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  ‘What have we done?’




  ‘Shall we have a Chinese tonight?’ I said to my husband, Jonathan.




  ‘Definitely,’ he replied. ‘I think we’ve earned it’




  It was 5.20 p.m. on a balmy Friday evening in July 1989 and we were shutting up our florist shop. As usual it had been an exhausting week and it wasn’t over yet; Saturday was always our

  busiest day.




  ‘Perhaps we could rent a video?’ I said as I swept the floor and pulled down the shutters. ‘What would we all like, do you think?’




  As Jonathan listed a few of the recent releases, like A Fish Called Wanda and My Stepmother Is An Alien, the phone rang. It was Tricia, the social worker we’d dealt with

  ever since we started fostering two years earlier.




  ‘Hi Angela, sorry to call you on a Friday evening, but I wondered if you’d be interested in taking in a girl of thirteen?’




  ‘When were you thinking?’




  ‘Tonight, actually. Just a short-term placement. She’s been living with her sister, but the sister needs a break, because she’s heavily pregnant. I thought of you because

  you’re doing so well with Michelle.’




  Michelle had recently turned fourteen and had been with us for two years. She was a quiet, sweet-natured girl who was always very welcoming to other children who came to us for short stays. It

  was nice of Tricia to acknowledge our success with Michelle, and I felt my energy levels lift as I asked the social worker to hold the line for a moment while I swiftly relayed the request to

  Jonathan. He smiled instantly, and I knew he felt the same way as I did, and was more than happy to help.




  Jonathan and I had been together for sixteen years, since meeting in our teens in the early seventies, and for as long as I can remember we have had an almost telepathic understanding of one

  another. We swapped animated glances, and I told Tricia we’d be delighted to accept the placement.




  ‘Fantastic! Thanks, Angela. We’ll be with you within the hour, if that’s all right. She’s with me at the office now. Her name’s Vicky.’




  I had a spring in my step as I finished lifting the flowers into the cold storage room at the back of the shop. In the relatively short time we’d been fostering I’d come to know this

  feeling quite well. Waiting to meet a new foster child is always very exciting and nerve-racking.




  We lived in a large town house attached to the shop, with three bedrooms and a bathroom on the top floor, the lounge and our bedroom and bathroom on the middle floor, and the kitchen and dining

  room sharing the extended lower floor with the shop. This meant I had enough time to quickly nip up to my bedroom to get changed, tell Michelle about Vicky’s imminent arrival and then open

  the windows in the bigger of our two spare bedrooms at the top of the house. As the room aired, Michelle offered to help me put fresh covers on the bed, choosing a pink and white duvet set with

  candy canes on that had just been washed. It was Michelle’s favourite bedding; she loved anything pretty and pink.




  ‘I think Vicky will like her room,’ Michelle said, looking round approvingly. Sunlight was beaming through the window, reflecting dancing squares of light off the shiny lampshade and

  onto the freshly painted white walls. ‘Do you think she’ll be into Whitney Houston?’




  ‘I don’t think she’ll have any choice, will she?’ I smiled.




  Michelle blushed. She seemed younger than her years and was a naturally shy girl, but she loved music and we’d had one or two run-ins about the volume dial on her stereo, particularly when

  she blasted out her all-time favourite, Whitney’s ‘So Emotional!




  We had no set house rules in those days; now, with nearly thirty years of fostering experience under our belts, we have a list of rules designed to work in everybody’s favour, but back

  then it was a case of using our common sense and tackling issues as best we could, as and when they came along. With Michelle’s music, we’d mutually agreed that she had to keep the

  volume at number six or below on the dial. It was easy to reason with her, and in many ways we’d struck lucky having Michelle as our first placement.




  ‘Lulled into a false sense of security, more like!’ Jonathan used to joke, and that’s not far from the truth. Michelle was incredibly willing to please and hardly ever

  challenged us.




  ‘Can I help?’ was typically the first thing she said to me when I came through to the kitchen from the shop after work to set about preparing the dinner ‘Well yes, that would

  be great. Now let me see . . .’




  Michelle would invariably pick up the potato peeler or begin to put dishes away off the draining board before I’d even finished my sentence.




  ‘Are you doing anything later, Michelle?’ I’d often ask, though the answer was usually the same each night.




  ‘Not really,’ she’d shrug. ‘I’ve already done my homework. Do you want to watch telly later?’




  ‘I’d love to, sweetheart,’ I nearly always replied.




  Michelle had a small but close circle of school pals who were all as polite and unassuming as she was, though she rarely went out. The two of us enjoyed watching the soaps together, and we had

  been glued recently to a Coronation Street storyline involving Rita Fairclough’s foster daughter Jenny Bradley, whose father, Alan, had been killed by a tram in Blackpool.




  ‘It must be terrible for poor Jenny, losing her dad like that,’ Michelle had commented.




  The plot had struck a chord with both of us. The teenage character’s father had let her down in so many ways and had even tried to kill Rita but, just as Michelle behaved with her own dad,

  Jenny was very loyal to Alan and supported him unconditionally. Michelle’s father didn’t live very far away and she saw him two or three times a week. He had behaved very irresponsibly

  in the past and now refused to have his daughter living with him, but Michelle was very forgiving and never critical.




