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Dedication


This book is dedicated to Ruth 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.




The Little
Ghost Girl


Abused Starved and Neglected.
A Little Girl Desperate for Someone to Love Her.


MAGGIE HARTLEY
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A Message from Maggie


I wanted to write this book to give people an honest account of 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 like Ruth that I’ve helped.


I’ve looked after more than 200 children over the past twenty years and Ruth came to me when I’d been doing it for a decade. Her story has always stayed with me, firstly because of the hor­rific things that she’d been through and secondly because she was such a challenge. She pushed my little family to the limits but she also showed me that with patience, love and care, you can transform a child’s life. As a foster carer, you can’t change what’s happened to a child in the past but you can change their future, and that’s why I do it.


My main concern while writing this book was 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 and my own experiences.


Maggie Hartley




ONE


New Arrival


It was seeing the little Babygros that got to me the most. As I pulled them out of the tumble dryer and folded them into neat piles on the bed, that’s when it hit me that she’d gone.


Just over a week ago I’d said goodbye to fourteen-month-old Daniella. I’d been a foster carer for a decade now and no matter how many times I’d gone through it, it was always upsetting when a child left. Especially when it was a baby like Daniella as you couldn’t help but get attached to them. She’d been with me since she was three months old and I couldn’t have loved her any more if she had been my own child.


Don’t get me wrong, I was delighted that she’d found a forever family and the couple who were adopting her were lovely but it didn’t stop me from missing her desperately. For the past few days I’d put off sorting through her old things but now I’d finally got round to washing the piles of baby clothes, cot bedding and blankets so I could put them back into storage in the loft until the next baby came along.


Thankfully I didn’t have time to dwell on my feelings as I was interrupted by a knock at the door.


‘Hi, darling,’ called a voice through the glass. ‘Thought I’d pop round and see how you are.’


It was my friend Vicky who was also a foster carer. She lived nearby so we’d often go round to each other’s houses for a cuppa and a catch-up.


‘Oh, I’m fine,’ I said, opening the front door and letting her in. ‘I was just having a moment looking through Daniella’s old things but I’m OK now.’


Vicky knew exactly what it was like when a child left. We’d both been through it so many times before and it was only natural to feel a bit low for a few days afterwards.


‘How’s she getting on?’ she asked. ‘Have you heard anything?’


‘I’ve had a few texts and apparently she’s settled in really well.’


‘Ahh, bless her,’ she said. ‘She deserves it.’


Like most of the children who I fostered, Daniella hadn’t had the best start in life. Her parents were both drug addicts and they could barely look after themselves, never mind a baby, so she’d been badly neglected for the first few months of her life. She’d come to me filthy, covered in sores from not having her nappy changed regularly, and was listless and unresponsive. By the time she left, she was a chubby, smiley little girl who’d started walking and was as bright as a button.


‘I’m going to miss having a baby in the house,’ I sighed.


I loved all the cuddles, the fun and the playing.


‘How have Louisa and Lily taken it?’ asked Vicky.


‘Oh, they miss her too,’ I said. ‘It’s really strange it being the three of us again.’


Lily was five and I’d been fostering her for the past two years. She’d been taken into care because her father was an alcoholic and violent to her mother; however, she refused to leave him. Lily looked like an angel with her big blue eyes and golden ringlets, but her behaviour had certainly been a challenge at first. She had incredible temper tantrums, threw toys and smashed things. But after living with me for a few months, she’d gradually started to calm down. She was still a lively, boisterous little thing and full of energy but she was no longer a problem.


‘How’s Lily getting on at school?’ Vicky asked.


‘Brilliantly,’ I said. ‘She’s settled in fine and she’s got a couple of little friends.’


Lily still had regular contact with her mum, and there was the hope that one day she would leave her husband and Lily could go back and live with her, but that hadn’t happened yet. I’d realised early on that her issue was all about attention. Her mum suffered from depression and I think Lily’s behaviour was an attempt to get her to notice her. Now she was a happy, settled five-year-old and I didn’t want to disrupt that and have her go back to square one, which was likely to happen if she went to live with her mum again.


