




[image: images]










The Girl with the Suitcase


A Girl Without a Home and the Foster Carer Who Changes her Life Forever


ANGELA HART


[image: image]










Contents


1. ‘She’s been in several other foster homes’


2. ‘They call me Little Miss Trouble’


3. ‘I don’t like taking my clothes to my mum’s’


4. ‘I always have ants in my pants!’ 


5. ‘It’s as if the paperwork has been muddled up!’ 


6. ‘Somebody call an ambulance!’


7. ‘Why does this always happen to me?’


8. ‘You could find yourself in a children’s home’


9. ‘You’ll be a foster care kid forever’


10. ‘I love buying new shoes!’


11. ‘Count to ten, Angela!’


12. ‘Reach for the stars, Grace!’


13. ‘She’s a harum-scarum kid’


14. ‘What’s wrong with her?’


15. ‘You look so full of life’


16. ‘It’s not my fault!’


17. ‘She doesn’t care!’


18. ‘It wasn’t comfy sleeping on the sofa’


19. ‘You won’t believe what Grace just said’


20. ‘It’s just how my brain works’


21. ‘It’s what I’ve always wanted’


22. ‘You are not her foster mum any more’


23. ‘I’ve made a lot of mistakes’


Epilogue









1


‘She’s been in several other foster homes’


‘Back to reality,’ my husband Jonathan remarked, as we carried our bags into the house. We’d managed to snatch a couple of nights away together by the sea, after unexpectedly finding ourselves with an empty house. A teenage boy we’d been looking after had moved on sooner than we’d anticipated and, by coincidence, the two other children we were fostering were both spending a few days with their relatives during the school summer holidays. 


‘Do you think it’s OK for us to go away?’ I’d said to my friend Joanne, who was also a foster carer. ‘I mean, it’s mid-week. Should we be doing this?’ 


‘Don’t be daft!’ she laughed. ‘Opportunities like this don’t come around very often. It’s not a long holiday or even a long weekend. When was the last time just the two of you managed to get away for a couple of days?’ 


Jonathan and I did take regular holidays whenever we could, and ever since we’d started fostering we’d taken whichever children we had staying with us on our annual week or fortnight away. 


‘Just us, with no kids? I honestly can’t remember. Must be eight or nine years? Maybe longer.’


‘I rest my case.’ Joanne smiled. ‘Just notify Social Services – book the B & B and tell them where you will be staying. As long as everyone has your contact details in case of an emergency, what’s the problem? You’re only going to be a few hours’ drive away.’


I tentatively took my friend’s advice, though I still felt uneasy about it and couldn’t help fretting to Jonathan. ‘What if a child needs us and we’re not here? And what if Social Services urgently need our help and we have to say no? And there’s the shop. Do you really think we can . . .?’ 


Jonathan reassured me that our assistant Barbara could easily run our florist shop for a couple of days, especially as my mum had offered to help out too. It had been my parents’ business before my father died, and my mum had run the shop on her own for a while before handing the reins to Jonathan and me. She wasn’t getting any younger, of course, but Mum was still a very capable woman, and she was always willing to roll up her sleeves if we needed any help. As luck would have it, we only had one small wedding in the diary that weekend, which was unusual for July. This meant Mum and Barbara could easily deal with the preparations for the church flowers, bouquets and corsages. We’d be back on the Thursday evening, when there would be plenty of time for us to take over and organise our regular deliveries too. 


‘There’s absolutely nothing to worry about,’ Jonathan told me. ‘Everything is manageable.’


‘I know you’re right,’ I sighed. ‘But we’re always needed here. I feel kind of selfish going away on our own.’


A few years after we started fostering, Jonathan and I began specialist training so we could take in children, and particularly teenagers, with complex needs. Now the majority of the children who came to us – often from another placement that had broken down, and frequently in an emergency situation – needed specialist care of some description. Demand for specialist carers always outstripped supply in our part of the country and I felt a huge burden of responsibility towards the social workers who struggled on a daily basis to find homes for kids in crisis.


It was Jonathan’s turn to sigh. ‘Look, what you say is true and part of me feels the same. I know we’re needed here, but we need a break like everybody else. We haven’t had an easy time of it lately, and every holiday we’ve taken for years has been with the kids.’ 


I couldn’t argue. 


‘Anyhow,’ he went on, ‘I bet you a pound to a penny the phone will ring the minute we step foot back in the house. And guess what? It’ll be Social Services and we’ll be plunged straight back into the thick of a new challenge. We’ll be ready for it, because we’ll have recharged our batteries.’


I had to agree. The change of scene would do us both good, and I knew Jonathan was tired out and needed to relax. More often than not he was the one who opened up the shop, went to the wholesalers, ran around making the deliveries and closed up at the end of the day. He never grumbled; in fact it was the opposite. He would tell anyone who would listen what a good team we made, and how lucky we were to work together and combine the running of the shop with fostering. Whenever we’d had broken sleep or had been up half the night dealing with one of the kids, Jonathan was the one who sprang out of bed at the crack of dawn without a word of complaint. Disturbed nights had been happening often lately. The two girls who were living with us both had a lot of problems, and in recent times we’d also looked after a succession of children who came to us for short stays, or respite care, as it’s known. Most proved incredibly challenging; for example, the teenage boy who’d just moved on had been in trouble with the police for stealing cars and joyriding. He never came home on time, and sometimes not at all. We’d lost so much sleep during his stay I felt wiped out.


Needless to say, I was very pleased I had finally agreed to go to the seaside. Jonathan and I had a wonderful time, soaking up some lovely sunshine, strolling along the coast and eating fish and chips out of paper trays. With the sea breeze in my hair I felt like I didn’t have a care in the world – well, apart from knowing I had to face the dreaded scales at my slimming club the following week! 


