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Dedication


This book is dedicated to Elliot and Evie 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. 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 I face on a day-to-day basis and some of the children 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




Prologue


She’d just put the telly on and had settled down with a cuppa and a cigarette to watch Loose Women when there was a faint knock at the door. She tutted, got up and peeped through the spy hole.


A pale face and big, frightened blue eyes stared up at her. It was the little lad from next door.


That’s strange, she thought, as she took the chain off and opened the door to him. What was he doing wandering around outside on his own? He couldn’t have been more than three. His clothes were filthy and tatty, and she noticed he didn’t have any shoes or socks on.


‘What is it, sweetheart?’ she asked, holding out her hand and leading him into the hallway.


‘It’s my mummy,’ he told her. ‘She won’t wake up.’


He handed her an empty container of prescription tablets but something else had caught her eye. Leading all the way behind him up the path and now on her hall tiles was a trail of tiny bloody footprints. His feet were covered in blood.


She grabbed her keys and picked him up. God only knows where his baby sister was.


‘Don’t you worry, little one,’ she told him. ‘It’s going to be OK.’


But as she ran round to next door following the trail of wet blood, she wasn’t so sure that it was.




ONE


Departures and Arrivals


After I’d waved the social worker’s car off down the driveway, I closed the front door and breathed a sigh of relief.


‘Phew, I’m glad they’ve gone,’ said my ten-year-old daughter Tess, echoing my thoughts exactly. ‘They were really strange.’


We’d just said goodbye to two teenage girls aged fourteen and fifteen called Hannah and Hayley. They looked a bit like twins as they were so close in age. Both chubby, with bright red hair and thick glasses, they would stare at you with deadpan faces. It had been an emergency twenty-one-day placement as their previous foster carers couldn’t cope with their bizarre behaviour and I’d agreed to take them in while Social Services looked for another long-term placement for them. As a foster carer for the past twenty years, I was used to dealing with ‘stroppies’, as I fondly nicknamed difficult teens – in fact I secretly relished the challenge. But even I had to admit it had been a tricky few weeks.


Their behaviour had been odd to say the least. They didn’t say much to me but they would walk around the house talking to people who weren’t there. There was a Miffy mobile hung up in their bedroom that I’d forgotten to take down after a baby I’d looked after had left, and the girls had told us that the mobile had been saying things to them. Social workers couldn’t agree whether the girls had significant mental health problems or they were just making it all up to freak people out. Sadly I thought a lot of it had been put on to get attention. I think they hoped that if they behaved in such a strange way no one would want to look after them, and they’d be allowed to go back and live with their birth mother. Whatever the reason, I knew three weeks wasn’t enough time to even begin to tackle their issues. It hadn’t been easy having them in the house, especially after school and at weekends when all my other children were at home.


The girls had left by 10 a.m. but there was no time to sit down and put my feet up. As a busy foster carer, I knew from experience that as soon as one placement left sometimes it was only a matter of hours before there was another child, or children, waiting to take their place. So I got to work stripping the two single beds in the room where Hannah and Hayley had been and gave it a good clean. I’d helped them pack that morning and tidied up as I’d gone along, so thankfully it wasn’t in too much of a state. I was lucky as for the past five years I’d lived in a roomy detached Victorian house that I called the Tardis. It didn’t look that big from the outside but it had six bedrooms and was spread out over three floors. Cleaning it was a nightmare and it was permanently freezing cold, but all that space meant I had two spare bedrooms especially for foster children.


In my forties, I was a single mum to my six-year-old biological son Pete, then there was ten-year-old Tess and her nine-year-old sister Sam – I’d been fostering for fourteen years when they’d come to live with me, when they were three and four, and they had never left. I’d been granted permanency, which meant that it had been agreed at a Social Services panel that they would remain with me for ever. I was hoping to adopt them but none of us felt like there was any rush as I already looked upon them as my own children. They’d come to live with us when Pete was a year old and he couldn’t remember a time without them. As far as he was concerned, they were his sisters.