My other placement was fourteen-year-old Louisa who had come to me around the same time as Lily. Sadly her parents had both died in a car crash. Alone and struggling to cope with her grief, she was painfully shy at first but she had started to enjoy school and had a nice group of mates.


Our little family rubbed along nicely. Louisa treated Lily like a sister and was very protective of her and Lily adored her. Also, because they were different ages, they needed me in different ways, which made for a good balance. However, I knew it wouldn’t be long before things changed again.


‘Now Daniella’s gone I expect I’ll be offered another placement any minute,’ I told Vicky.


‘Yep,’ she said. ‘You should enjoy the peace and quiet while it lasts.’


I was a single foster carer so I had to cope with challenging children on my own. But I loved every minute of it and, without sounding like too much of a big head, I was damn good at my job. Social Services would often give me the children that nobody else could handle. I was always busy and my four-bedroom terrace was never empty, but that’s the way I liked it.


Getting a new child was exciting but I was also a tiny bit apprehensive at the same time. Whenever a new placement arrived, the dynamic of the house changed and it always took a few weeks for everyone to settle and find their place in the new pecking order.


‘Right, I must go,’ said Vicky, drinking up the last dregs of her tea. ‘Before you know it, it’ll be three twenty and the kids will have finished school.’


‘I must get on too,’ I said. ‘I need to get this baby stuff packed away.’


‘Good luck,’ said Vicky.


After she’d gone I cracked on with my sorting. I was about to tackle the toy box when the phone rang.


‘Maggie, it’s Mike Mitchell. How are you?’


‘Fine, thanks,’ I said.


Mike was the fostering manager at the local authority. I’d worked with him for years and we knew each other well.


‘What can I do for you?’ I asked, although I suspected that I already knew the answer to that one.


‘I’ve got a bit of a sensitive case that I thought you might be able to help with.’


‘Go on,’ I said. ‘I’m all ears.’


I listened as he explained they were looking for a placement for an eleven-year-old girl who had just been taken into care.


‘This morning she made some serious allegations to her teacher and she’s currently being questioned at the police station,’ he said.


‘What’s she alleging took place?’ I asked.


‘To be honest, Maggie, that’s all I know at the minute,’ he said. ‘The allegations are serious enough to mean that she can’t go home so we need to find somewhere to place her. By all accounts, she’s a bit of a tricky character and she’ll need to be handled sensitively.’


He paused.


‘So,’ he said. ‘What do you think?’


‘I’ll take her,’ I said without any hesitation. ‘You know me, Mike, I like a challenge.’


‘Great,’ he said. ‘I thought you’d say that so she’s already on her way to your house with a police officer and her social worker.’


‘Well, it’s a bloomin’ good job I said yes then, isn’t it?’ I laughed. ‘What time do you think they’ll be here?’


I was already running through a mental checklist of all the things I liked to do before a new placement arrived.


‘I reckon they’ll be with you in the next ten minutes,’ he said.


‘Ten minutes?’ I gasped. ‘I’d better hang up and get cracking then.’


Good God, I thought to myself, talk about giving me time to prepare.


‘Oh and, Mike,’ I said, ‘what’s her name?’


‘I’m sorry, Maggie, I don’t even know that much,’ he told me apologetically.


It was frustrating but I’d learnt by now that was the nature of the job. When a child was taken into care very suddenly sometimes you didn’t know anything about them before they turned up on your doorstep.


‘There is one other issue that I should quickly mention,’ he said. ‘Her family only live ten minutes away from you. Do you think that will be a problem?’


‘I shouldn’t think so,’ I told him. ‘It’s a different neighbourhood so they’ll probably use different shops and supermarkets to us. Now let me go so I can at least attempt to get things sorted.’


I put the phone down and tried not to panic. I hoped ten minutes was a slight exaggeration and that it might be an hour before they arrived. I rushed upstairs to give the spare room the once-over but thankfully it was all spick and span. After Daniella had left I’d given it a good tidy. I’d taken the cot down, and the bunk and single bed had clean bedding on them. The woodchip walls were painted magnolia so were a blank canvas. I tended to personalise a room once a child had been with me for a few weeks and I knew a bit more about them and their likes and dislikes.


