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Dedication


This book is dedicated to Bobby, Poppy and Melodie and all the children who have passed through my home. It’s been a privilege to have cared for you and to be able to share your stories.
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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 who 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. All my stories are based on real-life experiences I have been through.


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. In fact, the latest statistics are alarming. Ofsted figures from 2022 showed that the number of available homes for foster children in England had fallen by almost a quarter in four years. This comes at the same time as the number of children in the UK care system is at a record high. Foster carers are needed more than ever, so please do look into it if it’s something that you or someone you know has ever considered. Fostering is one way in which we can all help make sure no one is left behind. 


Maggie Hartley





ONE



New Beginnings


The only way to describe my house today was utter chaos. As someone who always likes to be organised, it made me feel very twitchy.


‘Come on, boys,’ I said enthusiastically. ‘Your social worker will be here soon and she’s going to take you back home.’


‘You want to be all ready to see Mummy, don’t you?’


Three little heads with the most gorgeous hair nodded back at me and I smiled. I couldn’t be cross with them if I tried.


For the past three weeks I’d been looking after three brothers: six-year-old AJ, and four-year-old twins, Samuel and Tristan. It was respite care while their mum, Di, had been to Trinidad to see her mother who was terminally ill.


Di was a single parent who had escaped from a relationship with the boys’ father, a drug addict. She had also struggled with her own mental health problems, so Social Services had been giving her ongoing support since the boys were small. She didn’t want to take them out of school and she couldn’t afford four plane tickets, but she didn’t have any other family in the UK who could look after them, so that’s where I came in. As a foster carer for over twenty years, I often did respite care between long-term placements. I look after children from anything from a few days to a few months while their parents or carers are in hospital, or if they needed a break if their child had physical or mental disabilities. Or, like Di, a family situation came up where they needed my help. 


They were lovely boys, but so full of energy and always on the go. Coupled with that, the twins were not great sleepers and especially being away from home, they’d missed their mum, so I’d had several wake-ups every night. There was also the school run to do every morning and getting the three of them out of the door and into the car for the thirty-minute journey to their primary school had been a challenge. To be honest, I was exhausted!


‘They are gorgeous children but I’m ready for a lie-down,’ I’d joked to Becky, my supervising social worker at the fostering agency that I worked for, when she’d called last night. Now they were heading home to see their mum, I knew I was going to miss them. 


They were leaving with one more bag than they’d arrived with. I knew that Di struggled financially and the boys’ clothes were very worn and tired and I could tell they’d already had previous owners. So I’d taken them to my local ASDA and kitted them out. I didn’t want to go overboard and make Di feel uncomfortable, so I’d just bought a few basics for each of them – a winter coat, some pyjamas, a couple of jumpers and jogging bottoms and some new underwear and socks. 


I’d taken all the tags off and when I packed all of their stuff into a bag, I’d added a little note to explain.


Hi Di, I hope you don’t mind but I had a few spare clothes in my cupboards that I needed to get rid of so I gave a few bits to the boys. Maggie x


I’d met Di before she’d left for Trinidad and, despite her struggles, I could tell she was a great mum. The boys were bright, polite and well cared for.


However, they were also very messy. The kitchen floor was covered in a sea of toy cars, board games and Transformers. While I’d been packing, they had been playing – seemingly with every toy I had in my cupboard.


After we’d all thrown a few things into my plastic toy boxes, it was clear that that was as good as it was going to get.


‘I’m going to miss you three,’ I told them as I wrestled them into their coats. ‘My house is going to seem very quiet without you. But I know you’re not going to miss me because you’re going to see Mummy.’


Tristan’s brown eyes lit up.


‘Yay! We’re going to see Mummy,’ he smiled.


‘You certainly are,’ I said. ‘And I bet she has missed you so much.’


‘I’ve missed her too,’ said AJ.


As well as being the eldest, he was the quieter, more sensitive of the three boys.


As Di didn’t have a car, they were being picked up by their social worker, Jane, and taken back to their flat.


‘Now, Jane’s going to be here any minute to take you to Mummy,’ I told them. ‘Do any of you need the toilet?’


They shook their heads.


‘Are you sure?’ I asked as I could see Tristan doing what I’d come to recognise as the little dance he did when he desperately needed a wee.