‘We’re so lucky,’ I said as we watched the sun set. ‘I feel blessed. We have a privileged life, don’t we?’


Jonathan put his arm around me. ‘We do. We certainly do.’ I didn’t have to spell it out for Jonathan to know exactly what I meant by ‘privileged’. We didn’t have fancy cars or designer clothes and we didn’t live a lavish lifestyle in any way at all. It was the old estate car and a caravan for us; my wardrobe was full of comfy jeans, ‘flatties’ and bargains from my favourite outlet store and catalogues; and the restaurant we ate at the most was Pizza Hut, because all the kids loved it. 


But we were privileged. We were trusted to look after kids who had fallen through the cracks of society. Social Services may have picked them up, but they were still in desperate need of rescuing. When we first began fostering, Jonathan and I naively thought we could save these children by simply loving them and giving them a safe, warm home. For this we thought they would be grateful, and that they’d want to live with us. We soon saw that there was a lot more to it than that, and that dealing with the families they pined for would be a big part of the job. 


We learned quickly that one of the keys to fostering success is to show each child you believe in them. Kids in care have most likely been rejected and neglected rather than championed and cherished, as children ought to be. Often, nobody has ever believed in them, throughout their lifetime. With their life in our hands, for however long that may be, it’s our job to show the most damaged and dejected kids we believe in them wholeheartedly, and that their future does not have to be dictated by their past. Once they trust us and believe in us too, fantastic things can happen. It’s such an honour to be given the chance to change a life; I can’t imagine any other job could be so rewarding.


We had a good journey back from the coast and even managed to catch up with some old friends who lived en route and had invited us to drop in. I felt thoroughly relaxed as we sat on their patio, catching up on all their news. We didn’t stay long; time was moving on and, despite having had such a good break, I was ready to go home. As soon as we’d left the seaside I’d started planning what needed to be done. The washing was the priority. There were our clothes from the trip and I wanted to strip all the beds and have the spare room ready for the next child to move into, whoever it may be. That’s always a priority; if a child arrives at short notice, I want them to feel as welcome as possible, and having a clean, fresh bedroom is very important. The only thing I don’t do is choose the bedding, as I like to give them the opportunity to pick whichever duvet set they like.


Back home, the phone rang before we had even unpacked the car. I was in the kitchen, reaching for the kettle, and Jonathan was bringing in our picnic rug and cool box. ‘What was it you said before we went away?’ I smiled, raising my eyebrows and nodding towards the phone. 


‘I bet you a pound to a penny the phone will ring the minute we step foot back in the house . . .’ Jonathan replied. 


‘And guess what?’ 


‘We’ll be plunged straight back into the thick of it!’ we said in unison.


Jonathan held out his hand, as if for his imaginary prize winnings, and I answered the call. Sure enough, it was a social worker asking if we could take in a child at short notice. 


‘I hope we can,’ I said. Jonathan nodded his head in approval and gave me an encouraging smile. We’d been passed to take in up to three children, and if we had a spare room we always did our best to help.


Normally it would be our support social worker, Jess, who contacted us, as all our placements went through her. There was invariably a list of children who were waiting for specialist placements pinned up on a board in her office. However, she wasn’t working that day and it was another supervising social worker I’d never met before who called. Mrs Chambers was very well spoken and she talked quickly and in quite a brisk, business-like tone, explaining that the child who needed a placement was from a neighbouring authority. 


‘You and your husband sound perfect for this young girl. There’s nobody available in her region. Can I give your number to the social worker in charge of the case? I’ve heard tremendous things about you and I really hope you can help.’ 


The compliment was unexpected and I felt a rush of pride. It’s always a boost to receive praise, though on this occasion I also found myself feeling slightly anxious. I’d learned from experience that kind words from a social worker you don’t know might mean you’re about to be talked into taking on a particularly tough challenge. 


‘Yes, of course, and we’ll do our best to help,’ I said. ‘What are the child’s circumstances?’ 


I found myself wishing I was talking to Jess as usual, because I knew I could trust her to be frank and realistic when discussing a possible newcomer. Jess would always share as much information as she possibly could but, unfortunately, this is not the case with all social workers. We’d heard some disturbing tales over the years. For instance, my friend Joanne had told us of one occasion when Social Services had claimed they had no background information available on a particular child they were desperate to place at very short notice. Joanne took the young boy in that same night, only to discover there was no shortage of notes at all. His paperwork, had anyone taken the trouble to share it, spelled out a set of severe problems that meant he was extremely difficult to manage alongside the other children she already had living with her. 


Of course, it’s not that social workers don’t care about how foster carers are going to cope. It’s simply a case of ‘needs must’ in an urgent situation. When it’s late in the day and a child still has no bed for the night, social workers are under great pressure to place them with a foster carer. The child is the priority, and the sad truth is that if Joanne hadn’t taken that young boy in, he probably would have ended up in a children’s home that night, or even a secure unit. This was something we’d encountered earlier on in our specialist fostering career, when we took in a young girl, called Melissa, who was locked up in a secure unit as there was nowhere else for her to go. (I told her story in The Girl in the Dark.)


With bated breath, I waited for Mrs Chambers to give me some more information about the young girl. I checked the time. It was almost five o’clock. 


‘I’m afraid I have very little information. I’ll get her social worker to call you, he’s waiting for me to get back to him. I’ll get him to ring you as soon as possible.’ She thanked me very much and ended the call briskly and efficiently.


I felt anxious as I waited for the phone to ring. The social worker who was phoning was called Barry. I realised I didn’t even know the name of the girl, or anything else for that matter.