As I smoothed down the duvets and plumped up the pillows, I wondered what sort of state this poor girl was going to be in. She’d gone off to school this morning as normal and now her whole world had changed. She wasn’t allowed to go back home or see her family and had been subjected to hours of questioning by the police. God only knows what sort of allegations she’d made and against whom. Whatever they were, I suspected she was going to be very fragile and traumatised.


I went to the cupboard where I kept all my supplies and grabbed a new toothbrush, some towels and a flannel. I was laying them out on the bed when I heard a knock at the door.


I looked at my watch. Mike hadn’t been joking when he’d said ten minutes. I gave the room a quick, last-minute check, opened the window to let in some fresh air and then dashed downstairs.


I opened the front door to find a female police officer in uniform and another woman standing there. Between them was a small, unkempt little girl.


‘Hello, I’m Liz Fleming, the social worker,’ she said, showing me her ID.


‘This is PC Clare Smith and this …’ she said, pointing to the girl, ‘… is Ruth.’


She was a tiny little thing, stick thin with elfin features and a pale face. Mike had already told me that she was eleven but if he hadn’t I would have said she was at least three or four years younger. She stared up at me with weary blue eyes. Her black hair was long and straggly and she was wearing school uniform that had seen better days. There was a ring of dirt around the neck of her grubby white shirt, her nylon skirt was all crumpled and her shoes were falling apart.


‘Hello, Ruth,’ I said. ‘Come on in.’


I ushered them all into the hallway.


‘This is Maggie,’ Liz told Ruth. ‘You’re going to be staying with her for a while.’


‘Cool.’ She shrugged.


The door to the living room was open and, to my surprise, she wandered in and had a good look around.


‘Ooh, this place is swish,’ she said. ‘I like your telly.’


‘Oh, er, thanks,’ I said, slightly taken aback by her confidence.


She might have looked like she wouldn’t say boo to a goose but she seemed bold and sure of herself – not what I had been expecting at all.


‘Come into the kitchen and I’ll get you all a drink,’ I said.


Ruth sauntered through and proceeded to pick up all my ornaments on the dresser and examine them. She even read a couple of thank you cards that people had sent me.


‘So, where’s my room gonna be then?’ she asked. ‘You see, I ain’t got any of my clothes with me. I haven’t even got no pyjamas or nuffink.’


‘Don’t worry,’ I told her. ‘We’ll sort something out.’


‘I’m sure Maggie will grab some bits for you at the shops tomorrow,’ said Liz.


‘Great,’ said Ruth. ‘I’d love some new clothes.’


Watching her swaggering around my kitchen, you’d never have guessed what she’d been through that day. She certainly wasn’t the traumatised young girl that I’d been expecting. She seemed to be taking it all in her stride and was treating going into care like one big adventure.


‘Who would like a cuppa?’ I asked, flicking the kettle on. ‘Ruth, would you like a drink? I’ve got some water or juice.’


‘No, ta,’ she said. ‘What’s for dinner then? When are we having that?’


‘Oh, I haven’t thought about it yet,’ I said. ‘I’ll probably do some pasta a little bit later on.’


Just then I heard a key in the front door. It was Louisa coming back from school. Lily was at a friend’s house for a play date.


‘We’re in the kitchen, lovey,’ I shouted.


She looked surprised when she saw the group of people standing there.


‘Louisa, this is Ruth,’ I said. ‘She’s going to be staying with us for a while.’


‘Hi,’ said Louisa. She spoke shyly but she wasn’t fazed at all. She’d been living with me long enough to be used to kids coming and going, and she knew not to ask any questions.


‘Perhaps you can take Ruth into the front room and see what’s on telly?’ I suggested.


It would give me a chance to chat to Liz and PC Smith in private to see if they could tell me any more than Mike had been able to.


‘Cool,’ said Ruth, following her without a second glance.


I turned to the two women.


‘Tea?’ I said.


‘I won’t stay as I’ve got to get back to the station,’ said PC Smith. ‘But these are the dates and times that we’ll need to pick Ruth up and take her for questioning.’


She handed me a long list that seemed to take up most of the coming week.