‘Come on, Tristy,’ I said. ‘Let’s go and try, just in case.’


I was just helping him dry his hands when there was a knock at the door.


‘That will be Jane,’ I yelled.


Sure enough, Jane, a friendly, kind woman in her forties, was standing there.


‘Hello there,’ she grinned. ‘Are you ready to go, boys? Mummy’s waiting for you at home.’


I gave them each a cuddle.


‘It’s been lovely getting to know you boys,’ I said to them. ‘Enjoy being back home with Mummy.’


‘Can we come back and play with your cars again?’ asked Samuel.


‘Of course you can, flower,’ I smiled. ‘Your mum can pop round for a cup of tea and you can come for a play whenever you want.’


They all nodded. I could see they were now desperate to get in the car and get home.


I got the boys into car seats in the back of Jane’s car while she loaded their stuff into the back.


‘They’re going home with one extra bag,’ I explained to her. ‘There’s a couple of books and their favourite cars that they got attached to that I want them to have. Plus a few bits of clothes that I had lying around.’


‘That’s kind of you, Maggie,’ she smiled. ‘I’m sure Di will appreciate that.’


‘I’m sure it’s always a struggle with three mouths to feed,’ I replied.


As she drove off, three little faces peered at me through the window.


‘Bye boys!’ I waved.


They’d only been with me a few short weeks but I knew I was going to miss them terribly. However, as I walked back into the quiet house, I sank down onto the sofa and gave myself a few minutes to enjoy the peace.


It had been an easy placement in terms of the fact that the boys hadn’t suffered abuse, neglect or trauma. Naturally they had missed their mum and at first they were unsure about being in a new place with someone who was effectively a stranger to them, but, unlike many of the children that I fostered, they were happy, settled children and they’d adapted well.


As I cleared away the rest of the cars and Transformers, I couldn’t help but wonder who the next child or children to come through my door would be. 


Now the boys had gone, Becky would be putting me back on the available list for fosterers, so I imagined it wouldn’t be too long before I got a call. Sadly, the need is so great for foster carers, particularly experienced ones like me who had been doing it for years, that it’s rarely more than a few days before I’m offered a new placement.


I didn’t know whether to box up the toys and put them back in the loft or leave them for the time being. Over the years I’d been fostering, I’d collected toys and games to suit all ages, from babies right up to teens. I’d adapt my collection depending on the age of the children that I was fostering at the time. I decided to leave them for now until I knew more about who my next placement would be.


I stripped all of the beds and put the towels in the wash. All three of the boys had shared the largest bedroom that I used for fostering, where there was a bunk bed as well as a single bed. I found cleaning therapeutic and it was always part of my ritual when a child or children left. I gave the room a good clean, dust and a hoover. 


I’d just stopped for lunch when my mobile rang. It was Louisa.


Louisa had come to me as a thirteen-year-old after her parents had tragically died in a car crash. She’d stayed with me for years and I treated her as if she was my own biological daughter. She was now married to Charlie and they had an adorable eighteen-month-old called Edie. Louisa was a nanny to a local family and she and Edie would often pop in on their walk home from work.


‘Hi Maggie, have the boys gone?’ she asked. 


‘Yes, they went off fine first thing this morning,’ I told her.


‘Edie’s been asking for you,’ she told me. ‘Would you mind if we popped in on the way home tonight?’


‘Course not,’ I said. ‘You’re welcome any time, you know that. You can stay for a bit of dinner if you want.’


‘If you’re sure?’


‘Of course I’m sure,’ I told her. ‘I’ve been used to cooking for four for the past few weeks so I’ll rustle something up for us.’


‘Great – see you later,’ she said.


I looked forward to seeing her and I would never turn down a chance for Nana cuddles with Edie. When a placement left, the house always felt eerily quiet for a day or two, so it would be nice to have some company.


I spent the rest of the afternoon cleaning, tidying and making a pasta bake, as I knew that was one of Edie’s favourites.


It was just before five-thirty when my mobile rang.


That will be Louisa telling me she’s on her way, I thought to myself, as I went to answer it.


But it wasn’t Louisa’s voice on the other end.


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Hi Becky.’


‘Sorry, Maggie,’ she said. ‘I know you weren’t expecting me.’


