Of course I can,’ she said. ‘It’s in the garage.’

As a single foster carer, I was really lucky to have such good friends close by who could help me out.

I’d already seen that Sean was daring enough to try and climb over the stairgate. A dog gate was taller and would hopefully be a lot harder for him to scale.

As promised, Anne and Bob arrived soon after and Bob got straight to work dismantling the bunk beds.

Half an hour later, there were three single beds in the room. Each one had clean bedding on already and a soft toy on each of the pillows, which was something I always liked to do when new children first arrived.

‘Thank you so much,’ I told him gratefully.

While he got on with fitting the dog gate at the top of the stairs, I knew I needed to try and get the boys to bed.

Louisa had dug out the basket of hair accessories and was showing Mary all the clips and bows. I felt a rush of gratitude. Louisa was invaluable in helping out with my placements, and I really didn’t know what I was going to do without her when she moved out.

‘Right, boys, it’s time for bed now,’ I told Sean and Dougie.

They looked at me, confused.

‘No,’ said Sean firmly. ‘I ain’t going to bed.’

‘Food,’ yelled Dougie. ‘Want food.’

I knew that he wasn’t going to be able to sleep if he was anxious about eating so I made both the boys a slice of toast each and a cup of warm milk so that their tummies wouldn’t feel empty. Then I took them upstairs to the bathroom.

‘We need to brush your teeth now,’ I told them, showing them the Spiderman toothbrushes that I’d dug out of the cupboard. I could tell by the strange way they looked at the toothbrush as if it was some kind of alien object that brushing their teeth wasn’t something they did on a day-to-day basis. They watched, puzzled, as I brushed my teeth.

‘Your turn now,’ I said cheerfully.

However, Dougie, eyeing the toothbrush with suspicion, refused point-blank to open his mouth. Sean looked puzzled and more out of curiosity, I think, held his mouth open for a couple of seconds before he clamped it firmly shut.

‘No,’ he yelled, pushing my hand away. ‘Don’t like it.’

They’d had a traumatic day and I didn’t want to upset them any more before they went to sleep so I didn’t push it.

I’ll try again tomorrow, I told myself.

Now came the big challenge – getting them to bed. From everything I’d heard about their home life, it seemed unlikely that these children had ever had bedtimes or even their own beds, and had probably just fallen asleep wherever they were, at whatever time they wanted. All I could do was to start as I meant to go on by trying to get them into the security of a bedtime routine.

‘It’s night-night time now,’ I told them. ‘I’ll show you where you’re going to sleep.’

As soon as we walked into the bedroom, they started running around and leaping on the beds.

‘Boys, it’s time to get into bed now and get ready to sleep,’ I told them gently but firmly.

The boys ignored me and kept tearing around the room. I managed to pick Dougie up, put him down on his bed and pull the duvet over him, and, much to my relief, he stayed put. Then I did the same with Sean.

There was a chair in the corner so I sat down on it and started reading them The Three Little Pigs.

Both boys stared at me in bemusement as if they couldn’t understand what an earth I was doing. Dougie seemed to be enjoying it and snuggled down under the covers, his blue eyes wide as he lay there listening. Sean continued wriggling around, and after a few minutes he got up and started running around the room again.

‘Back to bed,’ I told him firmly, picking him up and putting him back into his bed.

I quickly finished the story and put the book down.

‘It’s night-night time now,’ I told them softly, hoping that if I repeated it enough they’d eventually get the message.

I turned the main light off and left the lamp on. I went over to Dougie and tucked him in. The poor little lad looked up at me, terrified, as if it had just hit him that he was in a strange place.

‘It’s OK, sweetie, it’s just sleepy time now,’ I told him gently. ‘Would you like me to sit on the chair over there until you fall asleep?’

He nodded, his big blue eyes filled with fear.

Sean was a different kettle of fish altogether. He refused to stay in his bed and was up and down like a yoyo.

‘It’s bedtime now, Sean,’ I told him firmly. ‘You need to stay in your bed.’

‘No!’ he shouted. ‘I ain’t tired. I wanna go downstairs.’

‘No, Sean, it’s night-time now. You can go downstairs tomorrow.’

I sat on the chair and mentally prepared myself for the fact that this was going to be a long night. Whatever happened, no matter how many times Sean got up, I stood my ground. I picked him up, put him back to bed and went and sat back on the chair.
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