‘What about school?’ I asked.


‘She’ll be off this week while she gives her statement then after that we’ll see,’ said Liz. ‘I think it’s unlikely that she’ll be going back to the same school as that’s where her siblings go.’


‘I’ll be back to collect her in the morning,’ said PC Smith before she left.


As I saw her out, I glanced in the living room to check on the girls. The telly was on and Ruth was chatting away to Louisa.


‘She’s a talkative little thing,’ I said to Liz.


‘She certainly is,’ she said. ‘I only met her this afternoon so I still don’t have the full picture of what’s been going on at home.’


‘What do you know so far?’ I asked.


Liz explained that Ruth had lived with her stepmother Marie, her dad Ian and four other siblings.


‘Three of them were her stepmum’s biological children and then there was Ruth and her older brother David,’ she said.


‘How come she was living with her dad?’ I asked. ‘Where’s her mum?’


‘Well,’ said Liz. ‘That’s where it gets more complicated.


‘From what little I know so far, Ruth’s mother Sharon left when Ruth was six, when she found out her husband was cheating on her with her friend Marie.


‘When Mum left, Ian moved in with Marie and she took on his two children – Ruth and David. Then they went on to have three more children of their own: three boys.’


Liz explained that the case had come to light after Ruth’s teachers had called the police and Social Services earlier that day after she’d told them something at school.


‘What was the nature of the allegations she was making?’ I asked.


‘Now that, I’m afraid, I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Whatever it was, it was serious enough to warrant Ruth being removed immediately from her family and taken into care.


‘I picked her up from the police station and brought her here but a colleague has promised to give me a proper debrief in the morning so I’ll update you then.


‘I do know that it’s been a long, hard day for Ruth so she probably just wants to sleep.’


‘She seems to have handled it OK,’ I said.


‘Yes,’ said Liz. ‘She’s clearly a resilient little thing.’


I walked Liz through to the front room where she said goodbye to the girls.


‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Ruth, when I come and take you to the police station.’


‘Yeah great,’ said Ruth.


We went out into the hallway.


‘Any problems, then give me a ring, Maggie,’ she told me. ‘I’ll find out as much as I can tomorrow and fill you in.


‘But, as you know, as there’s an ongoing police investigation, you can’t talk to Ruth about the allegations she’s made or ask her any questions about them.’


I nodded. That was standard procedure just in case there was a court case eventually and Ruth was called to give evidence.


‘But if she brings anything up of her own accord you can listen and make a note of it.’


‘No problem,’ I said. ‘I’ll talk to you tomorrow.’


After I’d seen her out I went to check on the girls again.


‘How are we all doing in here?’ I asked.


‘Alright,’ said Ruth. ‘Do you know when dinner’s gonna be, cos I’m starving?’


‘I’ll go and put some pasta on now,’ I said. ‘Then we’ve got to pick up Lily.’


‘Who’s she?’ asked Ruth.


‘She’s a little five-year-old that I look after,’ I explained to her. ‘She lives here with Louisa and me.’


‘I’ve got a big brother, who’s fifteen,’ she said. ‘And I’ve got three little brothers.’


She frowned.


‘The police said my big brother’s been taken into care too. Do you know where he is, Maggie?’


Liz had mentioned Ruth’s brother David but I didn’t realise that he’d been removed from the family home too.


‘I’m so sorry, I don’t have any idea,’ I said. ‘But how about I make some calls in the morning and see if I can find out?’


Ruth nodded.


‘Right,’ I said. ‘I’d better get this pasta on.’


As I boiled some pasta and heated up some sauce in a pan, I thought about Ruth and how seemingly unfazed she was about what she’d been through. She was treating being taken into care and questioned by the police as if it were a normal, everyday occurrence. It just didn’t add up.


‘Dinner’s ready,’ I called when everything was on the table.


Both girls ate up. Ruth was very thin and I wondered whether food had been in short supply at home.


‘When you’ve finished, please put your plates on the side,’ I said.


Ruth brought her plate over to the side, but then dropped it into the stainless steel sink, where it broke into two pieces.


‘Oh well,’ she said casually, wandering off. ‘You can get another one.’