I’d seen their photos in a well-known fostering magazine that I subscribed to, and had been intrigued by Sam’s disabilities as well as falling in love with Tess’s beautiful blonde curly hair, so I’d found out more about them. They’d come from a family of four children. Two of the children had died from cot death at just a few weeks old and Sam had been left with brain injuries after her birth parents had tried to smother her when she was a month old – something they’d tried to blame on Tess who was only thirteen months old at the time. Sam had been left with cerebral palsy global and development delay, which meant she would always have the mental age of a toddler and she was autistic and half blind. After that there had been questions about whether their siblings had actually died of cot death, but nothing could be proven.


Her disabilities didn’t faze me and something inside me just told me I wanted to give these two children a home after everything they’d been through. Before they came to me they’d been moved fifteen times. They’d even been adopted but the couple had changed their mind after a few weeks and they’d been sent back. These poor kids had faced so much upheaval, trauma and rejection in their lives but I knew 100 per cent I wanted to foster them, and amazingly I had space as two children were about to leave me and go back to live with their birth parents. It was one of those things I like to think was meant to be, and now I couldn’t imagine our family without them in it.


Even though she was only ten, Tess was a great help with other foster children and all three of my kids were very adaptable. I suppose it was all they’d ever known. They were used to going to school and coming home and finding two new children had come to live with us and luckily they’d never resented that or got jealous.


It was just after lunch and I was taking the sheets and duvet covers out of the washing machine when the phone rang.


‘Hi, Maggie, it’s Simon here.’ Simon was my supervising social worker at the fostering agency that I worked for.


‘That didn’t take long.’ I laughed. ‘The girls only left this morning. What can I do for you?’


‘I wanted to have a chat to you about another placement. Social Services have been on. We’ve had a referral for a two- and a three-year-old and I wondered if you were available?’


He explained that they were being removed from their parents under an emergency protection order (EPO) that afternoon from a council house on a notorious estate half an hour away. Generally social workers try and work with parents and get their permission for their children to come into care, which is known as a voluntary care order or section 20. But in urgent situations where they felt the children were at significant risk or harm they could remove them under an EPO.


‘Yes, of course I’ll take them,’ I told him. ‘The other kids will be delighted that it’s littlies.’


I was excited. My last few placements had been teenagers so I was pleased at the idea of having some younger ones to stay. It meant we could all do things together that my children still liked to do, like arts and crafts, baking and puppet shows, and it was a lot easier if they all enjoyed similar activities. I also thought it would be nice for my kids to be the oldest ones for once, as I knew they’d been quite intimidated by Hannah and Hayley.


‘What else can you tell me about them?’ I asked.


‘I’m sorry, Maggie, but all I know is that it’s a two-year-old girl and her three-year-old brother.’


‘No problem,’ I said. ‘I’ll wait to hear from Social Services then.’


‘Great,’ Simon replied. ‘They should be with you within the hour.’


As soon as I put the phone down, it was action stations. As I expected, the other children were ecstatic that we were going to have two little ones living with us for a while. Tess especially was pleased that there was a little girl.


Whenever I know a new placement is on the way, I always think very practically – it’s all about duvets and toothbrushes for me. I always have a big pile of toothbrushes that I get when I see them on offer, and thankfully the room next to Hannah and Hayley’s old bedroom was already set up for younger children. The walls were painted in a neutral cream colour and there were two wrought iron toddler beds that had little sides on them. I knew from experience that many of the kids who came to me had never had their own bed before and that can feel quite scary, so having the sides on made them feel more secure.


I’m a sucker for anything by Cath Kidston or Laura Ashley and I always wait for the sales when I stock up on duvet covers. I put a tractor one on one of the beds and one covered in little yellow ducks on the other. Each bed had a fleecy blanket on the end of it, a little cushion that I’d made and a soft toy. I think it’s nice for children to have those little touches there when they arrive to make them feel at home.