  ‘I wonder if Vicky is into the soaps?’ she said cheerfully as we finished making the bed. ‘I hope so!’




  Before I had chance to reply we were interrupted by Jonathan calling up from the kitchen.




  ‘They’re here!’ he yelled, his voice sounding surprisingly urgent.




  ‘That was quick!’ I said.




  ‘Yes it was! I think I’ll wait up here for a bit,’ Michelle replied.




  With that she scampered off to her bedroom along the landing, while I ran down the two flights of stairs to the ground floor as quickly as possible. I found Jonathan rooted to the spot and

  staring out of the kitchen window, with a horrified expression on his face.




  ‘Oh my God!’ he said. ‘Look out there!’




  I followed his gaze and saw two figures in the distance, walking down the public passageway that ran adjacent to the left hand side of our house. One was clearly Tricia; you couldn’t

  mistake her mass of dark, permed hair and curvaceous figure. The other had to be Vicky.




  ‘Oh my God!’ I said, eyes darting back to Jonathan. ‘What have we done?’




  Vicky was dressed in a dark purple tracksuit that looked three sizes too big, but what was really alarming was the way she walked. You could barely describe it as a walk, to tell the truth. She

  swaggered like a willowy, blonde version of Mr T in The A Team.




  I guess I had imagined Vicky would be just like the five other foster children who’d come to us on short-term placements over the past couple of years. Without exception they arrived for

  their few days or week or two of short-term care, or ‘respite care’ as it’s known, looking rather timid, dressed inconspicuously in a pair of jeans or jogging bottoms, and

  nervously clutching a small bag.




  Vicky did have a bag in her hand – a supermarket carrier bag – but she wasn’t clinging to her possessions for dear life like most kids did. No, Vicky’s carrier bag was

  swinging wildly from side to side, keeping time with her exaggerated swagger.




  She and Tricia disappeared from view as they got closer to the house, as we had a high fence running the length of our garden, to give us privacy from people using the busy passageway leading to

  the parade of shops our florists was situated in.




  ‘What have we done indeed!’ Jonathan stuttered, his eyes filled with a look of impending doom. ‘Is it too late to . . . ?’




  The doorbell rang and I felt my stomach churn, but as I went to answer it I took a deep breath and told myself to smile. However she looked, Vicky was a thirteen-year-old girl who was in the

  unfortunate position of not being able to live with her own family for the time being. Whatever fears we had, hers were doubtless far greater As I’ve said many times over the years, it is

  hard being a foster carer, but it is a lot harder being a foster child.




  ‘Hello! You must be Vicky!’ I said, smiling gamely and trying to look as welcoming as possible as I swung open the entrance door on the side of the house.




  ‘I am!’ she grinned back proudly. As she did so, Vicky lifted her hand to her forehead and gave me one of those American soldier-style salutes. ‘Pleased to meet you, Mrs

  Hart!’




  ‘You can call me Angela.’




  ‘Please to meet you, Angela!’ she said, repeating the salute.




  I smiled genuinely now because, despite the fact she seemed over-confident and perhaps even a little cocky, there was something appealing about Vicky that I liked immediately. She was clearly

  full of life, and I couldn’t help but admire her sunny disposition under what must have been such difficult circumstances for her.




  I led Vicky and Tricia across the hall and into the kitchen, where Jonathan was boiling the kettle and grinning bravely.




  ‘Hello!’ he said. ‘I’m Jonathan. It’s very nice to meet you. Would you like a cup of tea, or perhaps a cold drink as it’s such a warm evening?’




  ‘I’d love to but I can’t stop,’ Tricia cut in, addressing me even though Jonathan had spoken to her and Vicky. ‘I have a visit to make across town that I’m

  already late for Thanks for taking Vicky in at such short notice, Angela. I’ll leave you to it then. I’ll be in touch.’




  With that she handed me some paperwork that simply had her name and Vicky’s written on it, and no contact numbers other than the general Social Services office number, which I already knew

  by heart. I swapped a look with Jonathan that said ‘classic Tricia’. She was always in a hurry, and she rarely acknowledged that Jonathan had anything to do with the fostering that went

  on under his roof, which was far from the truth.




  When I first spotted an advert for foster carers three years earlier, back in 1986, Jonathan had been very supportive despite the fact that, from his point of view, my interest

  came quite out of the blue.




  ‘Foster Carers Wanted,’ I read from the local paper, feeling a surge of excitement as I studied the advert. ‘Do you fancy it, Jonathan?’




  ‘Fostering? It’s not something I’ve ever thought about before, Angela. I didn’t think you had either.’




  ‘Well I haven’t really, but this just caught my eye, that was all. I think I’d like to find out more.’




  We sat down that evening and had a proper chat about it, and Jonathan listened patiently as I discussed why fostering appealed to me. I hadn’t fully realised myself where my interest came

  from, but as we talked I found myself reflecting on my past and exploring how experiences I’d had when I was a young girl had drawn me to the advert.