‘No no, that’s fine,’ I said. ‘I thought it was Louisa, that’s all. She’s due to come round and I didn’t look at the number.’


I assumed she was ringing to check on the boys.


‘What can I do for you? The boys all went off fine this morning,’ I told her. ‘I felt quite sad saying good bye to them but they were so excited about seeing their mum, bless them.’


‘Oh, I’m glad,’ she said.


She paused.


‘I’m not actually ringing about the boys, Maggie,’ she told me. ‘I wanted to talk to you about another placement.’


‘That’s fine,’ I told her. ‘When are you looking for it to start?’


‘Well, now,’ she said. ‘It’s a sibling group that need an emergency placement.’


If children were thought to be at risk of being harmed, they were immediately taken into the care system.


I listened, taking it all in as Becky began to explain more.


‘It’s three children again, Maggie,’ she told me.


‘That’s OK,’ I said. ‘I’ve had plenty of practice.’


She explained that all she knew was that it was two girls and a boy and something had happened at their primary school today that had led to suspicions of neglect.


‘The head teacher called Social Services and they kept all three kids at school until social workers could speak to their parents, and I think they got quite a hostile reception.’


Becky didn’t have any more details about the children or the allegations. 


‘Obviously, as you know, it’s very early days and this might amount to nothing,’ she told me. ‘They might just be with you for a night or two while this gets sorted out. Or it could be longer than that.’


With emergency placements like this, it was always going to be the unknown.


‘What do you think, Maggie?’ she asked me. ‘Would you consider taking them?’


I didn’t need to think about it. I had the space and I could never turn away children who were possibly at risk of harm and were in desperate need of a safe place to go. 


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I’ll need to get the beds made up again but we’ll muddle through for tonight. Do you know when they’re likely to be here?’


‘Imminently,’ she said. ‘Once Social Services know there’s a carer willing to take them, their social worker will bring them round to you.’


‘Do you know their names?’ I asked her.


‘I’m afraid I don’t,’ replied Becky. ‘All I know is their social worker is called Patsy. I’ll tell her to give you a call.’


The name was familiar.


‘Is she an Irish lady?’ I asked. ‘I think I’ve worked with her before, years ago.’


‘Yes, come to think of it, she did have an Irish accent on the phone,’ said Becky.


I’d just put the phone down when there was a knock at the door.


Louisa.


I’d forgotten she was coming. As I opened it, Edie grinned up at me from her pushchair.


‘Na Na Na,’ she beamed, holding out her arms to me.


‘Yes, it’s Nana,’ I smiled. ‘Hello lovey.’


I unclipped the straps and she leapt into my arms. But after a quick cuddle, she pulled away and toddled off towards the kitchen.


‘She knows where the toys are,’ laughed Louisa.


‘I’m afraid this might have to be a bit of a quick visit,’ I explained to her. ‘Becky’s just called me.’


I explained what had happened.


‘Oh don’t worry, we can go and leave you to it,’ Louisa told me. ‘You must have loads to sort out.’


‘To be honest, the social worker hasn’t even rung me yet,’ I said. ‘There’s a pasta bake keeping warm in the oven so it’s no trouble.’


‘As long as you’re sure,’ she said. ‘I don’t want the kids to suddenly arrive with us sitting here.’


‘There’s time for a quick dinner,’ I replied.


I was suddenly pleased that I’d made a big portion as it meant there would be enough left over in case the children arriving on my doorstep were hungry.


I had one eye on my phone as I lifted Edie into a highchair and put a plastic bowl of pasta down in front of her.


‘Nana’s made you your favourite,’ I told her.


‘Thanks so much for doing this,’ said Louisa. ‘I’m always shattered when I get in from work and by the time I’ve fed Edie and put her to bed, I don’t have any energy left to make me and Charlie tea.’


‘It’s my pleasure, lovey,’ I said.


Louisa noticed me checking my phone which I’d put down next to me on the dining table.


‘Any news?’ she asked.


‘No,’ I shrugged. ‘Nothing yet.’


It was a cold winter’s night and my heart went out to those three poor children. They would have been at school nearly four hours extra now, probably hungry, tired and scared, and wondering why they weren’t allowed to go home. Even in the most horrific situations of neglect, home was still their familiar.


As I tidied away the dinner plates, there was still no news from Patsy.


‘Edie and I will get off now and leave you to it,’ Louisa told me. 