When a child has settled in I always let them choose something for their room – that could be a duvet cover or their own towels or a picture for the wall. To me it’s important that they’ve got their own stuff to give them some sense of ownership and control. Many children that go into the care system have never had anything to call their own so I make sure that we personalise their room. I love sewing to relax and I’m a dab hand with a needle so sometimes I’ll make bunting with their name on or a special cushion.


When the phone rang again I pounced on it, expecting it to be Social Services. But it was my friend Anne who was also a foster carer. We’d got to know each other as we both worked for the same agency.


‘I’m running round like a mad thing here,’ she said. ‘I’ve got a couple of children coming in this afternoon on an emergency protection order.’


‘That’s funny, me too,’ I said.


In a bizarre coincidence, she told me that our other friend Vicky also had two foster children arriving that afternoon under an EPO.


‘Ooh I’ve got to go, the doorbell’s ringing and I think that’s them,’ she said.


‘Keep me posted,’ I told her.


‘You too,’ she said.


As a single carer, it was great to have a network of local friends that I could call on for help. Particularly fellow foster carers who knew the pressures and strains of the job and we could compare notes. Because of confidentiality issues, we could never talk about the specific backgrounds of children we were looking after even to each other, but we could ask for general advice.


As I rushed around making sure everything was tidy, I kept one eye on the clock. But nearly two hours passed and there was still no sign of the social workers with the children. Simon rang back at 4 p.m.


‘Sorry, Maggie, I’ve just heard from Social Services and I gather there’s a bit of a situation with the mum who has mental health issues. The police have been called so they haven’t been able to move the kids yet.’


‘OK,’ I said, wondering what on earth these poor children were being subjected to. ‘Keep in touch.’


All we could do was carry on as normal. At 5 p.m. I was getting the tea ready when Simon called again.


‘As it’s the end of the day the emergency duty team are now dealing with it, but they’ve reassured me they’ll get the children to you as soon as they can.’


‘OK,’ I said.


‘You’ve got my mobile number so ring me in case of any problems.’


That was one of the benefits of working for a fostering agency, there was always someone you could call 24/7 if you needed them.


We had dinner and I got the children bathed and ready for bed. As I shut the living room curtains, I glanced up and down the street but there was still no sign of any social workers. It was a rainy night and my heart went out to the little two- and three-year-olds. It was getting late now and toddlers that age should have been getting ready for bed.


Finally, just after 7 p.m., the doorbell rang. I went to answer it and the kids came running through from the kitchen. Two women who I assumed were social workers stood there. One was carrying a little girl, and a solemn-looking boy was stood cowering by the other one. They both looked utterly exhausted and they were whimpering like frightened little animals. They were taking deep, gulping breaths like children do when they’ve been crying for ages.


‘Hello, Maggie, we’re the duty social workers,’ one of them said, showing me some ID.


‘Come in,’ I said, ushering them into the hallway.


‘This is Evie and Elliot,’ she said.


One of the social workers put Evie down on the floor and she clung on to her brother. They both stood there staring at me warily with big, frightened blue eyes. My gut reaction was to scoop them into my arms and give them a hug, but I knew that wasn’t the right thing to do with emotionally damaged or neglected children. It probably would have scared them even more.


Instead, I crouched down on the floor so I could make eye contact with them.


‘Hello, I’m Maggie,’ I told them gently. ‘And this is Tess, Pete and Sam.’


They didn’t say a word and I could tell they were shell-shocked. They were both absolutely filthy and I could smell them – an overpowering mix of stale urine and general dirt. Their clothes were grubby and I could see the head lice in their light brown hair. There were so many on Evie’s head I could see her hair moving as they marched across her scalp like ants.


‘Come on in and I’ll get you a drink,’ I told them.


Neither of them said a word or showed any reaction. Then Evie saw Tess and immediately held her arms out to her. Tess picked her up and gave her a cuddle, which was lovely, but all I could think about were the nits as I knew they’d be hell to get out of Tess’s lovely ringlets!