  At infant school I had a friend called Belinda who was adopted, and her mother used to take in kids on short-term placements in the summer holidays. Their house would be filled with chatter and

  clutter, and I loved going there because it was never boring, and my friend had lots of interesting playmates.




  By contrast, I was more or less raised as an only child. My older brother, Andrew, was fourteen when I was born, and he left home when I was just five years old. I missed him terribly, and every

  time he visited I spent the whole time dreading the moment when I’d have to say goodbye to him all over again.




  ‘Can we foster like Belinda’s family?’ I asked my mum longingly one summer, imagining how wonderful it would be to have other children to play with all the time.




  ‘Goodness me,’ she replied. ‘I don’t think I’m cut out for that, Angela. Belinda’s mum has the patience of a saint! I tell you what though, if you’re

  looking for something to do in the holidays, Mr Roberts said he could use your help again; he said you were brilliant last time.’




  Mr Roberts was one of our neighbours, and he took in wild animals from a local rescue centre, nursing them back to health. I’d helped him several times and absolutely loved it, and my mum

  cleverly distracted me with the promise I could do more of the same.




  ‘Did he really say I was brilliant?’ I smiled, delighted by the compliment.




  ‘He did indeed.’




  ‘Could I feed the hedgehogs again? I loved that! The baby ones were so cute!’




  Looking back this was a wonderful result for my mother It was difficult for her to take time off from the florists, but this would keep me occupied for days on end throughout the school

  holidays.




  My parents worked incredibly hard in the shop, and in most of my childhood memories my mum and dad are either behind the counter, at the wholesalers, making deliveries or recovering from a hard

  day’s work at home, too tired to do much else but have a meal and an early night. The downside of this was that neither of them were what you might call spontaneous, but on the plus side my

  parents were always around, which generally gave me great stability.




  Unfortunately, when I was seven years old my mother suffered a serious back injury and had to have an operation. With my father left in sole charge of the shop I was dispatched to stay with my

  Aunt Hattie for twelve long weeks while my mother was in hospital. My aunt was very kind, filling her little freezer with the Mini Milk ice lollies she knew I loved, and taking me on the bus most

  days to visit my mum at the hospital across town. I had a fantastic new Etch A Sketch, bought by my parents to cheer me up when my mother went into hospital, but I’d have given it back in a

  flash to have my mother home, and our lives returned to normal. I pined for my mum. My heart ached when I thought about her, and I cried each and every time I had to say goodbye and go back to my

  aunt’s house. ‘Don’t want to go there!’ I’d sulk. ‘I want to go home! I want Mummy!’




  Aunt Hattie had dug out a box of children’s books from her loft, belonging to her grown-up daughter, which she tried to distract me with whenever I cried and complained. I was familiar

  with some of the books, like Noddy and The Famous Five, but when I looked at them at my aunt’s house they seemed so unfamiliar. Everything was odd and different

  and, well, just not like it was at home. The house even smelled different to ours, like a mixture between talcum powder and mothballs instead of the sweet, heady scent of flowers that had just

  ‘gone over’, as my mother said, which we always had in a big ceramic vase in the hallway.




  I wanted to go back to my house so badly I felt sick; truly homesick. My constant questioning about how long Mum would be in hospital must have driven poor Aunt Hattie mad. Looking back she must

  have been quite frustrated by my behaviour, as she did everything in her power to try to make my stay as pleasing as possible, but she never lost her patience and was incredibly kind.




  One day I was visiting my dad in the shop on my way home from school with Aunt Hattie when a customer came in and said, ‘Ooh Trevor, you must be so pleased! I heard Thelma’s

  home.’




  My ears pricked up and I darted straight past my dad, through the back storeroom leading to the kitchen and hallway of the town house Jonathan and I live in today, and dashed up the stairs as

  quickly as I could. My dad couldn’t abandon the shop and probably wouldn’t have caught me even if he could; I’d never run so fast in all my life.




  ‘Mummy!’ I cried as I ran into her bedroom on the first floor, opposite the lounge. ‘Mummy, Mummy, Mummy!’




  ‘Angela!’ she exclaimed. ‘What a wonderful surprise!’




  Mum was propped up in bed, encased in plaster, and I zoned in on her as if she were a magnetic force pulling me in. In hindsight I realise my mother was planning to recuperate in peace and quiet

  for a little while before I came back from Aunt Hattie’s, but once I knew she was home I wasn’t leaving, ever, ever again. I clung to my mum for dear life, and to this day I can

  remember how euphoric and grateful I felt to have my mummy back. Life was back to how it should be, and my happy, carefree childhood could resume at long last.




  Jonathan listened patiently as I described all of these memories, and then he studied the newspaper advert I’d read out. It mentioned respite care for children whose parents were unable to

  look after them for short periods of time, giving the example of when a parent is in hospital. There was a phone number to call for more information, and Jonathan picked up a pen, circled it and

  handed it to me.




  ‘I think you should ring them tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I can see this is something you feel strongly about. I also think you’d be good at fostering.’




  ‘What about you? It’s something we’d both have to want to do.’




  ‘I’m not sure yet, but I think you should look into it. We’ll never know unless we find out more. I guess the worst that could happen is that we find it’s not for us, but

  at least you’ll have followed your heart.’




  ‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘And if it works out I guess it will be good practise for when we have kids of our own.’




  ‘Exactly. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. And you don’t need to thank me. As usual I should probably be thanking you.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘You make things happen, Angela! There’s never a dull moment, thanks to you.’




  I was flattered and very pleased. Jonathan and I had always had a solid relationship and his reaction was typical. I knew he’d support me whatever the outcome, and I felt a surge of love

  for him.




  Now, having just seen Tricia out and returned to the kitchen to find Jonathan chatting easily with Vicky, I felt a similar wave of emotion. Jonathan was a natural with the kids

  we fostered, and I imagined that when we had children together he’d make the most wonderful father.




  Vicky had made herself comfortable at the kitchen table and was glugging a large glass of orange squash and talking enthusiastically about birds, of all things.




  ‘Robins are my favourites,’ she was telling Jonathan. ‘But I love all birds, really. I’d like to work in a bird sanctuary when I’m older.’




  She was studying a postcard that had been propped up on the table, and Jonathan explained that it was sent from a friend who had visited a tropical aviary in Australia. Vicky looked up when I

  crossed the kitchen.




  ‘Thank you for having me, Angela,’ she said, and then she accidentally let out a loud burp.




  ‘Oops, pardon me! I always do that when I drink too quick.’




  Vicky laughed raucously and showed no embarrassment, and Jonathan and I couldn’t help but smile. Some of the kids we’d had to stay wouldn’t say boo to a goose, and it was

  refreshing to see Vicky behaving in such a relaxed manner so soon after her arrival. Social graces were normally something we were very strict about, but clearly this was not the time to make an

  issue about manners.




  ‘I’ll show you up to your room, shall I? And did Tricia tell you about Michelle?’




  ‘No,’ she said. ‘Who’s that?’




  Just then Michelle appeared in the doorway, smiling shyly and saying hello.




  ‘I can show Vicky to her room if you like,’ Michelle said, eager to please as ever.




  ‘Cool!’ Vicky said, getting to her feet and grabbing her carrier bag. ‘Let’s go! Are you fostered too?’




  ‘Yes I am. I’ve been here for two years.’




  ‘Two years? That’s a long time! Are they nice?’




  Vicky flicked me and Jonathan a glance over her shoulder and winked as Michelle led her out of the kitchen.




  ‘Yes, they are really nice, you’ll love them,’ we heard Michelle reply as they headed up the stairs.




  My heart swelled.




  ‘I’ll be up in a minute to show you where everything is!’ I called after the girls, and then I collapsed in giggles.




  ‘Well, what a character! It just goes to show you can’t judge a book by its cover I feel quite ashamed of how we reacted when we first saw her.’




  ‘Me too,’ Jonathan said. ‘What on earth were we worried about?’
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  ‘I’m not staying long’




  When I followed the girls up the stairs on Vicky’s first evening I was delighted to hear them talking about travelling to school together It turned out they were in the

  same local mixed comprehensive, though Michelle was in the year above.




  ‘You can catch the bus with me,’ Michelle was saying as I arrived outside Vicky’s bedroom and tapped on the door.




  ‘Can I come in, girls?’




  They both shouted yes and carried on their conversation.




  ‘I prefer to walk,’ Vicky said as she took her uniform and a pair of school shoes out of her carrier bag.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Just do. It’s more fun; I meet all my mates on the way, why not come with us?’




  Michelle said she’d think about it before going off to her own room, offering to show Vicky her record collection once she’d unpacked. I then took over, showing Vicky where the

  bathroom was and how to turn on the shower.




  ‘This bathroom is for you and Michelle, as Jonathan and I have our own on the floor below,’ I explained. I was just about to add: ‘So you can feel free to leave your toiletries

  in here,’ when I realised Vicky had only brought the school uniform and shoes, a toothbrush and a few items of underwear, which she’d tipped onto her bed before throwing the empty

  carrier bag in the bin.




  Incidentally, in years to come I learned to tell the children that they did not need to ask permission to use the bathroom and were free to do so at any time of the day or night, as some had

  come from such dysfunctional backgrounds and were so afraid of doing the wrong thing they didn’t realise this. Vicky wasn’t the type of girl who’d have been shy about speaking up

  though; in fact she was quite the opposite.




  ‘Is that the only soap you’ve got?’ she said, pulling a face and looking at the bar of Imperial Leather that was stuck on a magnet and attached to the soap dish inside the

  shower unit.




  ‘Yes, I think so,’ I said. ‘Don’t you like that one?’




  ‘I normally have shower gel. I don’t like sharing soap. At my sister’s, her husband leaves greasy marks on it after his bath.’




  ‘I see. Well, in that case I’ll fetch some shower gel from my bathroom. I’m sure I’ve got some.’




  I made a mental note of what Vicky had said; it was a good point. However much I wanted Vicky to feel at home she was a stranger at this stage, and I realised I wouldn’t have wanted to

  share soap with people I didn’t know.