I picked up the phone almost immediately when it rang. Barry sounded like a very affable chap. Like nearly every social worker I’ve met, he also sounded very busy and somewhat stressed, but he had an engaging manner. He told me the ‘young lady’ was called Grace. She was ten years old and her current placement was breaking down. He explained that her carers had given the usual twenty-eight days’ notice to find her a new home, but unfortunately, due to an acute shortage of specialist carers, time was now running out. 


‘How long has she been in foster care?’ I asked. 


‘Quite a number of years. She’s been in several other foster homes.’ Barry added that he had only recently taken over as Grace’s social worker, I think by way of apology for not knowing the details of these facts off the top of his head. I could hear him rustling paperwork as we spoke. ‘If you bear with me, I’ll tell you more.’


I already wanted to give Grace a home. She was only ten years old and she must have been in care from a young age. My heart went out to her, but I told myself not to rush in. I knew I needed to find out as much as I possibly could before agreeing to take in a third child; after all, we already had two challenging children living with us and I had to consider their needs before making a commitment.


‘Can I ask, why is the placement breaking down?’ 


There was a pause while, I assume, Barry searched through Grace’s file. ‘Apparently Grace “winds other children up the wrong way”. Her “aggravating and disruptive behaviour” has led to the breakdown of previous placements too, it seems. Let me see how many previous placements there have been.’


There was more rustling of paper and then an even longer pause. Barry tutted and began to count. I could hear him thumbing through lots of paperwork.


‘Thanks for your patience. Grace’s file is not the smallest one I’ve seen, unfortunately.’ It’s times like this that I feel a brief, chronological summary of a child’s background and previous placements would be useful for any new social worker to get to know about their caseloads. I wish this was kept at the front of each file.


Finally, and rather reluctantly, Barry told me that Grace had lived in a total of eight different foster homes, including her current one, from the age of three. My heart sank. No wonder the poor child was ‘aggravating’, I thought. What ten-year-old child wouldn’t be, if they’d been rehoused eight times in – what – seven years? Bless her little heart.


Barry explained that, if we were happy to have her, he would bring Grace to our house the following day, which was a Friday, for a trial visit over the weekend. He apologised for the short notice but said that her current carers wanted her to move out as quickly as possible, as the placement had been breaking down for a few weeks by now. If we were in agreement, Grace would stay with us until Monday morning. She was on a full care order but had contact with her family and regularly went home for visits. 


‘If it works out and the trial period is a success – and I’m sure it will be, as I’ve heard nothing but praise for you and your good husband – then Grace will spend a week with her mother before moving in full time with you. She’ll also go back to her current carers for a short stay, to say goodbye, before the move.’ The plan was for this to be a six-month placement initially, with a view to extending it longer term.


‘I’m hoping you and your husband will make all the difference. I’m told you have helped turn around so many other young lives. If only we had more like you, that’s all I can say.’


I wondered why Grace couldn’t live with her mother and why she would go and spend a week with her if her trial visit worked out and she was moving in with us. It seemed like a lot of disruption for her, especially as she would also be going back to her current carer to say goodbye. It was a set-up I’d never come across before but I didn’t question it. Experience had taught me to let Social Services take the lead at times like this. At the end of the day, Barry was up against it and the priority right now was to find Grace a new home. The clock was ticking – it was almost five thirty – and we needed to make a decision. 


Quickly, I asked Barry about what seemed to be the most pressing issue. ‘When you say “aggravating and disruptive behaviour”, do you know what that means, exactly?’ 


‘Not entirely, no. I’ve found her to be a lovely young girl, friendly, lively, chatty. She’s not statemented. No medical conditions. Aggravating others – adults and children, from what I can gather – is the thing that crops up time and time again in the paperwork.’


A statement of special needs is a formal document that spells out a child’s learning difficulties and the help needed at school, beyond what their regular teachers can provide. I knew that not being ‘statemented’ did not necessarily mean a child had no learning difficulties. We’ve dealt with several kids over the years who we felt ought to have had a statement but, for whatever reason, had not. 


The process of having a child statemented is quite complex and time-consuming and, with the backing of experts, we’ve fought for several children in our care over the years, to give them the help they need. Unfortunately, when kids with learning difficulties are being moved from one foster home to the next sometimes they slip through the net, as by the time their needs are picked up on by the carer or the school the child is on the move again and back to square one. I know of a case where a child in care had waited many months for an appointment with CAMHS – Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services – but just as the appointment came through he was moved out of county. Very frustratingly, the neighbouring county’s CAMHS department said the boy would have to start again at the bottom of their list. After more than thirty years of fostering, I have to say that the lack of support for children with mental health issues is one of my biggest bugbears. The service is crying out for more staff and resources, because kids with mental health problems need help straight away, not at some indeterminate date in the future. 	


I waited for Barry to continue giving me information. He said he had the notes from the last review meeting with Grace’s mother. ‘Mum said, “Grace doesn’t listen on purpose, to wind me up”,’ he read.


I considered this and asked if a single placement had been sought for Grace, as this would seem to be a logical strategy, given her apparent difficulties in getting along with others. Barry agreed with me. He said that that would have been ideal, but there was simply nobody available. 


‘The problem we have is that there are no specialist carers available at all in our area to take on Grace. There’s nobody with your expertise and training, that’s the issue. That’s why this has become as urgent as it is. Time is running out. We didn’t want to have to go out of county but we have no choice, because this young lady needs a fresh start in a new home.’


I asked Barry to hold the line while I consulted Jonathan, as I always do. We both agreed instantly that Grace should come for the weekend, arriving the next day. I shuddered to think how a little girl’s tendency to annoy people around her could have led to such a devastating chain of events. Eight foster placements in seven years, and a mother who had access to her child but was not bringing her up? My heart ached just thinking about it.









2


‘They call me Little Miss Trouble’


‘Hello, I’m Grace.’