Elliot stood there stiffly. He was so pale his skin was almost translucent and his eyes were red raw from crying. You didn’t need to be an expert to see instantly that this pair were malnourished and underweight. Instead of the chubby cheeks and round faces that most toddlers have, they had a sunken hollowness to their faces and you could see every tendon in their necks. There were dark shadows under their eyes and their pupils were dull with no expression behind them.


The other kids went through to the kitchen while I had a quiet word with the social workers. Evie put her arms up to Tess and she carried her through, and Elliot followed them hesitantly. The social workers were both in their forties and looked like a strange pair, as one was in a smart business suit and the other one was in jeans.


‘Do you have any information about the children?’ I asked them.


‘I’m afraid not,’ one of them answered.


They explained they were emergency duty social workers and they didn’t know anything about these children or their family. I felt so sad for these poor kids surrounded by strangers.


‘I’m afraid there was a situation with their biological mother,’ one of them told me. ‘She’d escaped from a psychiatric unit and turned up with a knife and threatened to kill her own sister who had been looking after the children.’


She explained the police had been called and officers had spent hours talking her down before she’d been taken back to hospital. The children had witnessed it all.


‘They were hysterical,’ she said. ‘The screaming was horrendous. It took a good couple of hours to get them out of the house and into the car.’


‘They were obviously scared out of their wits,’ I said.


It wasn’t surprising really. The duty social workers both looked frazzled and couldn’t wait to leave.


‘Well, we’ll be off then,’ said one of them. ‘One of our colleagues will be in touch but here’s a mobile number if you need us.’


‘Thanks,’ I said.


As usual I was thrown straight in at the deep end not knowing anything about these kids or their background. Sometimes being a foster carer was a bit like doing a jigsaw puzzle. It was my job to pick up clues and put pieces of information together in order to get the full picture. What I did know was that these kids looked very bewildered and scared and I had so many other questions. What on earth has happened to them that things have come to this? What sort of life have they come from?




TWO


Nothing to their Name


After we’d said goodbye to the social workers I knew the first priority was to get these kids a drink and something to eat. When I walked into the kitchen, Evie was still clinging on like a limpet to Tess and Elliot was standing there looking terrified. The way he was hunched over reminded me of a little old man. He was very rigid and stiff and didn’t seem to want to be touched, whereas Evie was the opposite and wouldn’t let Tess put her down. Neither of them had said a single word since they’d arrived.


‘Let’s get you a drink then I’ll sort out something to eat,’ I told them gently. ‘You must be starving.’


I sat them around the table on the little Ikea chairs that we had. They were special ones that had longer legs so little ones could reach the table easily but they were more grown up than a highchair.


They both looked at me warily with their frightened, glazed eyes, not saying a word or showing any reaction. The poor things must be so confused and shell-shocked. They hadn’t got a clue who the social workers were or who we were.


‘Kids, can you get Evie and Elliot some plates out please?’ I asked Tess and Pete.


They got to work getting some plastic plates out of the cupboard and two little plastic beakers that I filled with milk. It’s always a benefit having other kids in the house when new children arrive as it helps them settle. It shows them that this is a happy, friendly place that children like, so it puts them at ease. Evie especially certainly seemed to get comfort from Tess and she insisted on sitting on her knee.


I knew that asking lots of questions or bombarding them with information wasn’t the right thing to do for these traumatised little ones. All I could do tonight was meet their basic needs – feed them, get them clean and try and get them to sleep. We’d worry about the rest in the morning.


I quickly heated up some tinned spaghetti in a pan and did them some toast which I cut up in little soldiers. As soon as I put it in front of them, they tucked in. Evie handed the spoon to Tess so she could feed her and she couldn’t get it into her mouth quick enough. Elliot gulped his down too and within minutes both plates were cleared. The poor things couldn’t have eaten for hours as they were absolutely starving.


‘Well you two were very hungry,’ I said gently. ‘I think I’d better get you some more toast.’