  ‘I imagine you’ll need to get some more of your belongings from your sister’s,’ I said tentatively to Vicky, as I wasn’t sure what the situation was or what

  arrangements had been made at this stage, if any. All I knew was that Vicky’s sister was pregnant and needed a bit of a break before the baby arrived.




  ‘Well I won’t need much,’ Vicky replied breezily. ‘I’m not staying long. Anyway, I always wear my tracksuit when I’m not in school, so I’ll be

  fine.’




  Even though I had fostered children for two years, I had never been given any training, but I instinctively knew not to press Vicky for information. Of course, I wanted to ask so much, like why

  she was living with her sister and not her mother or father, and exactly what had prompted her sister to call Social Services, because being tired in pregnancy did not seem like a convincing reason

  to put your little sister in care.




  ‘OK. I expect the social worker will help us sort things out on Monday,’ I said. ‘Now when you’re ready, come down and have a look at the takeaway menu. We’re

  treating ourselves to a Chinese tonight.’




  ‘Awesome! Do they do chips and gravy?’




  ‘Probably! I always have Chicken Maryland, but we can ask.’




  When Vicky came down the stairs about twenty minutes later she looked noticeably subdued and was very quiet. Jonathan tried to engage her in a conversation about films, as he was going to pick

  up a video when he went to collect the Chinese, but she was monosyllabic.




  ‘What kind of films do you like?’ he asked.




  ‘Don’t mind,’ she shrugged.




  ‘We all like funny films best. Do you like comedies?’




  ‘Not bothered, really.’




  ‘Is there anything you really don’t like then, or anything you’ve seen recently and don’t want to see again, so I can avoid those?’




  ‘No, I don’t think so. Well, I don’t like scary movies. I don’t understand why people want to be frightened. That’s just crazy.’




  ‘When you put it like that, I suppose it is! Perhaps I’ll just ask Michelle and Angela if they’d like to choose something, and we’ll steer well clear of

  horror!’




  ‘OK.’




  Honestly, it was as if Vicky had left her personality and energy up in the bedroom and was now just a shell of the girl who’d swaggered so confidently up to the house less than an hour

  earlier.




  ‘Are you feeling all right, love?’ I asked.




  ‘Yes, fine, thanks. I’m just fired.’




  Vicky was like that for the entire weekend. Whatever we suggested, be it a walk to the corner shop, a snack or watching something on television, everything was met with a resigned shrug or an

  unenthusiastic ‘fine! It was frustrating, but I figured it was inevitable; Vicky had been through a major upheaval and she clearly needed time to settle in.




  ‘Would you like me to wash your tracksuit when you’re at school tomorrow?’ I asked on Sunday evening, as she’d worn nothing else since she arrived.




  ‘No, thanks, I don’t think it needs washing.’




  ‘I could put it in the tumble drier after I’ve washed it. That way it’ll be ready when you get home from school.’




  ‘Thanks but there’s no need. It’s fine, honestly. I’ll do it when I’m back at my sister’s.’




  ‘OK. I’ll phone Tricia as soon as the Social Services office opens tomorrow in any case, and see about getting some more of your things.’




  ‘Thanks, but I really don’t need much because I’m not staying long, am I?’




  Vicky was now staring into space.




  ‘I’m just letting my sister have a rest, aren’t I? That’s all. The baby’s due soon.’




  It sounded to me like Vicky was convincing herself of this, rather than stating a fact.




  ‘That’s what I was told,’ I said reassuringly.




  ‘Good. I’ll be going back as soon as the baby is born. It’s due any day.’




  ‘Really?’ I replied, because I hadn’t expected the date to be so close. ‘That soon?’




  ‘Er, I think so.’




  On Monday morning Vicky got her way and walked to school, convincing Michelle to walk with her, but they returned home separately, with Michelle travelling by bus and arriving

  home a little earlier.




  Michelle came to see me in the shop as usual, on her way through to the house.




  ‘Hello, love! How was Vicky this morning?’ I asked.




  ‘Er . . . fine,’ she said pointedly.




  I knew Michelle very well, and I could tell when she wanted to pass something on. Being a bit of a tittle-tattle was a weakness of hers, to be perfectly honest, and Michelle quite enjoyed

  sharing gossip or snitching on someone who’d got into trouble at school.




  I braced myself, wondering what she was going to tell me about Vicky. After the way she had behaved all weekend, being so quiet and withdrawn immediately following her loud and confident

  arrival, I really didn’t know what to expect.




  ‘Are you sure everything was fine, Michelle?’ I said, taking the bait.




  ‘Well, except . . .’




  ‘Except what?’




  ‘Except I know why Vicky likes to walk to school. It’s because she smokes! She smoked three cigarettes on the way to school!’




  For someone who had supposedly been reluctant to spill the beans, Michelle blurted this out rather triumphantly.




  ‘Oh did she?’ I said, raising an eyebrow.




  ‘Yes, she did. I had to tell you, didn’t I, Angela? But don’t tell her I did, will you?’




  ‘I’m glad you told me, and thank you for letting me know, Michelle. Don’t worry, I won’t dob you in.’




  Michelle smiled at my use of the word dob, as it was the word all the teenagers used and not one that normally tripped off my tongue.