I was shocked at how blasé she was about it. Most kids when they are in a new place tiptoe around for their first few days and would be mortified if they broke anything, but Ruth walked around like she owned the place. I know accidents happen but what disturbed me was her attitude. She didn’t even say sorry. Her view was that I could just replace it. It made me uneasy.


After I’d washed up, we all got in the car and went to pick up Lily from her friend’s house.


‘Lily, this is Ruth,’ I told her. ‘She’s going to come and live with us for a while.’


Like Louisa, she just accepted that and gave her a big smile.


When we got home, I got Lily bathed and put her into bed while the older girls watched telly. We all watched Coronation Street together and at around 8.30 p.m. I decided it was time for Ruth to get ready for bed.


‘There’s clean towels on the bed and a flannel and a toothbrush,’ I told her. ‘You go and get washed and then let’s get you to bed.’


‘Already?’ she moaned.


‘You’ve had a long day,’ I said gently. ‘And you’ve got to go back to the police station again tomorrow for more questioning.’


‘Yeah.’ She grinned. ‘That lady Liz said I get to have the whole week off school.’


I took her upstairs and handed her some clean pyjamas that I’d borrowed from Louisa. She went off into the bathroom. When she came out in them she looked so skinny and frail. They were hanging of her bony frame and I could see some small purple bruises on her arms and around her neck.


What had this poor girl been through? I thought as she wandered into her bedroom.


Someone had clearly hurt her and I was keen to find out who.


‘Would you like me to tuck you in or kiss you goodnight?’ I asked, poking my head around the door.


‘No thanks,’ she said bluntly.


‘Night night then,’ I said.


She didn’t say anything and turned over to face the wall.


I left her door ajar and the landing light on and went downstairs.


What I’d seen of Ruth so far had intrigued me. Often when children are taken into care suddenly they are very fearful but she didn’t seem to be.


However, one thing I was sure of was that this confident attitude and swaggering around was just a façade. It was a front that Ruth had put on to protect herself from what was happening. I’d no doubt she was scared and vulnerable after everything she’d been put through, but for some reason she couldn’t show it.


On the outside she didn’t seem shaken or upset – in fact her behaviour since she’d arrived had been quite brattish. She wasn’t acting like a traumatised child, but I knew from past experience that the way kids acted when they were first placed with me wasn’t always a true reflection of how they were.


I needed to find out more about what she’d been through and why she’d been taken into care so quickly. Then maybe I’d know what I was dealing with here. Because, at this point in time, I didn’t have a clue.




TWO


Questions and Confusion


A new person in the house always meant a restless night’s sleep for me. It wasn’t as if Ruth was a toddler or a baby but it took me a while to get used to someone else’s noises and at first I always had one ear listening out in case of any problems. I was very conscious of how Ruth must be feeling too. Despite all her bravado, she was in a strange house with strange people after having had a traumatic day so I wanted her to feel as settled as possible given the situation.


However, she seemed fine. I checked on her before I went to bed and she was fast asleep. I didn’t hear a peep from her but I had a disturbed night, tossing and turning, thinking things over in my head. I didn’t know what to make of this girl. She gave the impression of being frail but at the same time she was so cocky and full of attitude. It didn’t add up and I was curious about what was to come. What I was sure about was that I wasn’t getting the full picture and there was a lot more to Ruth than met the eye.


The next morning I got up as normal with Lily and Louisa but there wasn’t a sound from Ruth’s room.


‘Where’s that big girl?’ Lily asked.


‘You mean Ruth?’ I said. ‘She’s still in bed. She had a hard day yesterday so I’m letting her have a bit of a lie-in.’


The police weren’t coming to collect her until later on so I decided to let her sleep. I made breakfast for the other two and helped Lily get dressed in her uniform. Thankfully one of her friends’ mums had offered to take her to school for me when she’d heard we’d got a new child arriving.


Just after nine, when everyone else had gone, I gently tapped on Ruth’s door.


‘Are you OK in there?’ I called. ‘Time to get up now.’


Eventually she staggered out onto the landing looking bleary-eyed.


‘Where are the others?’ she asked.