While they finished their tea, I took their things upstairs. All they’d come with was a small battered old suitcase which I took up to their room. As I opened it up, the first thing that hit me was the smell which made me gag. It was revolting – a mixture of smoke and just general dirt and filth. As I rummaged through the contents of the case, I was more and more puzzled. Inside was just a heap of tatty, grubby men’s clothes including pants and socks. There were no children’s clothes or belongings in there at all.


I must have got the wrong case, I told myself. This must have been left in the duty social worker’s car and they’ve picked it up by mistake.


I rang the number they’d given me to check.


‘No, that’s the case that came with the kids,’ she confirmed.


‘And there was nothing else with them?’ I asked.


‘Nope,’ she said. ‘That’s all they brought.’


I’d no idea who had packed it or why but it meant that Evie and Elliot had literally nothing, not even a clean pair of pants or a soft toy between them. All these poor kids had were the grubby clothes they were stood up in. It broke my heart.


I quickly rummaged through my cupboards. I always have spare pyjamas for most ages as I buy them in the sales, and I knew I had plenty of boys’ clothes as I’d saved a lot of Pete’s old things. But I had nothing that would fit Evie. Thankfully my support network came into its own again. My neighbour Mark had a three-year-old daughter Kelly so I hoped he might be able to help. I got back on the phone.


‘I’ve had a new placement come in tonight and I’m desperately in need of some little girls clothes,’ I told him.


‘No problem, Maggie,’ he said. ‘Leave it with me.’


Within half an hour, he turned up at the door with three huge black bags full of beautiful clothes. There were pretty blouses and jumpers, gorgeous pinafores and flowery skirts. I loved little girls’ clothes and I hoped Evie was going to like them.


‘You’re a lifesaver,’ I said. ‘They’re perfect.’


I was really lucky that I had such great people around me that I could rely on to help out in a crisis. Being a single foster carer, I didn’t have a husband or a partner who could nip out to pick up some emergency clothes. So having a network of supportive friends who I could call on for help in a crisis was essential, and I knew if Mark couldn’t have helped then I could have tried Vicky or Anne. Between us we normally had most things or knew someone who did and were always happy to help each other out.


I zipped the tatty case back up and vowed to stick it in the garden shed later. Foster carers are supposed to keep everything that looked-after children come into care with, because technically they don’t belong to us, they belong to the biological parents. But I couldn’t bear having that dirty old thing in the house.


By the time Mark had been round and the children had finished eating, it was well after 8 p.m. I could see they were exhausted but there was no way I was putting them to bed without giving them a bath first.


‘Come upstairs and I’ll show you your new bedroom,’ I said to them.


Evie put her arms up to be carried so I balanced her on my hip and held my hand out to Elliot. He didn’t want to take it but he was happy to walk alongside me. They both just stared warily at me. Neither of them had said a single word.


‘This is where you’ll be sleeping,’ I said, showing them the little Ikea beds, but again there was no reaction.


The other children were downstairs watching TV, as I wanted to keep everything as calm and quiet as possible after the long, traumatic day they’d had. I talked them through everything so there were no surprises and they knew exactly what was happening next.


‘I’m going to run you a nice bubbly bath and get you undressed now,’ I told them.


I gently peeled off their filthy clothes. They were tatty and worn and didn’t seem to fit them properly. Elliot had on a pair of age two jogging bottoms and an old T-shirt, and he didn’t have any shoes just a pair of dirty socks. Evie was wearing a pair of leggings and a disgusting purple jumper that was matted and covered in old food stains. She had a pair of plastic sandals on her feet but they were way too small for her. Social workers always advise foster carers not to throw away their clothes if possible as it helps children settle to have familiar things around them, but nothing they were wearing was worth keeping.


Neither of them kicked up a fuss as I undressed them which was a relief. They were both very scrawny and small for their age. Their ribs were sticking out, but because they’d just eaten they had little pot bellies and they looked like the starving children that you see in third world countries. They were wearing nappies which I didn’t think was appropriate for a three-year-old like Elliot and poor Evie’s was so saturated with urine it was hanging down to her knees.