  ‘Thanks, Angela, and you’re welcome!’




  When Vicky came home soon afterwards I could smell the cigarette smoke on her clothes and in her hair, but I didn’t mention anything at first. She seemed to have brightened up considerably

  that day and was in a chatty mood, asking me if she could go to the youth club on Friday night, and a teenage disco in town on Saturday afternoon.




  ‘I’m sure that’ll be fine,’ I said. ‘Are you normally allowed to go?’




  ‘Yes, I go every week.’




  ‘And your sister is happy for you to go?’




  ‘Lorraine? Yes. I think she likes me out of the house!’




  ‘I see. In that case I’ll talk to Jonathan and we’ll work out what time you need to be home and how you’ll get there and back.’




  ‘Thanks, Angela,’ she smiled. ‘That’s if I’m still here, of course! Maybe Lorraine will have the baby before then. You never know the exact day, do you?’




  ‘No, you don’t,’ I said.




  ‘Do you want to have your own kids, Angela?’




  It was rather bold of Vicky to ask such a direct question and I was a bit taken aback at first, but I didn’t mind answering her.




  ‘Yes I do,’ I said. ‘Jonathan and I have always wanted to have a family together.’




  ‘So what are you waiting for?’




  Jonathan and I were in our early thirties so it wasn’t an unreasonable question, as it was more typical to have children in your twenties in those days. Nevertheless, I laughed at

  Vicky’s directness.




  ‘We’re just very happy fostering for the time being, that’s all! We’re in no hurry.’




  Despite being put on the spot, I was actually relieved that Vicky was chatting away easily, and was not asking me about her own situation. Unfortunately, I hadn’t succeeded in getting hold

  of anyone at Social Services all day. I’d left an answerphone message for Tricia first thing in the morning and tried her office again after lunch but nobody had called me back. This was not

  unusual; I knew that Tricia was dealing with a lot more children than she should have been, as one of her colleagues was on long-term sick leave and nobody had been brought in to replace him. It

  had been this way for many months and Social Services’ funding was decreasing, so there wasn’t a lot anyone could do about it. This was no consolation for Vicky though, because even if

  she was only here for a very short time, in my opinion she still needed some more of her belongings, and she also had a right to know what was planned for her.




  For dinner that first Monday evening I made a lasagne, garlic bread and salad, and at 6 p.m. Jonathan and I sat down at the table with Vicky and Michelle. The atmosphere was relaxed and the

  girls seemed to be getting along very well together, which was very good to see.




  ‘Ooh I love lasagne!’ Vicky exclaimed when I placed the steaming dish on the table and served everyone a portion.




  ‘This is delicious,’ Jonathan said, tucking in as soon as it was cool enough to eat. ‘Oh dear, is everything all right, Vicky?’ he suddenly added, glancing across the

  table. ‘You haven’t burnt yourself, have you?’




  Vicky’s face had fallen as soon as she’d tasted the lasagne, and she was now wincing quite dramatically.




  ‘No,’ she stammered after struggling to swallow the contents of her mouth. ‘It’s just that I’ve never had lasagne like this before.’




  ‘Really?’ I said. ‘It’s just the traditional recipe; I haven’t changed any ingredients.’




  ‘It’s home-made,’ Michelle said, giving Vicky a knowing look. ‘That’s why it doesn’t taste the same as the ready meals, or the one they do at

  school.’




  Vicky forced a smile. ‘I thought it would be like the one Lorraine gets from the supermarket. I’ve never tasted home-made lasagne before.’




  ‘Oh well, why don’t you try a bit more, love? You might find you like it better than the processed one, once you’re used to it’




  Vicky nodded and tentatively ate a tiny morsel of pasta, swiftly followed by a large hunk of garlic bread. The salad was left untouched on her plate.




  ‘I never used to eat salad either,’ Michelle said, eying the sliced tomatoes and cucumber Vicky had tried to hide under a lettuce leaf. ‘But I like it all now, especially the

  tomatoes. Angela’s mum grows them, you know, I help her in the garden sometimes.’




  Michelle was sounding like a bit of a goody two-shoes now and I could see Vicky had had enough of this conversation and was beginning to get irritated.




  ‘Well good for you, Michelle!’ she said rather impatiently.




  When we’d finished eating, Michelle helped me clear the table as usual and Vicky pitched in too, though rather less willingly, and she had to be asked to do so.




  ‘I hate clearing up,’ she muttered, doing the bare minimum before disappearing to her room.




  Later that evening I broached the subject of smoking with Vicky, after we’d watched some television together and she seemed in a fairly responsive mood. I didn’t

  let on that Michelle had told me about it; instead I said I had smelled it on her uniform, which was true.




  ‘Oh,’ she said, not looking too bothered her secret was out. ‘It’s not a crime though, is it?’




  ‘Well, it is actually against the law at your age,’ I replied. ‘For that reason alone I can’t sit back and say nothing, but it’s your health I’m most worried

  about. Smoking is extremely bad for you, especially at your age. Jonathan and I both smoked for many years before giving up in our twenties, and it was a horrendous struggle for us. I look back now

  and wonder why on earth I started in the first place, and I shudder to think about all the money we wasted too. Honestly, sweetheart, you should give it up before you get hooked like we

  did.’