I looked down at the petite young girl standing on my doorstep. She appeared dwarfed by the burly middle-aged man standing on one side, who cheerfully told me he was Barry, and a large grey suitcase that was bulging at the seams on the other. Everything about Grace seemed small, from her heart-shaped little face and tiny hands to her soft, whispering voice. Everything, that is, except for her eye-catching explosion of strawberry blonde curls.


Grace looked slightly dazed as I told her I was pleased to see her, invited her to call me Angela and asked her to come inside. ‘What about my scooter?’ she said shyly, turning her head towards Barry but not looking at him. 


‘I’ll fetch that for you, little lady,’ he said kindly. ‘Let me worry about bringing all your things inside. I trust you have room for a scooter, Angela?’ Addressing Grace he added, ‘There’s a pogo stick as well, if I’m not mistaken? Aren’t you the lucky one? I’d have sold my granny for a pogo stick when I was your age!’


Grace looked a bit confused and nodded at nobody in particular while I said that yes, of course we had room for her scooter and the pogo stick. I took to Barry straight away. He was less stressed than he had been on the phone, and I liked his friendly manner and the engaging way he talked to Grace.


Normally, a child coming for a short weekend stay would not bring so many belongings, but I didn’t question it. Instead, I explained that we liked to get out in the fresh air whenever we could, and that there were plenty of places to go with the scooter. I also said we enjoyed cycling and liked to go on rides with all the children who stayed with us, and that we had a bike she could use, if she wanted to. ‘My husband will be here in a minute and he’ll show you where we can lock the scooter up, in the garage,’ I said to Grace. ‘The pogo stick will be fine in there too. My husband’s called Jonathan, by the way. He’ll also show you where we keep all our spare helmets and things.’ 


Barry caught my eye and gave me an encouraging smile and, unexpectedly, a wink. Having this conversation in front of Grace was basic good practice. Our training had taught us that when a child comes to stay they need to be reassured that their possessions are safe and secure, particularly when they are stored out of sight. I imagined that Grace, more than anyone, needed to have her mind put at rest; I couldn’t imagine how unsettling and worrying it must have been for her to have moved house so many times.


I invited Grace to sit at the kitchen table while Barry went back to the car. I’d only expected her to have a weekend bag and I wondered why she had brought so much.


‘Would you like a drink, Grace? It’s very warm today. I’m having a glass of water.’


‘Have you got any Coke?’ she asked quietly, pushing some stray curls out of her eyes and fishing in the pockets of her jeans for something. 


I avoided having fizzy drinks in the house, having seen how some children went a bit ‘hyper’ on them, as we used to say. In that day and age – more than twenty years ago – we didn’t have half as much information as we have now about how bad fizzy drinks can be for kids, but it seemed common sense to avoid them; life was challenging enough without kids bouncing off the walls!


‘I’m afraid not. I’ve got squash. Let me see – orange, lemon or forest fruits?’


Grace looked around blankly as she pulled a thick, white cotton headband out of her back pocket. In one swift movement she pulled it down over her curls until it was around her neck, then pushed the front of it up and over her forehead, revealing a shiny ring of sweat at her hairline. She’d clearly done that many times before. The wide, elasticated headband had the effect of flattening and taming the spiral curls on top of her head and creating two thick curtains of ringlets that cascaded down either side of her little face.


Grace was extremely pretty. She had lovely hazel green eyes and, under the last drops of evening sun that beamed through our kitchen window, her hair shimmered with copper and blonde highlights. I’d paid fortunes over the years to put highlights of all shades in my naturally mousy brown hair. I wanted to tell this to Grace and compliment her on her natural colour, but it wasn’t the right time. Kids often feel incredibly self-conscious when they first arrive, and focusing on their looks, however positively, can increase their shyness and anxiety and make them feel uncomfortable.


Grace didn’t seem to be able to make up her mind about which drink to have. She continued to look rather bemused and she screwed up her eyes, as if she was trying to concentrate hard. To fill the silence, I told her I could also offer her some fresh pineapple juice. Opening the fridge door to check, I added, ‘We have some apple cordial too, if you’d like that?’


Grace blinked several times and looked around the room. Her skin was naturally very fair but was quite pink in the heat. I expected she really needed a cold drink. 


‘Erm, I don’t mind. What have you got?’


I wasn’t sure if Grace wanted me to repeat the list or remind her that I was drinking a glass of water, so I thought I’d make it easy for her. 


‘I’ve got a nice glass of cold water. Do you want water?’


She didn’t reply. ‘Or maybe orange squash?’


‘Orange squash,’ she whispered.


The poor mite, I thought. She was probably feeling very nervous, and no doubt all her concentration was going into simply coping with being in a different house, yet again. She was probably tired too; the foster home she had come from was more than an hour away and Barry must have hit rush hour traffic, which was typically heavier on a Friday evening. 


I prepared a tumbler of orange squash and asked Grace if she wanted ice.


‘Ice?’ 


‘Yes, sweetheart. Do you want ice in your squash? Like I have ice in my water? I’ve got a tray of ice cubes in the freezer. It’s no trouble. It’ll make your drink nice and cold and might help cool you down if you’re feeling hot.’


‘No thanks.’ 


Jonathan came through from our florist shop next door and introduced himself to Grace. He said he’d met Barry on the way and had suggested he take the scooter and pogo stick straight round to the garden, ready to go in the garage.


‘What d’you think of these?’ Jonathan was carrying a couple of bunches of flowers that were past their sell-by date. He explained to Grace that we ran the shop that was attached to our house. ‘I thought these would brighten up our kitchen for the weekend,’ he added cheerfully. ‘Shame to throw them away.’ Grace didn’t speak. Jonathan then asked her if she liked flowers – I imagined that’s one of the reasons he thought to fetch them in, to use them as an ice-breaker – and she nodded and said she did.


‘But I like trees best.’