‘Let’s get this wet nappy off you,’ I said gently.


Her nappy clearly hadn’t been changed very often as her poor bottom was red raw and she had painful red sores all over her skin. Elliot’s skin was really dry with lots of scratches and scabs. His nails were all bitten and the skin around them was peeling and bloody, and I wondered whether he had been picking at himself.


‘I’m going to put some lovely bubbles in your bath,’ I said in a reassuring voice. ‘I bet you like bubbles in the bath. Now I’m going to put some toys in so you’ve got something to play with. Which end are you going to get in? Shall I help you both in?’


Both children got in willingly but it was an incredibly quiet bath – completely different to the usual noisy, messy, chaotic bath times in our house. They just sat there in silence and didn’t play with any of the toys.


Afterwards I put a nappy on Evie and a pull-up on Elliot and helped them into clean pyjamas. We’ll tackle the nits and teeth brushing tomorrow, I thought, as I could see how shattered they were. But even just a warm bath had done wonders. When Elliot had first arrived I thought he had brown hair but now he’d had a good wash I could see it must have been dirt as his hair was actually blond.


‘Right, I think it’s time for bed now,’ I said.


I wasn’t worried about how they were going to settle because I knew they were traumatised and in shock and they just needed to sleep. Most children don’t give you any hassle on the first night because it’s still the honeymoon period and they don’t know you and you don’t know them. They got willingly into their beds and I tucked their duvets up around them. As a foster carer it’s not deemed acceptable to sit on a child’s bed. Perhaps a child has been sexually abused and it might bring back painful memories. I didn’t know anything about these children’s history and I didn’t want to put them in a situation that they weren’t comfortable with or add to their trauma and distress.


Every year I had to sign what’s known as a ‘safe care policy’ with my agency which is a set of rules and recommendations for foster carers designed to keep us and the children we’re looking after safe, and I always have to follow those strict guidelines.


I picked up the teddies on the end of Evie and Elliot’s bed.


‘Night night,’ I said to the teddies and gave them a kiss.


‘Would either of you two like a cuddle and kiss?’ I asked, but neither of them responded so I left it as I don’t like to force affection on to a child.


As I left the room I did the same thing that I always do with little ones from day one – there was a CD player in the corner and I put on some classical music. I always play the same Mozart CD and I’ve found it really does help settle kids. It creates calm and after a while children associate it with bedtime. They know that when the music comes on then it’s time to go to sleep. There was also a little plug-in night light that I turned on.


‘Night night,’ I told them, ‘Sleep tight and I’ll see you in the morning. If you need me, come out of your bedroom and yell my name really really loudly and I’ll come and find you.’


Afterwards I went downstairs and put my children to bed, making sure I looked in on Evie and Elliot every half-hour. The first time I checked they were both still awake but they were just lying there in silence. I felt so sorry for them – nothing was familiar to them. They were in a strange bedroom, in a strange house with strange people and different sounds and smells. The second time I checked on them, Elliot had climbed across into Evie’s bed and they were fast asleep, curled up together like two little hamsters. My heart went out to this pair. In a few hours their whole world had changed. Even though I suspected it probably wasn’t a very happy world, it was all that they’d ever known. And now they were clinging on to the only familiar thing they had left – each other.




THREE


All Hell Breaks Loose


While Evie and Elliot had seemed to settle fine, I loathed the first night with new children in the house because I never got a wink of sleep. I wasn’t familiar with their noises so every little snort or squeak would send me scuttling to check that they were OK. These poor kids were in a strange place and I didn’t want them to wake up and be even more scared than they already were so I was always listening out in case of any problems.


My bedroom was just down the corridor from them and I’d left the landing light on and their bedroom door open, but nevertheless I found it impossible to switch off. I checked on them every half-hour until midnight and every couple of hours after that. Thankfully they were both in a deep sleep but unfortunately the same couldn’t be said for me.