‘I’m sorry it’s been a bit rushed, lovey,’ I smiled.


‘Don’t be silly, I know you must have loads to sort out,’ she replied. ‘I hope that it goes OK.’


As soon as I’d strapped Edie back in her pushchair and waved them off, I got to work. I was glad that I’d spent the day cleaning and sorting but there was still a lot more left to do.


I wanted to make the house as warm and welcoming as possible for them. As well as the big bedroom that the boys had been in, I had another smaller single room that I used for fostering.


I thought I’d put the girls in the big room and the boy in the single room, although I knew they might want to stay together, especially on their first night. Siblings often cling to each other for comfort when they first get taken into care.


I made all the beds with fresh bedding and put hot water bottles in each one just to make them nice and cosy. I placed a fleecy blanket on the end of each bed along with a little teddy bear.


I wasn’t sure of their exact ages but Becky had told me they were all coming from a primary school so I knew they would all be eleven or under.


I went into my big cupboard and rummaged around for some pyjamas in sizes that might work for them. Even if I didn’t have clothes for their exact ages, I had enough stuff that we could make do for one night. Pyjama bottoms and sleeves could always be rolled up. I always had a big stash of toothbrushes and toiletries that I picked up when they were on offer at the supermarket.


I’d just finished getting some towels out when my replace rang. I quickly pounced on it.


‘Maggie Hartley?’ said a woman with a thick Irish accent. ‘It’s Patsy here from Social Services.’


‘Hi Patsy, I said. ‘How’s it going?’


‘I’m finally on my way with the children,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry it’s taken so long.’ 


‘How are they?’ I asked.


‘As you’d expect,’ she said in a hushed voice. ‘Tired, bewildered and confused. I can’t say much now, Maggie, because they’re here in the car with me, but we can have a quick chat when we arrive.’


‘No problem,’ I said. ‘See you soon.’


I realised after I hung up that I still hadn’t asked their names. I’d have to wait now until they arrived.


Even though I’d done this so many times over the years, I always had a churning feeling in the pit of my stomach when I was waiting for a new child to arrive. It was a strange mixture of nerves and anticipation about what kind of situation I was going to face.


All I could think about was those three bewildered children sat in the back of the social worker’s car wondering what was going to happen to them. I couldn’t even imagine what that must feel like and how scary it would be for a little one.


Suddenly there was a loud knock on the front door that made me jump.


This was it. They were here and I was as ready as I could be. I went to answer it, filled with apprehension about what I was about to be faced with.





TWO



Into the Unknown


Stood on the doorstep was a woman in her thirties with dark curly hair wearing bright red lipstick. She was fashionably dressed with wide jeans, a striped jumper and a smart navy blue coat.


‘Patsy?’ I asked.


She looked so familiar but I couldn’t place her.


‘We’ve met before, haven’t we?’ I said and she nodded.


‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘I thought I recognised your name. You looked after Missy while we tried to find her a new placement.’


‘Aah that’s right,’ I smiled. ‘Sorry, my memory is terrible sometimes.’


‘Oh don’t worry, it was quite a few years ago now,’ Patsy replied.


Missy had been a ten-year-old girl with autism and a lot of behavioural issues. She’d accused her foster carers of hitting her and, while the allegations were being investigated, she’d been immediately removed. She’d come to live with me in what was known as a bridging placement. In the end, things had broken down so badly with her former foster parents that she was moved to another carer. But it had taken nearly two months to find someone suitable who would take her on.


I couldn’t keep her long-term as I already had Louisa with me permanently and I knew Missy needed one-to-one attention.


Back then, Patsy was a newly qualified social worker but she was good at her job and we’d got along well.


‘How’s Missy doing?’ I asked her. ‘Are you still her social worker?’


‘Yes, I am,’ smiled Patsy. ‘She still has her challenges but she’s moved to a specialist residential school now where she really seems to have settled.’


‘I’m glad to hear it,’ I nodded. 


Although I would have loved to chat more, my mind suddenly focused back on the situation we were dealing with now. The one thing I’d noticed was that Patsy was standing on the doorstep alone.


‘Where are the children?’ I asked her, puzzled.


‘Oh they’re in the car,’ she told me, gesturing to a red Nissan parked outside my house.