  Vicky looked at the floor and bit her bottom lip.




  ‘I’ve been smoking since I was nine, Angela,’ she said, looking ashamed of herself. ‘I’m already addicted.’




  With that she started to cry.




  ‘Oh, love, I’m sorry to hear that. I really am. Here, can I give you a hug?’




  Vicky sniffed and nodded, and I moved closer to her on the settee and gave her a gentle cuddle. As soon as she was in my arms the floodgates opened, and Vicky began sobbing uncontrollably.




  ‘I thought Lorraine was joking when she said she’d had enough of me,’ she blurted. ‘Honestly I did.’




  ‘I’m sorry to hear that, sweetheart.’




  ‘She put me in the car and said she was taking me to Social Services, but I thought she would drive around the one-way system and then take me home. She’d done that before, you see,

  when I got on her nerves.’




  Vicky paused to wipe her grey-blue eyes and blow her nose. ‘I never thought she was serious this time. Honestly, I thought she was joking.’




  ‘Oh Vicky, it must have been a shock, love. I’m sorry.’




  Vicky was now trying her best to compose herself, and she was making a very good job of it.




  ‘It was,’ she said, drying her eyes and taking a deep breath. ‘She’s my sister, after all. Sorry, Angela, I’ll be all right in a minute.’




  ‘Take your time, love, take your time.’




  Vicky blew her nose and pushed her shoulders back and, even though she was pale and her gangly body was so slight she appeared fragile, she had a strong, steely look in her eyes that seemed to

  be saying: ‘I won’t let this beat me.’




  Watching Vicky pull a brave face on so quickly made me think back to her arrival. Her confidence was probably a coping mechanism; it was her way of dealing with the unthinkable by trying to

  pretend everything was fine.




  I wished I could tell Vicky that I was sure she would be back with her sister in the blink of an eye, but of course I couldn’t, and I didn’t even know if that was the best place for

  her. I was still in the dark about what had gone so awry at Lorraine’s, and about any plans for Vicky’s immediate future.




  This sort of uncertainly is not unusual at the start of a placement. Events leading to a child being placed in care can be chaotic and traumatic for all concerned. Finding the child a foster

  placement is the priority; dealing with the fallout and planning the next move naturally takes second place. Even if I’d spoken to Tricia that morning, the likelihood was that at this stage I

  would not have got much further than arranging for Vicky to have more of her belongings brought over.




  ‘I don’t think the baby is due this week,’ she said after a minute or two, turning to look me square in the eyes.




  ‘What made you think it was?’ I asked.




  ‘I was only guessing, because Lorraine is absolutely massive. And I wanted it to be this week.’




  ‘Oh, I see. Do you have any idea how many months pregnant she is?’




  ‘No. She’s huge though.’




  ‘Well some women are huge at six months, others at eight months. It’s hard to guess, and I don’t want you to get your hopes up.’




  Vicky suddenly brightened up as a thought occurred to her.




  ‘Do you think if she has a good rest now she’ll have me back before the baby arrives? I mean, if she is only six months pregnant she’s not going to need three whole

  months to have a rest, is she?’




  I looked at Vicky and remembered myself as a child, nagging my dad about how long my mum was going to stay in hospital. Vicky had the same desperate look I must have had, longing for life to go

  back to normal, whatever ‘normal’ was for Vicky. The fact she had smoked since the age of nine had made me concerned about what her life had been like, and I wished I had more

  information about her background, to help her move forward.




  ‘I’ll try to get some information for you tomorrow,’ I said, tugging at her sleeve playfully in an attempt to lighten the atmosphere. ‘If only so we can get you out of

  this tracksuit!’




  Vicky laughed, which was a relief. ‘Thank you, Angela,’ she said. ‘I don’t want you to think I’m ungrateful. It’s very kind of you to have me here, but

  I’d just rather be at my sister’s.’
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  ‘She was always there for me’




  It was late afternoon on Friday, a full week since Vicky’s arrival, when a half-empty carrier bag of clothes arrived for her. Apparently Lorraine had dropped it at Social

  Services earlier in the week, and now Tricia had placed it on the counter in the shop, just as I was about to start cashing up.


  

  ‘Sorry, it’s been in my car since Tuesday but I’ve

  not had a minute,’ Tricia apologised. ‘How’s Vicky doing?’




  If I’m truthful I felt like saying, Fine, no thanks to you! but I managed a politer, ‘Fine, thank you. I’m sure she’ll be very grateful to have some more of her

  clothes.’




  ‘That’s good. Right then, I’ll be in touch . . .’




  ‘Hang on a minute, Tricia! Can you spare two minutes?’




  During the course of Vicky’s first week I’d ended up buying her some new underwear and toiletries, as well as a new school bag and a fully stocked pencil case. I didn’t mind

  about the money. Jonathan and I were not wealthy, but we weren’t poor either, and I could afford what I’d spent. Eventually I’d receive the £25 a week allowance that was

  provided for each foster child at that time, but this typically took a while to work its way through the system. I could deal with that, and I had certainly not gone into fostering for financial

  gain. What did bother me, however, was that Vicky had been placed in foster care for a full week with one school uniform, a tracksuit that didn’t fit her properly, a toothbrush and a few

  items of underwear. She had no knick-knacks or school equipment, and absolutely no personal belongings to help her feel more at home in our unfamiliar house.