‘Trees? I love trees too. We’ve got some trees in our back garden. Do you want me to show you, and we can lock your scooter and pogo stick in the garage at the same time?’


Grace picked up her beaker of orange squash, downed the drink in one, wiped her lips with the back of her hand and got up to follow Jonathan. 


‘What’s your favourite type of tree?’


‘Any.’


‘What about the mighty oak? I love oak trees. And conker trees, of course.’


‘Any tree I can climb,’ I heard Grace say as they headed outside. Her voice had grown a little louder, I was pleased to note.


I watched them from the window. Barry was in the back garden with the scooter and pogo stick, and he stayed chatting to Grace and Jonathan for a minute or two before coming into the kitchen to talk to me about the arrangements. 


‘She seems such a sweet little thing,’ he said, nodding in Grace’s direction and frowning slightly, as if he couldn’t really understand her situation. ‘Let’s hope things start to turn around for her.’


Barry told me once again that he had not been Grace’s social worker for very long. In fact, he was so new to the job he had only taken over when her last placement was already breaking down. He would continue as Grace’s social worker even if she moved out of her local authority, and he told me that in the next week or so he would take charge of all her lifts, to and from her previous carer’s home, and back and forth to her mother’s home, both of which were about an hour away by car. 


In normal circumstances, our support social worker would have been present for this drop-off, but as Jess was on leave it was left to Barry to do the handover on his own. He told me everybody involved was hoping this trial period would work, and that afterwards Grace could come to us for at least six months, and hopefully more. 


‘Is that why you let her bring so much stuff?’ I asked, smiling. 


‘Ah, yes! I did try to encourage her to leave the scooter and pogo stick behind and not bring that big suitcase, but she wasn’t having it. Lucky I’ve got muscles, hey?’ He raised his fist and flexed his biceps jokingly. ‘Seriously, though, I’ve got a big boot and it was no bother; I didn’t see the point in arguing. I hope you don’t mind.’


I said I didn’t at all; we had plenty of space. ‘What else can you tell me?’ 


Barry pulled a file from his briefcase and placed it on the table as I fixed him a glass of water. 


‘OK. Here goes,’ he said, picking out several sheets of paper. ‘Grace has been in care since she was three and has had eight placements. I told you that on the phone?’


I nodded. Barry shuffled through the files, pulled out more notes and continued.


‘Dad was an alcoholic. Dad was in sole charge of Grace and her sister Lily after splitting from their mother. He left the two girls home alone. Lily, aged six, phoned a relative – paternal grandfather, now deceased. Said she and Grace were “frightened and hungry”. Grandfather called Social Services. Mum was contacted. Didn’t want to have the girls living with her. No other family members in a position to help. Both girls taken into care. Emergency order, placed in separate foster homes on the same day. Lily eventually went home to Mum – looks like the following year – yes, that’s right. But Grace didn’t. Since then Mum has consistently refused to take Grace back. Mum is now remarried and has two older stepsons living with her and her husband. Lily is now thirteen, still with Mum. Mum is on record repeatedly saying she can’t have Grace back because of her “aggravating and disruptive behaviour”. States she “never listens”, “deliberately winds everyone up” and is “impossible to live with”.’ 


Barry cleared his throat and took a drink of water before reading from the most recent notes in Grace’s file. He spoke quietly. ‘This is what Colette – that’s Grace’s mother – said last week: “She is the same difficult child she always has been. It would be impossible to have her living with me. Nothing has changed and we also have no room in our house for her.”’ He said he had not met Colette in person; they had only spoken on the phone. We both took a moment to consider what Grace’s mother had said. Neither of us commented, but there was a note of sadness hanging in the air.


Though Barry wasn’t stressed, he did seem to be in quite a rush. He gathered together all the paperwork he was leaving with us, including the standard new placement form, complete with emergency contact details. This had Colette’s address and phone number clearly written on it, in bold black pen. I stared at the information. 


I’d cared for children whose parents had died or were in prison. Though Grace was on a full care order, meaning the courts had decided neither of her parents could have her living with them full time, Colette was very much alive and had her freedom. She had access to her daughter and Barry had told me that Grace was allowed to stay in the family home for weekend visits, and he reiterated that she was going home the following week, after her trial with us. What exactly is the problem? I thought. I didn’t know the full circumstances, but I thought how desperately sad it was that Colette couldn’t raise Grace herself. I wanted to know more, but at the same time I was happy to wait and find out, all in good time. Usually that’s the best way, so you can make your own mind up about a given situation. 


As is often the case, when I thought about Grace’s predicament I found my mind wandering back to my own childhood. I thought about how lucky I was to have been brought up by two parents who loved and cherished me. We had our ups and downs and life was not perfect – my dad had struggled with alcoholism when I was a young girl – but fundamentally I had a happy, stable childhood. I knew I was wanted. I was safe and well cared for, and I was praised and encouraged and taught to expand my mind. Mum always told me the world was my oyster and I never forgot that. In fact, it’s one of the things that helped me follow my dream and go into fostering. My attitude was, why not give it a go? If it doesn’t work, at least you will have tried. I’d grown up with high self-esteem and developed a pragmatic, optimistic outlook on life that I’m still grateful for to this day. 


Jonathan had a tougher time. He was smaller than his three older brothers, and short-sighted too. His father, a farmer, treated him like the runt of the family and hit him with a belt when he made clumsy mistakes on their farm. Despite this Jonathan knew his father was not all bad; rather, he was the product of another era, when boys were expected to match up to old-fashioned male stereotypes. Ultimately, Jonathan forgave his dad and looked for the good in him. He worked hard at school so he could leave home and get himself a good job, and he was fortunate to have had a loving mother, whose support carried him through the hard times. 