‘They’ve gone to school,’ I said. ‘How are you today?’


She shrugged her shoulders and scowled at me.


I handed her her school uniform that I’d washed, dried and ironed so it looked a bit more presentable. I knew Louisa’s clothes would be way too big for her so it was all she had for now.


‘I know you’re not going to school today but you’ll have to put this on for the time being,’ I said.


‘Ain’t you got any other clothes?’ she sighed. ‘The social worker said you were gonna get me some new stuff.’


‘I’m afraid I haven’t had the chance yet,’ I told her. ‘When you’re at the police station later I’ll go out and get you a few bits and then at the weekend I’ll take you shopping so you can choose some clothes yourself.’


‘Yeah, alright,’ she said. ‘Can you make me some breakfast now?’


The way she spoke to me was very dismissive but I knew I had to be tolerant. She was a frightened, damaged eleven-year-old whose world had just been turned upside down so I had to be patient.


‘Of course I’ll get you some breakfast but let me show you where everything is first,’ I told her.


I took her into the bathroom and showed her how the shower worked and where the shampoo and the shower gel were.


‘In this house we like people to have a shower or a bath every day to keep themselves clean,’ I said.


Then I showed her the laundry basket where we put our dirty clothes at the end of the day.


‘Everyone mucks in,’ I told her. ‘So it would be great if you could make your bed in the morning and sometimes I might ask you to put your clean washing away in your drawers.’


I found giving children little jobs like that to do gave them a sense of ownership and responsibility for their things.


Ruth rolled her eyes but I hoped that she’d taken it all in.


‘What time are the police coming for me today?’ she asked.


‘Not until eleven,’ I said. ‘So you’ve got plenty of time. Now you go and get yourself a shower while I make you some breakfast.’


I went back downstairs and poured a glass of orange juice and got out some bread to toast for her. Five minutes later Ruth appeared, fully dressed.


‘Wow that was speedy,’ I said.


‘Yeah, I just had a quick shower,’ she told me.


But her hair wasn’t wet at all, not even a bit damp at the ends, and I suspected that she’d been nowhere near the shower.


‘Did you manage to work it OK?’ I asked.


‘Hmm,’ she mumbled.


While she was eating her breakfast, I nipped upstairs to the loo and I couldn’t help but give her flannel and towel a quick feel. They were both bone dry and the shower didn’t have a drop of water in it. Ruth clearly hadn’t washed herself but I knew it was way too soon to pull her up on it. She’d just got here and she was facing hours of police questioning today, which I knew was going to be hard for her. It wasn’t going to kill her to skip a shower for one day so I decided to keep quiet for now.


‘Did you sleep OK?’ I asked her as I made her a cheese sandwich for her packed lunch.


‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘It was nice havin’ a bed.’


‘What do you mean?’ I asked, puzzled. ‘Didn’t you have a bed at home?’


‘My brothers did but I wasn’t allowed to,’ she said. ‘They had bunk beds but I had to sleep downstairs in the living room.’


Surely that couldn’t be right …


‘So you were on a mattress?’ I asked.


She shook her head.


‘I had to wait while everyone else was in bed then I slept on the settee. It was a bit lumpy and I was always rolling off but if I moaned I got a good hiding.’


‘Well, that doesn’t sound very comfy at all,’ I said.


I couldn’t believe what I was hearing and I knew this was something I needed to mention to Liz. I made a mental note to give her a call as soon as Ruth had been collected.


‘The police will be here soon so you need to go and brush your teeth,’ I told her when she’d finished her breakfast.


But instead of going and doing as I asked, Ruth sat there.


‘Did you hear me, lovey?’ I asked. ‘Please go and do your teeth.’


Ruth sighed and got up but instead of heading upstairs, she stood in front of me with her arms folded and a defiant look on her face. She didn’t say anything but I could see that she was challenging me. I wasn’t prepared to get involved in a stand-off so I busied myself clearing the breakfast plates away and eventually she got the message and went upstairs.


Five minutes later PC Smith arrived to collect Ruth.


‘How’s she been?’ she asked.


‘OK,’ I said. ‘She seems to be making herself at home.’