‘I wanted to keep them out of the cold and have a quick word with you before I brought them in.’


‘How are they doing?’ I asked her.


‘Tired, fed up and, as you’d imagine, very bewildered,’ she shrugged.


I knew we couldn’t leave them in the car for long so Patsy quickly ran through the basics. As Becky had said, it was a sibling group of three: Melodie was eleven, Poppy, ten, and there was eight-year-old Bobby.


‘The school rang us this morning about suspicions of neglect,’ she explained. ‘The parents are hostile and clearly aren’t willing to cooperate with us at this point so we had no choice but to go for an EPO.’


If Social Services believe that a child is in immediate danger, they can apply to the courts for an Emergency Protection Order, known as an EPO. A judge is always on call to deal with these and they can rush them through in a matter of hours.


I had so many questions but before Patsy could tell me any more, we heard someone knocking. In the glow of the street light, I could just make out a girl’s face peering out of the back window of the car. She was tapping impatiently on the glass.


‘I’d better go and bring them in as they’ll be getting cold,’ Patsy said, quickly heading off down the path. 


I couldn’t make out much in the gloom outside but I saw Patsy getting two purple rucksacks and a carrier bag out of the boot. Then a boy headed towards me up the path. He was small and looked much younger than eight.


‘Hi, you must be Bobby,’ I said gently. ‘I’m Maggie.’


As I spoke, he looked up at me.


His blue eyes were big, blank and expressionless, and there were dark shadows underneath them. He had a thin face and his skin was so pale, it was almost translucent.


‘Come on in and get warm,’ I told him.


He wasn’t wearing a coat and I could see that he was shivering. 


His school uniform was an odd mishmash. His dirty trousers hung off him and were so long, they were trailing on the floor and had big holes in both knees. His blue school jumper was so small the sleeves finished at his elbows and it only went as far as his upper waist so it looked like a crop top. His shoes were tatty and worn and had split at the toes.


‘Maggie, this is Bobby,’ said Patsy, bustling up the path behind him.


‘We’ve already met,’ I smiled. 


He stood in the hallway, not saying a word, staring down at the floor.


‘And this is Melodie and Poppy,’ said Patsy as she ushered the two girls forwards into the light of the hallway.


I was so surprised, I almost did a double take. I’d expected them to be pale, scruffy and thin just like their brother. But they were tall and heavyset with full faces and pink cheeks. Their eyes were bright and their long brown hair looked clean and glossy. They were both wearing matching pink puffer jackets and shiny black patent shoes.


‘I’m Maggie,’ I smiled. ‘Come on in.’


‘Do we have to?’ scowled the taller girl who I assumed was the oldest, Melodie.


‘I’ve explained this to you, Melodie,’ Patsy told her patiently. ‘Let’s get you inside out of the cold and I’ll go through it with you again.’


Her sister, Poppy, looked equally unimpressed.


‘Let me take your coats,’ I told the girls and they handed me their pink puffas.


‘Did you bring a coat, Bobby?’ I asked him but he looked down at the floor.


‘I don’t think Bobby had one with him or if he did, we’ve accidentally left it at school,’ said Patsy.


‘Not to worry,’ I smiled. ‘I’ve got plenty of warm coats in my cupboards.’


I led them into the living room at the front of the house. The girls flopped down on the sofa but Bobby stood there, his eyes still lowered to the floor.


‘You can sit down too, flower,’ I told him gently, leading him over to a chair. 


There was a frailty about him – almost like if you touched him, he might break. 


‘I know you must all be hungry but I need to have a quick chat with Patsy,’ I told them. ‘So I’ll get you a juice and a biscuit now and then I’ll get you some dinner later.’


‘I don’t want nothing to eat,’ scowled Poppy. ‘I want to go home to Mummy.’


‘I’m afraid that’s not possible at the moment,’ Patsy explained. ‘Remember that we said you’re going to stay the night at Maggie’s house. We’ll know more tomorrow when we talk to your parents.’


‘I hate talking,’ sighed Melodie. ‘I just want to go back to our flat.’


‘I can completely understand that,’ I smiled sympathetically. ‘And Patsy will let us know what’s going on as soon as she can, but tonight you’re going to stay here with me.’


The girls sat back begrudgingly. Patsy put the TV on and got them settled while I quickly got them a glass of juice and a biscuit from the kitchen.