What is Colette’s story? I thought as I looked at her name and address. I had no idea how Grace had ended up being in care for so many years while her sister went home to Mum. I desperately wanted to find out more, and I wanted to help the family as much as I could. I simply couldn’t imagine the trauma a child like Grace would go through, knowing their own mother can’t, or won’t, have them living at home. The fact Colette was raising Lily and her two stepsons must have been so confusing for Grace, and incredibly painful, I imagined.


I asked Barry for more details about the fact Grace would go back to the family home after her stay with us. He explained that Grace had always had fairly regular contact visits with her family, and typically spent a weekend at home once every six weeks or so; it was always a loose arrangement, depending on what was happening in the family, and in Grace’s placement. In the summer holidays she usually spent a full week at home. I considered this. At ten years old, Grace was old enough to question her situation, and no doubt her sense of self. What went through her mind when she left the family home behind each time, seeing her sister staying there with Mum?


On the face of it, her circumstances seemed difficult to fathom, but of course I knew next to nothing about the family’s background. If fostering had taught me anything, it was that you never really know what goes on in other people’s lives, and therefore you can’t jump to conclusions and need to stay open-minded. I mustn’t judge Colette. All I could do was give Grace a safe and comfortable home for as long as necessary, make her feel as cared for and wanted as possible and show her that I believed in her as a lovely young person. 


As he was leaving I noticed that Barry had a ring of perspiration in each armpit from the effort of moving Grace’s belongings into the garden and hallway. 


‘Let’s hope the trial is successful for all our sakes,’ I said, smiling. 


As well as the suitcase, Barry had brought in a holdall and a couple of over-stuffed carrier bags.


‘Yes, let’s hope!’ he said. ‘Best of luck. I’ll be back on Monday. About ten o’clock OK for you?’ 


‘Yes, that’s fine.’ 


‘Great. You have my details if anything changes or you need to get hold of me.’


Grace ran in from the garden and asked if she could have another drink. She was red in the face and out of breath.


‘Goodness! What have you been up to?’ I asked, as I made her another orange squash.


‘Pogo-ing.’ 


Jonathan was right behind her. ‘You’ll have to show Angela how good you are,’ he said. ‘I’ve never seen anyone stay on for as long as that. Very impressive!’


‘Fantastic! We’ll have to call you Little Miss Bounce,’ I said. 


‘It’s not Little Miss Bounce,’ she said quietly. ‘It’s Mr Bounce.’


‘Oh, you’re right,’ I laughed. ‘There isn’t a Little Miss Bounce, is there? Silly me.’ 


Jonathan teasingly told me I needed to do my homework on the Mr Men and Little Miss books. The atmosphere was warm and friendly. I laughed, Barry gave me another little wink – that was clearly his signature move when he wanted to show approval – and even Grace giggled a little. Jonathan had obviously managed to engage with her, which was great to see.


‘I’ll leave you to it,’ Barry said approvingly. ‘Is that all right with you, Little Miss . . . what shall we call you then? Which character do you want to be?’


‘They call me Little Miss Trouble,’ Grace said, deadpan, before downing her squash at record speed and immediately asking if she could go back outside.


‘Right,’ Barry cut in, before Jonathan or I could respond. ‘I’ll be off then. I hope everything goes well. You’ve got all the numbers you need. Bye!’


Barry shot off. We heard the roar of his engine and he was gone in a flash.


‘Little Miss Trouble, eh?’ Jonathan said, raising his eyebrows and scratching his head in an exaggerated way. ‘I can’t believe you are any trouble at all!’


Grace gave a shy smile. ‘I try not to be,’ she said. ‘But it’s, like, sometimes I can’t help it. So, can I go back outside?’
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‘I don’t like taking my clothes to my mum’s’


Once she’d come in from playing in the garden, Grace took off the thin cotton hoodie she was wearing over her Spice Girls T-shirt. I realised then that she wasn’t just petite but so slender she looked underweight for her height. Her arms were stick thin and her waist so narrow she looked doll-like. We’d waited for Grace to arrive before we ate, and Jonathan and I were hungry. When we finally sat down at the table I found myself desperately hoping Grace was ready for a good meal too, and that she wasn’t going to push the food around her plate.


To my relief, I need not have worried. Grace enthusiastically had a second helping of the pasta bake I’d prepared and she even ate some tomatoes and cucumber from the mixed salad, which I’m well used to kids turning their noses up at. She also devoured a generous bowl of ice cream and asked for extra wafers and chocolate sauce, although of course that was something I was not so surprised about! 


Often, children are feeling too shy and anxious on their first night to eat very much at all. I never make a fuss, as I appreciate that eating with strangers under any circumstances can be stressful for a child. Dining with your possible new foster carers, in a home where everything is alien to you, must be quite a daunting prospect. I know I’d have struggled to deal with it when I was a child; I was a real home bird as a young girl and I sometimes felt homesick when I simply visited relatives or stayed with a friend for a day. 


I always try to make an appetising but simple meal when a child first arrives, so as to encourage them to at least try a little something. Jonathan and I always make an effort to keep the conversation ticking along gently too, so the child feels included and welcome but not under the spotlight. 


‘That was nice,’ Grace said, wiping her mouth with her hand before I could offer her a paper napkin. ‘What is there for breakfast?’


I told her we had cereal, toast, crumpets, fruit and eggs. ‘I could even do you a bacon butty if you like, seeing as it’s Saturday morning. Or egg dippie.’


‘That’s not fair,’ Jonathan joked. ‘She never offers me a bacon butty! Or egg dippie!’


‘That’s not true at all,’ I replied. Smiling at Grace I added, ‘But Jonathan would eat bacon and eggs every day if I let him, and that’s not good for him. So would I, to tell the truth. Anyhow, what do you normally eat?’


Grace bit her lip and looked thoughtful. ‘Erm, crunchy cornflakes if the people have it. What’s egg dippie? Have you got crunchy cornflakes?’