‘Ruth,’ I called up the stairs. ‘PC Smith’s here to take you to the police station.’


Eventually she came down.


‘Here’s your packed lunch’ I said, handing her the lunch box. ‘Did you remember to brush your teeth?’


‘Yep,’ she said unconvincingly, looking down at the floor.


It was another thing that I needed keep an eye on to add to my list.


‘We’re going to meet Liz down at the station,’ PC Smith told me. ‘I should have Ruth back here by three at the latest.’


‘No problem. I hope it goes OK, Ruth,’ I told her and she gave me a weak smile.


I watched them as they walked down the street towards the car.


‘Will Liz take me for a McDonald’s?’ I heard Ruth ask. ‘She promised she’d take me for a Maccy D’s if I answered all your questions today.’


‘Well, I’m not sure about that,’ I heard PC Smith say as I shut the door.


I didn’t envy PC Smith. I felt for Ruth, I really did. I didn’t even know the full extent of what she’d been through yet but she didn’t exactly endear herself to people.


I gave Liz a ring, hoping that I’d catch her before Ruth arrived.


‘Maggie, I’m so sorry I haven’t had chance to call you yet,’ she said. ‘I’ve just had a quick debrief with another social worker and the police about Ruth and I’ve finally got some information to share with you.’


‘Great,’ I said. ‘There are also a couple of things I wanted to mention to you.’


‘I’ve got to go in a minute to sit in on Ruth’s interviews so can I possibly pop round later for a chat? Is lunchtime any good?’


‘That’s fine,’ I said. Ruth would still be at the police station then so we would be able to talk in private.


In the meantime, I went into town as I needed to get her some clothes to tide her over the next few days. I whizzed around the shops and picked her up some socks and pants, some pyjamas and a dressing gown, a couple of tops, some jeans and a skirt. I’d just walked through the door at one o’clock when Liz pulled up outside.


‘How’s it going?’ I asked, putting down my carrier bags. ‘How’s Ruth been this morning?’


‘It’s horrendous for her but the police are being very patient,’ she said.


‘So tell me,’ I said. ‘Do you know any more about why she was taken into care?’


Liz and I sat down at the kitchen table and she told me the whole story. All my years of fostering meant that I’d dealt with some traumatic cases but it never failed to upset me when I heard some of the horrendous things children had been put through by the adults who were supposed to be the ones who loved and cared for them.


‘Ruth was at school yesterday when a teacher noticed some bloodstains on her skirt,’ she said. ‘Assuming that she’d started her periods, she sent her to see the school nurse but Ruth was adamant that although she had recently started her periods, that wasn’t what it was.


‘She told them very matter-of-factly that she was bleeding because of what her dad had done to her.


‘She said it often happened when he’d been “loving her too much”,’ said Liz sadly.


I shuddered at the language she’d used. Poor, poor kid. From the way Ruth had described it, it was clear to me that the abuse must have been going on for quite a while.


‘Her school called the police and they questioned her and a medical examination confirmed that she had internal injuries consistent with being sexually abused.


‘Both old and new injuries.’


Ruth’s father Ian was denying the allegations. He’d been arrested yesterday afternoon and Social Services had immediately taken her into care.


‘One thing I wanted to mention was when she came out of the bathroom last night I noticed that she had bruises around her neck,’ I said.


‘Sadly it looks like Dad was also violent to her,’ said Liz. ‘As well as sexually abusing her, he gave her one heck of a beating.’


‘That poor girl,’ I sighed. ‘What does her stepmum say about all of this?’


‘She’s sticking by her husband and says Ruth is a fantasist, that she’s always been trouble and is making it all up.’


Poor child. Not only had she been through that, but the woman she thought of as her mum didn’t even believe her.


‘The police want to get Ruth’s statement as quickly as possible while everything is still fresh in her mind,’ said Liz. ‘The good news is, even at this early stage it looks like there’s enough evidence for Dad to be charged.’


I wasn’t sure if that was good news or not. If he kept denying it, that meant there would eventually be a trial. More trauma for Ruth to cope with.