  Vicky had told me that she loved reading and had been in the middle of The Thorn Birds by Colleen McCullough, which she’d borrowed from the local library. Presumably it was still

  sitting in her bedroom at Lorraine’s, as I could see that the thin carrier bag Tricia had brought only contained a few items of clothing. I wished Lorraine had been a little more thoughtful

  with the packing, but then again I scarcely knew a thing about what was going on in her life, did I?




  ‘I love family sagas,’ Vicky had said to me one evening during the week, completely without irony considering she was in the middle of one herself. ‘Do you like books like

  that, Angela?’




  ‘As a matter of fact, I do,’ I said. ‘I love all the Catherine Cooksons. You can read one of those in the meantime if you like. I’ve got a shelf full.’




  Her eyes widened and she said she would love to. ‘I used to read a lot more, before.’




  As soon as she said this, Vicky immediately went quiet and looked nervous, as if she was remembering something.




  ‘Really?’ I said, leaving a gap for her to fill, but she didn’t. ‘So you’re a big reader?’




  ‘I am! I love going to the library. I like the peace and quiet, d’you know what I mean?’




  ‘Yes I do. Sometimes we all need a bit of quiet time on our own, don’t we?’




  Vicky nodded.




  I didn’t want to pry, but I wanted Vicky to know I was interested and that she could carry on talking if she wanted to. Now, after many years of training and experience, I know that what

  you should do is repeat back the last thing the child has said.




  ‘You used to read a lot more, before?’ is what I ought to have said. That way you are not in danger of putting words into a child’s mouth or leading them to say something they

  don’t mean. I didn’t know any of this then, but at least I hadn’t inadvertently put my foot in it, as Vicky had not said anything I’d coerced her into saying, or indeed

  anything I needed to act upon or report to Social Services.




  Anyhow, when I asked Tricia if she had two minutes to spare when she dashed into the shop with the bag, she said that she did.




  ‘Thanks, Tricia,’ I replied. ‘I’m very grateful. Do you have any more information for me about the length of Vicky’s stay? And even if she is not staying long can

  she please have some personal items from Lorraine, like the book she is in the middle of reading?’




  ‘I’ll do my best, but I should know more next week, Angela. I have established that Lorraine’s baby is due at the end of August, so for the time being all I can say is that

  it’s possible, but not definite, that Vicky will be with you for a month or so, until after the baby is born. It seems Lorraine is worn out and she just can’t handle Vicky on top of the

  pregnancy, and with the school holidays about to start. We are, however, trying to track down other family members.’




  ‘You mean Vicky’s parents?’ I said.




  Tricia rolled her eyes and sniffed rather haughtily. After looking around to check there was nobody else in the shop, she told me quietly, ‘We know where the mother lives because Lorraine

  has told us, but she’s not answering the door, or returning phone calls.’




  ‘Oh dear. And the father?’




  ‘We don’t know anything about her father. The family has never been involved with Social Services before, so we have no file on Vicky.’




  ‘Can’t Lorraine help you?’




  ‘All she’s said is that she’s had enough of Vicky. She’s given me short shrift to be truthful; she just wants shot of Vicky, that’s all she’s saying. Anyway,

  it’s very early days, and as I say I should know more next week. I have to go now, but please rest assured I’m on the case and doing everything I can.’




  As Tricia left the shop I felt quite hopeless. I wanted to be more involved in Vicky’s case and help find the answers we needed, but that simply wasn’t my place. I was in

  Tricia’s hands, and I had to accept my role and just continue doing my job as best as I could, which was to look after Vicky and provide her with a safe and happy home, for an indefinite

  length of time.




  I was on autopilot as I went through my nightly ritual of feeding and watering the flowers and lifting vases and tubs of stock into the back of the shop at closing time. My mind was focused on

  Vicky, and the little Tricia had told me about her family. I wanted to know why Vicky’s mother was not answering the door, and what had become of her father. It was very frustrating being so

  much in the dark, and I also felt saddened. I imagined myself as a thirteen year old, and how I would have felt if I didn’t live with my parents, and then my sibling threw me out. It was

  unfathomable, it really was. At thirteen I was carefree, and I was cherished. It was 1969 when I was the same age as Vicky – the year Neil Armstrong landed on the moon.




  ‘Isn’t life amazing!’ my mother had marvelled as we watched the incredible moment unfold on our little black and white television. When Mum saw the fascinating images of the

  Earth taken from the moon I can remember how she looked at me and exclaimed excitedly, ‘Angela, what a wonderful planet we live on! Aren’t we lucky?’




  ‘We are!’ I replied joyfully, and I really felt that was true. I was loved and cared for, everything I needed was provided for me, and the amazing planet we lived on was out there,

  just waiting for me to grow up and explore it to my heart’s content.
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