When I came back in, You’ve Been Framed was on and they all seem transfixed.


‘Maggie and I are just going to have a quick chat in the kitchen,’ Patsy told them.


‘We’re only next door so shout out to us if you need anything,’ I added.


None of them said a word as their eyes stayed glued to the screen.


Back in the kitchen, I put the kettle on and made Patsy and myself a cup of tea.


‘Have the children eaten anything?’ I asked her.


‘Not really, just some snacky stuff at school,’ she said.


‘I’ve got a pasta bake keeping warm in the oven so I’ll give that to them when you’ve gone,’ I told her.


When the tea had brewed, I took it over to Patsy and sat down at the table with her.


‘Thanks so much,’ she sighed. ‘It’s been a long old afternoon.’


‘So tell me what you know,’ I said.


Patsy explained that teachers at the school had been concerned about Bobby for a while.


‘Apparently he’s extremely quiet and withdrawn and often wets himself. As you probably noticed yourself, Maggie, he’s incredibly thin and his clothes are very tatty and dirty.’


She explained that teachers had called home a number of times to try to speak to his parents but no one ever got back to them and they had never turned up for his parents’ evenings.


‘What about the two girls?’ I asked. ‘Have their teachers noticed anything?’


‘Well, that’s the weird thing,’ said Patsy. ‘They don’t have any obvious concerns about the girls, either about their appearance or behaviour. They’re always clean and well turned out. They’re engaged in class and I think Mum has been to school to see their teachers.’


She took a gulp of tea.


‘But as you and I know, Maggie, girls are often better at hiding things so who knows what’s really going on at home behind closed doors.’


She explained that the family wasn’t previously known to Social Services and they’d had no involvement with the children before today.


‘So why did the school call you?’ I asked.


Patsy explained that when Bobby had been doing PE this morning, his class teacher had noticed bruises at the tops of both of his arms.


‘They looked like fingertip bruises,’ she told me. ‘Like he’d been grabbed. There were also a couple of older, more faded bruises on his back.’


‘Did they ask him how he’d got them?’ 


‘Yes, but he didn’t say very much or offer any reasonable explanation,’ she replied. ‘I think that combined with all of the concerns they’d been having about him anyway led his teacher to speak to the safeguarding person at school and she called Social Services.’


Patsy had gone up to the school and spoken to the teachers and then to Bobby.


‘I asked him about the bruises and how he’d got them but, as I say, he didn’t really say anything,’ she told me. ‘Then I spoke to the girls to ask them if they knew what had happened. They just told me that Bobby was silly and got into trouble all the time.’


The school had obtained one contact number for Mum, and Patsy had tried that but couldn’t get through. So her manager had sent another social worker round to the flat.


‘Mum answered, but she refused to engage or let the social worker in. There was lots of swearing, lots of claims that Bobby was a liar and that no one had done anything to him.


‘There is a dad around apparently but there was no sign of him.’


The social worker had made it clear to the mother that none of the children would be returning home until they’d found out more.


‘She explained that it was significant bruising, along with the concerns from school, which meant they needed to look into it more.’


‘What did Mum say?’ I asked.


‘Nothing,’ Patsy replied. ‘She just slammed the door in my colleague’s face.’


They’d spoken to their manager but they felt there was no other option at this stage than to go for an EPO.


‘We’ve also got to involve the police now, so they’ll probably go round tomorrow and see if that forces Mum to engage with us.’


Social Services’ main priority is always to keep children safe, so even if there is the smallest element of doubt, they always prefer to err on the side of caution.


‘Have they been examined by a medical professional?’ I asked Patsy.


‘Bobby has,’ she replied. ‘There’s no indication the girls have been harmed so we didn’t want to put them through an examination at this stage.’


Patsy had taken Bobby to see a GP. Social Services have a number of GPs in each area who work for them and are based at different medical centres.


The doctor examined Bobby and took photographs of his bruising.


He was underweight and small for his age, but thankfully there were no other obvious injuries except for the bruises. The GP had agreed the bruises looked like grab marks and were more than likely made by adult-sized fingers rather than something that would have happened if Bobby was playing with other children.


‘The main aim this afternoon was to get them to a safe place for the night then we’ll start looking into things again in the morning,’ Patsy told me.