As I lay there in the early hours of the morning, tossing and turning and wide awake, I thought about how I’d first got into fostering. I’d always worked with children and seemed to have a natural affinity with them, especially kids who were challenging. When I left school I’d got a job in a residential children’s home; then I’d worked for Social Services as a family support assistant. After that I’d got job as a deputy matron at a residential boarding school for maladjusted boys. It was very intense and exhausting. I lived on site and was on duty 24/7 during term time but I enjoyed it. For some strange reason, I liked stroppy kids and they seemed to respond well to me. I admired their honesty and I found them really intriguing.


After four years I’d had enough and a number of colleagues asked me to look after their children so I ended up becoming a childminder. When the children I was looking after all reached school age, I fancied a new challenge and that’s when I thought about fostering. I was only twenty-seven and single but that didn’t seem to bother the social workers and I was approved to take three placements at a time.


Back then in the late 1980s, foster carers didn’t really specialise in one particular age group and I was happy to take on a wide variety of placements. Over the years I’d had babies, teenagers, children on remand, kids who’d been trafficked, refugees, disabled kids, mums and babies. I just did what I could for them in the time that I had, whether that was as basic as giving them clean clothes and clean sheets and a safe place for a few nights or looking after them for years, preparing them for adoption or successfully reuniting them with their parents. Over the past twenty years I must have fostered over 300 children in total.


Every single case was different and I’d learnt something new from every child. I’d had placements that had literally come for an hour. Once a social worker asked me to pick up a child from the police station and look after him for a couple of weeks. By the time I’d driven him home and given him a drink of juice, I got a phone call saying could I bring him back as his mum was being released. Most of the time I didn’t know at first how long a child would be with me, particularly when they’d been removed from their parents in a hurry like Evie and Elliot had. At this stage I didn’t know a single thing about them but in a way I didn’t mind. Of course I needed to know about anything major like a medical condition but the rest of it I liked to find out for myself.


All of that thinking must have done the trick because I finally nodded off around 5 a.m – only to be woken up just after 7 a.m. by an excited Sam, Pete and Tess dancing around outside Evie and Elliot’s bedroom door.


‘The little ones are still asleep,’ said Tess. ‘Can we wake them up?’


‘No, you cannot,’ I said, feeling absolutely shattered.


Much to my impatient children’s disgust, we let them sleep and there wasn’t a peep out of the pair of them until well after 8 a.m.


‘Good morning,’ I said cheerfully, breezing into the bedroom when I heard them stir. ‘Would you like some breakfast?’


I knew it was important to remind them again who I was and where they were. They’d had such a traumatic day yesterday and children as young as they were often forgot and I didn’t want them to be scared.


‘Can you remember that I’m Maggie and you came to my house last night and you had tea? And then we went upstairs and I popped you in the bath and then you went to bed and slept all night.


‘And can you remember that I’ve got a big girl called Tess and a little girl called Sam and a boy called Pete? Shall we all go downstairs now and have some nice breakfast?’


They were both still really groggy with sleep and Elliot looked puzzled as he watched me opening the curtains.


‘What are them?’ he said, blinking in the bright morning sun. Surprisingly he had quite a husky voice for such a small, frail child.


‘They’re curtains, lovey,’ I told him. ‘We close them at night to block out the light so it doesn’t wake us up in the morning.’


But he still looked puzzled at the whole idea of curtains. That was my first clue that all had not been right at home for this pair. They clearly weren’t used to everyday things that the rest of us take for granted, like beds, curtains and clean sheets. Elliot seemed so pleased and surprised that he hadn’t woken up that morning with a wet bed because I’d put him in a pull-up, which made me suspect he’d come from a home where there were no clean sheets even if you wet the bed.


As we all trooped down for breakfast, neither Evie nor Elliot said much. They’d not asked where their mummy and daddy were or how long they were staying. They just sat there watching, their big blue eyes following my every move. There was a real wariness about them, especially Elliot. I could already tell that Evie was more warm and cuddly whereas Elliot had stiffness about him and gave off a vibe of ‘don’t come near me’.