‘I’m so sorry, Maggie, but I have to get back to the station now to sit in on the police interviews with Ruth, but do keep in touch,’ said Liz.


‘No problem,’ I said.


‘Oh, Liz, there’s just one more thing,’ I added. ‘Ruth mentioned that her older brother David has been taken into care too and she was asking about where he is.’


‘He’s with another foster carer,’ she said. ‘We thought it was best to remove both of Dad’s children from the home until we find out more.


‘Unfortunately, until Ruth’s finished giving her statement the police don’t want her and David to meet up, in case they compare notes.


‘When the police have finished their questioning we’ll definitely arrange for them to see each other.’


She explained that David had already given his statement to the police.


‘It seems that he was subject to violence at the hands of his father but not sexual abuse,’ Liz told me. ‘He doesn’t seem to be aware that Ruth had been abused by their dad.’


‘What about Ruth’s half-brothers?’ I asked.


‘There’s no suggestion or evidence that Dad touched the others. From what we’ve seen they all appear to be happy, healthy and well cared for. So, for now, while Dad’s in custody we’ve said they can remain in the family home with Mum.’


The plot thickened and by the time Liz had left, my head was spinning. Ruth had clearly been through a horrendous time at the hands of her own father. Why hadn’t she been happy, healthy and well cared for like her half-siblings?


I was starting to understand that her bolshy attitude was a defence mechanism but it wasn’t making her any friends. When Ruth got home from the police station that afternoon I was making her a drink and a snack in the kitchen when Louisa came in.


‘Ruth is doing my head in.’


‘Just be as patient as you can with her,’ I said. ‘She’s been through a lot and this is all very new to her.’


‘Alright, I’ll try,’ she sighed. ‘She’s just so cocky and she never stops talking and it’s all really confusing.’


‘What do you mean?’ I asked.


‘Well, you said she lived with her stepmum but she keeps talking about her mum,’ she said. ‘And when I mentioned her stepmum she got really narky with me.’


‘I’ve been told she lived with her dad and his wife,’ I said. ‘Maybe she still sees her biological mum from time to time?’


I was beginning to question the facts myself so I decided to ask her and clear it up. I went back into the living room with Louisa.


‘Ruth, lovey,’ I said, ‘before you came here, you lived with your dad and your stepmother, didn’t you?’


Her face crumpled up in anger.


‘I wish people would stop saying that,’ she sighed. ‘The police have been saying it all day. I don’t understand why everyone’s calling her my stepmum. She’s my mum.’


Alarm bells started ringing inside my head. I told myself I needed to be completely certain about this before I rang Liz.


‘Let me double-check Ruth. What do you call Marie – the lady who lived with you in the same house as you and your dad? She’s your stepmother, isn’t she?’


‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Ruth shouted, getting angrier by the minute. ‘Why are you saying she’s my stepmother? She’s my mum.’


I knew then we had a major problem. I went into the kitchen and rang Liz straight away.


‘There’s something I need to check with you,’ I told her. ‘Does Ruth definitely know that Marie is her stepmother and not her mum? She seems very confused.’


‘Well, she was six when her mum left and they moved in there so I assumed that she did,’ said Liz. ‘We’ve always referred to Marie as her stepmum and so have the police during questioning.’


‘Liz, I honestly don’t think she knows,’ I said. ‘As far as she’s concerned, that woman is her mum and she’s getting cross with anyone who says otherwise. I think you need to come and have a chat with her.’


‘I will do,’ said Liz. ‘I’ll drop in on my way home.’


Poor Ruth. She’d already been through so much in the past couple of days. God only knows what effect a bombshell like this was going to have on her.


The doorbell rang half an hour later.


‘That will probably be Liz,’ I told Ruth. ‘She wanted to come round and see you.’


‘Again?’ she sighed.


I let Liz in and the three of us sat in the front room.


‘Hi, Ruth,’ said Liz. ‘I wanted to quickly talk to you about your stepmother.’


Ruth rolled her eyes.


‘I’ve told you all,’ she said through gritted teeth ‘I don’t have a stepmum.’


‘Who was the lady that lived with you and your brother and your dad?’ I asked.


‘That’s my mum, Marie,’ she said.
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