‘No problem,’ I said. ‘And what are your thoughts about school tomorrow?’


‘I think it’s best they don’t go in as we’ll need to speak to the parents again and the police might want to talk to the children.’


That was a relief for me to hear. I knew the three of them would probably be exhausted after everything that had happened today and the idea of getting them all up and out the door to a school I’d never been to before would have felt like a real mission.


‘Obviously they haven’t come with any belongings or clothes except their school stuff,’ Patsy told me.


‘That’s OK,’ I smiled. ‘I’ve got enough stuff in my cupboards so that we can make do tonight.’


It was getting late and I wanted to try to get the children fed and as settled as possible for the night. When we went back into the living room, they were still glued to the TV.


‘I’m going to go now,’ Patsy told them. ‘But Maggie’s going to look after you and I will see you tomorrow.’


They all looked shell-shocked and none of them said anything as I went to the front door to see Patsy out.


‘I hope they’re OK tonight,’ she told me. ‘I know the girls in particular are not happy but it’s a situation that needs to be explored.’


‘I’m sure they’ll be fine,’ I told her. ‘Let’s see what tomorrow brings.’


In these kinds of cases, no one knew what was going to happen. Sometimes when parents had calmed down, they were able to give an adequate explanation and the children were allowed to go home. A lot of the time in fostering, you were dealing with the unknown.


As I waved Patsy off, I felt slightly apprehensive about what the night ahead was going to bring. I had three worried, tired, and traumatised children sitting in my house and I was a complete stranger to them. All I could do was try my hardest to reassure them and make them feel as comfortable and settled as possible.


That was often the nature of being a foster carer. You had to be patient as you rarely got answers straight away.


I had to focus on the here and now. And that was getting them fed, washed and into bed. Then we would have to wait and see what tomorrow would bring.





THREE



Settling In


My mind was whirring with all of the things I needed to do. 


‘First things first, Maggie,’ I told myself.


I knew the children would be starving so I needed to get them fed.


I went to the living room to tell them that I was going to sort them out some dinner, but as I was about to push open the door, I could hear the girls talking.


‘I don’t like it here,’ I heard Poppy mutter. ‘I wanna go home. When can we go home, Melodie?’


‘I don’t know,’ she replied. ‘It’s all that liar cry baby’s fault.’


‘Yeah, he’s a stupid liar,’ complained Poppy.


‘No, I’m not,’ I heard Bobby say.


When I walked back in the room, everyone went quiet. 


Bobby looked down at the floor and Melodie scowled at me. I had to say something about what I’d just heard as it wasn’t fair for them to put the blame on Bobby.


‘Girls, none of this is Bobby’s fault,’ I told them gently. ‘I know you must all feel very scared right now but Social Services have decided that you need to come here. They feel that this needs to happen to keep you safe. Patsy’s going to come and see you tomorrow and you can ask her any questions that you want to then, OK?’


The girls nodded.


‘Now you must all be hungry so let’s go to the kitchen and I’ll get you some dinner.’


Yes, the girls were being cruel to Bobby but I knew this was traumatic for all of them. They were looking for someone to blame for the situation they had suddenly found themselves in.


Children all react very differently when they enter the care system. Some are quiet and scared, others are very loud and vocal. Every child was different and they handled the stress in different ways.


I’d heard them bickering but I couldn’t imagine being in their shoes and suddenly arriving in the cold and dark on a stranger’s doorstep. I usually found with children who were very mouthy that it was often a front to cover up their nerves.


I got them sat down around the table and dished them out a plate of pasta bake each.


‘Tuck in,’ I told them, as I got them a drink of water each.


Melodie pushed the food around her plate.


‘Don’t like this,’ she said.


‘What’s them bits in it?’ asked Poppy.


‘That’s just onions and pepper,’ I told her.


She put down her fork and pushed her plate away.


Meanwhile, Bobby couldn’t get the food into his mouth quickly enough. Within minutes, he’d cleared his entire plate.


‘Would you like some more, sweetie?’ I asked him when he’d finished.


‘No, he’s not allowed more,’ said Melodie firmly. ‘He’s greedy.’


I assumed that she was worried there would be none left for them. Children who came into the care system were often anxious about food if it had been scarce at home, even if they didn’t particularly like it.
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