‘Time to get dressed and brush our teeth,’ I told them after they’d finished their cornflakes and they followed me upstairs to the bathroom. I got them a new toothbrush each and smeared a pea-sized amount of fruity children’s toothpaste on the end of each one. I put the tap on and turned to Elliot.


‘Open wide,’ I said but he just stared at me with a frightened look on his face, his mouth clamped tightly shut. Evie looked equally as terrified. Then suddenly it clicked. They didn’t have a clue what I was doing.


‘Do you know what this is?’ I asked Elliot, pointing to the toothbrush, and he shook his head.


It broke my heart that no one had ever cared for them enough to even show them something as simple as brushing their teeth. The poor things couldn’t understand why I was trying to force this strange bristly object into their mouths.


‘Kids,’ I shouted to the others. ‘Come and show Evie and Elliot how we brush our teeth.


‘We do this every morning and every night to keep our teeth nice and clean,’ I explained.


We all stood there and brushed our teeth in the hope that it would reassure them that it was a normal thing to do, but neither of them looked particularly convinced. I dreaded to think what sort of state their teeth were in if they’d never ever brushed them, but I wasn’t going to force the trauma of a dentist’s appointment on them right away. They wouldn’t let me anywhere near their mouths, so in the end I gave them the brushes to hold but all they did was suck on the bristles for a few seconds.


‘Well done,’ I told them. ‘We’ll have another go tonight.’


At least it was a start and not bad for two littlies who had never even seen a toothbrush before.


After that it was time to get them dressed, but when I tried to change Evie’s nappy she clamped her legs together and started kicking.


‘No, no, no!’ she shouted as I tried to lay her down. I assumed that it was because her bottom was so sore and she associated nappy changes with hurt and pain.


‘Maggie needs to get this wet nappy off you and I’ll put some nice cream on that will make you better.’


But she still refused to lie down. In the end I got Tess to go and get a doll and pretend to change its nappy as well.


‘Oh look, the dolly’s having its nappy changed. Well done, dolly,’ I said.


It seemed to do the trick and it distracted Evie long enough for me to whip her nappy off, put some cream on her sores and put on a new one.


It had been a while since I’d looked after a child who was in nappies and after I’d changed her, I realised I’d put the disposable on the wrong way round.


‘Oh, aren’t I silly?’ I said. ‘Look I’ve done your nappy all wrong. I’ll have to do it again.’


‘Silly cow,’ said Evie matter-of-factly. I was stunned. Had I heard her correctly?


Then she pointed to Tess. ‘Bitch do it,’ she said.


I was absolutely taken aback and I could see that Tess was upset. I was shocked that a two-year-old was using this kind of language but I tried not to show it. I couldn’t tell Evie off as I knew that at that age she wasn’t doing it for effect and it wasn’t said with aggression. She was purely repeating what she’d heard or perhaps been called herself at home. The only way to deal with it was to try and make light of it.


‘What’s my name?’ I said to Evie who just smiled. ‘My name’s Maggie, isn’t it, and that’s Tess? And yes, Maggie is very silly for mixing your nappy up.’


But that wasn’t all she’d picked up. Later that morning when I told her it was lunchtime she told me to ‘f**k off’. It was heartbreakingly sad that these were some of the only words this toddler knew, but this was clearly just normal language for her and I knew the best way to deal with it was not to react. If you make a fuss then a child that age is more likely to carry on using that word because they see it gets a reaction, so it’s better to ignore it. Also, I couldn’t tell a child off for using what they’d seen as normal, everyday language in the home they’d come from.


After all that I decided it was time to tackle the nits. I have a complete hang-up about them and the moment anyone even says the word I start scratching. Over the years I’ve found the only thing that ever works is a nit comb and when a new one comes out I’m always first in the queue. I swear if I ever went on Mastermind my specialist subject would be on nit combs and lotions! I sat Evie and Elliot in front of Peppa Pig with a little bag of sweets each and got to work.
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