I couldn’t help feeling a pang of sorrow. If the people have it. I thought again how sad it was that Grace had moved foster homes so many times. She’d had no consistency in her life and referring to her succession of foster carers as ‘the people’ was so impersonal it made it sound like she’d stayed in random B & Bs instead of foster homes.


I explained that egg dippie is sometimes called French toast, and that you make it by beating an egg with a splash of milk, dipping a slice of bread in the mixture then frying it. She didn’t seem to know what I was talking about.


‘I might have some crunchy cornflakes,’ I told her, ‘and if not we can go and buy some tomorrow. I’ll check the cupboard in a moment and show you where things are. Then I’ll give you a tour of the rest of the house and show you your bedroom and bathroom, so you know your way around.’


She frowned. ‘How long am I on trial?’


Once again I winced at her turn of phrase. ‘You’re not on trial, sweetheart. These few days are for us all to get to know one another, so we can all see if you’d be happy staying with us longer term, and if we all think it would work. I hope it does work out. I think you’re a lovely girl.’ I added that ultimately it was her decision. This is always the case when a child is moving from one county to another, and I wanted to make sure she knew this. 


She looked puzzled. ‘So how long am I here for?’


‘You are here for three nights. I think Barry explained it to you? So that’s today, Saturday and Sunday. The plan is that he will come and pick you up on Monday morning at about ten o’clock and he’s the one who will take you home.’ 


Grace furrowed her brow and stared absent-mindedly around the room. Meanwhile Jonathan gave me a subtle sideways glance, or should I say a wince. For a moment I wondered what I’d said, but then I realised it had been careless of me to call her mother’s house ‘home’, just in case she didn’t call it home any more. Thankfully, I didn’t think Grace had registered this; she now looked like she was lost in a daydream. 


It wouldn’t have surprised me, in fact, if Grace did still consider her mother’s house as her home, even after seven years in care. Many children cling on to a rose-tinted view of their former family life and refuse to give up on the dream of moving back in full time, even when they have been shut out for years and it is clear to everyone else they are not welcome and a reunion is extremely unlikely. When I first started fostering, I was shocked to learn that even children who have suffered terrible abuse at the hands of their parents, and have been removed from them by the courts, sometimes still long to return to them, often throughout their childhood. 


‘So do you know what’s happening now, Grace?’ Jonathan interjected. ‘Monday’s the day Barry will collect you from here in the morning, at around ten o’clock. He’s the one who will take you to your mum’s for a stay, and you will also see your other foster carers.’ We didn’t know the details of this so Jonathan didn’t elaborate. He also avoided specifying that she would be staying at her mother’s house for a week, as we’d been told, and he didn’t go into what would happen next, as we didn’t know if the trial visit with us would be successful or whether Grace would want to come and live with us. Also, we could not be certain her mother would keep her for a whole week, even if that’s what she’d agreed with Social Services. Plans change and it’s always best to assume nothing is written in stone.


I stood up and began clearing the plates from the kitchen table. We often eat in the kitchen rather than the dining room, and as it was Grace’s first night I thought it would be more relaxed and informal if we sat in there. She sprang to her feet as soon as I began clearing plates and, without being asked, helped me stack the dirty dishes next to the dishwasher. Jonathan told me he’d do the rest of the clearing up, while I gave Grace the ‘grand tour’. 


‘But leave your luggage to me. I’ll carry it upstairs for you, before I do the kitchen.’


‘Thanks,’ I said, acknowledging I would have struggled to carry the heavy suitcase up the two flights of stairs that led to the bedroom Grace would occupy on the top floor of the house. It had fleetingly crossed my mind to ask her if it might be an idea to leave some of her belongings downstairs, as she clearly wouldn’t need everything during this initial visit, but I immediately thought better of it. I’m a naturally practical person, but over the years fostering has taught me that being practical is not necessarily the best way forward. What’s important is to focus on the child’s emotional wellbeing. I didn’t know what she’d brought with her, but Grace would no doubt be happier surrounded by all her familiar bits and pieces. Hopefully, having so many things of her own would help her feel more comfortable and settled, and perhaps increase the chances of this weekend visit being a success.


I began the tour by showing Grace what was what in the kitchen, as I’d promised. I didn’t have any crunchy cornflakes but she seemed pleased by the wide variety of cereals I did have; I always have a good selection, including plenty of those miniature variety packs, as we never know what the new children who come to stay will prefer. I pointed out where we kept the juice and the snacks and told Grace to let me know if she was hungry or thirsty, and said that I would always get something for her. I explained our basic house rules, which included always asking before taking anything from the kitchen, but I encouraged her to help herself to water if she needed it. It may sound as if I was stating the obvious, but when children first arrive they can feel very intimidated and don’t always speak up, even about their most basic needs. We had one child staying with us in the very early days of our fostering who didn’t realise we would routinely replace toiletries like toothpaste and shampoo, and she even worried about toilet roll. She asked her social worker what was going to happen when she ran out, since then we’ve always made a point of explaining all these things very clearly.


‘Shall we help Jonathan?’ Grace asked, already heading to the hallway.


‘Well, yes, why not? Let’s take a bag each, shall we?’


With that, Grace picked up a carrier bag and started running up the stairs. I heard her talking to Jonathan on the top floor before I even got to the first floor.


‘I’ll let Angela show you into your room,’ I heard him say. ‘She’s in charge of duvets and pillows and all that sort of thing, and you can choose what you want on your bed. I’m afraid I don’t have much of an eye for design and if I was in charge of bedding you might well end up with a purple spotted pillow and a green striped duvet!’


Grace giggled and I smiled to myself. I knew exactly what Jonathan was doing: he was stalling for time, because he prefers not to be alone in a room, and particularly a bedroom, with any of the children who stay with us, and especially the girls. We’ve been told countless times on our training courses that children can make false accusations against their carers. Generally speaking, male foster carers are considered more likely to become victims of malicious allegations, although of course no carer is immune. Jonathan’s caution is not just for his own benefit; the girls themselves – and boys – may not feel comfortable being alone with a man, for any number of reasons. That may sound sexist, but that is the reality. Exercising sensible caution is all part of the ‘safe caring’ policies all foster carers are taught. 


We still didn’t know a great deal about Grace’s background, but we did know that she and her sister had been left home alone by their father, and that he was an alcoholic. When the little girls had phoned their grandfather they were frightened and hungry. Naturally, the last thing Jonathan wanted to do was alarm Grace in any way at all. For the time being he was her temporary carer, and she needed to feel as comfortable as possible in his presence, and in our home. 


‘Here she is!’ Jonathan exclaimed when I reached the top floor landing. ‘What kept you?’


I was a little out of breath, to tell the truth. I was heavier than I wanted to be and was trying to lose weight, both by dieting and stepping up my exercise. I never passed up the chance to go cycling or swimming or walking in the countryside with the kids, and I was doing my best to do a fitness video once a week, though I think I’d missed a few weeks, what with one thing and another.


‘Cheeky!’ I said. ‘Let’s go in. Jonathan, would you mind taking the suitcase in? We can manage the rest, and there’s only the holdall left downstairs.’


I showed Grace into the bedroom. ‘This is your room. Shall I help you unpack?’


She walked straight to the window and looked outside. From this vantage point, at the top of the house, you could see right over the playing field beyond our garden. ‘Can I go and play out there?’


‘I think we might just have time for a play before bed. Shall we unpack first, get you settled in here?’


She didn’t reply and showed no interest at all in the bedroom. Most of the kids we’d fostered before had been very pleased with their room, and typically they said something positive about it. All three of the children’s bedrooms were a good size, smartly decorated and kitted out with everything a child would need, including a desk, dressing table, toy box or wardrobe and a well-stocked bookcase. We were well aware that some children came from houses where they shared rooms or lived in poor conditions. Making their bedroom as welcoming and comfortable as possible while they stay with us is something I pride myself on, and I always love it when I get an enthusiastic response. 


‘Grace, do you know which bag your nightie’s in, or your pyjamas? And what about your toothbrush?’


When a child comes directly from their own home or arrives as an emergency placement I never assume they have nightwear or a toothbrush, but I was confident Grace’s foster carer would have made sure she brought these things with her. 


‘What?’


‘Pyjamas? Nightie? Toothbrush? Any idea where they are?’


‘No.’ She shook her head and looked at her belongings. She seemed quite overwhelmed.


‘Shall I have a look? Or do you want to look, while I make your bed?’


‘Erm, what?’


‘Why don’t you have a look for your pyjamas?’


‘OK.’


‘And I will make your bed.’


‘Yes.’


I usually let a new child take their time selecting their duvet cover and pillows from the large bedding collection I’ve accumulated and added to over the years, but instinct told me to keep this simple. It was getting late, Grace was itching to explore the playing field before it got dark and I didn’t want to overwhelm her any more. 


I presented her with a choice of two sets – one plain white with silver stars, the other with a rainbow on a sky-blue background. She pointed at the latter, and while I made the bed she carefully unzipped the suitcase. It was brimming with clothes and underwear and I could see there were shoes wedged around the sides and a few soft toys stuffed into the corners. Heavy winter jumpers were piled alongside summer shorts and T-shirts, and on the very top was a lime-green drawstring bag. She looked at it for a moment, and then her face lit up. 


‘This is it,’ she said, taking the bag out of the suitcase and opening it up. She pulled out a pair of short pyjamas with Take That on the front. I smiled. It was the mid-nineties, when Take That were at the peak of their boy-band success, and it seemed that every girl who stayed with us owned Take That clothes, bags, pencil cases, you name it. Grace’s toothbrush and toothpaste were neatly packed in a small clear toiletry bag, alongside a folded flannel, and I could see a little hairbrush and a few headbands were in there too. 


Grace looked visibly relieved to have found what I’d asked her to look for, and I was silently thankful to the foster carer whose home she’d come from for making sure these essentials were to hand.


‘That’s great! I’ll show you the bathroom before we go back downstairs. Would you like me to help you put some of your summer clothes in the chest of drawers and the wardrobe?’


‘No, thanks, I’ll be OK.’ That was a shame. I knew she would feel more at home if she wasn’t living out of bags, but as she was only staying for a few days I wouldn’t force it.


‘But,’ Grace started, sounding nervous, ‘when I go home, can I leave some of my stuff here?’


This sounded promising. I was already feeling quietly confident that Grace’s trial stay with us would go well, but of course I didn’t want to jump the gun. ‘That’s an idea – I guess that’s something we can decide on later,’ I said, giving her an encouraging smile.


‘OK, good. I don’t like taking my clothes to my mum’s.’


She said this in a quiet, worried voice. Her words sounded a little ominous, I thought. I repeated back what she’d said to me, with a questioning tone in my voice. ‘So you don’t like taking your clothes to your mum’s?’


‘No.’ She looked at the rug, as if mesmerised by it.


I had another go at prompting her. Though I was feeling quite concerned by what Grace had said, I tried to speak in a soft, even tone, so as not to let my voice belie my concerns. This has become second nature whenever I sense a child may be about to disclose something. Kids who have suffered trauma in their lives, or perhaps haven’t been shown enough attention, can exaggerate facts or invent details to draw you in further. It’s best to show you are interested and that you care, but I’ve learned that you must never express shock or outrage. You can never be sure if the child is telling the truth or if they are genuinely confused about events.
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