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‘Just a couple of nights’


‘Anything interesting?’


Jonathan was clutching a pile of post he’d picked up from the doormat.


‘Mostly junk and a couple of bills by the looks of it.’


Having taken Erica to school, we were having a quick cuppa before starting work in our florist next door. Jonathan opened one of the letters and winced.


‘What’s the matter?’


‘It’s our buildings and contents insurance. It’s gone up again! Can you believe this quote? I think we’d better shop around.’


I took one look and immediately agreed. ‘I’ll do it, you get on.’


I poured a cup of tea for our assistant, Barbara, which Jonathan took through to the shop with him. After setting off the dishwasher and checking the rest of the post I called our insurance broker. The number was busy so I left a message, requesting a call back.


Minutes later, the phone rang. That was quick, I thought, picking up a pen as I lifted the receiver.


‘Morning, Angela!’


It was our support social worker, Caitlin, sounding her usual chirpy self.


‘Oh, hello! I wasn’t expecting it to be you.’


‘Have I called at a bad time?’


‘No, not at all. I’m waiting for a call from the insurance company but I’d much prefer to talk to you.’


Caitlin explained that she had an eight-year-old girl who needed looking after and wondered if we could help.


‘Her foster carer is asking for some respite cover. Just a couple of nights. I know you’ve got a houseful at the moment, but if you can help us out, I’d be very grateful.’


Jonathan and I had trained as specialist carers for teenagers with complex needs some twenty years earlier, after starting our foster career in the late eighties. Alongside troubled teens we continued to take in children of all ages, whether they needed specialist care or not. There wasn’t much that fazed us and we always tried to help Social Services if we could. Having said that, we did need to consider little Erica, who had been living with us for six months. She was nine years old and could be quite a shy and sensitive soul.


We also had my mum staying with us temporarily, as she was recovering from an operation on her back, plus eighteen-year-old Anthony, who was a former foster child we were helping out. We were passed to take in up to three children at any one time and had three bedrooms we normally used for the kids we took in, but with Mum and Anthony occupying two of the rooms, this little girl would have to go in the bunk bed in Erica’s room.


‘What can you tell me about her?’ I asked Caitlin. ‘I’m just thinking about Erica, because she’d have to share a room with her.’


‘I’m afraid I don’t have any information on why her foster carer is asking for respite. Her name’s Jasmine and like I say she’s eight. She’s in her first term of Year 4 and she isn’t statemented.’


We knew very well that the fact a child didn’t have a statement of educational needs (SEN) did not necessarily mean they didn’t have special needs. They may simply not have gone through the process of being statemented yet, so this didn’t really tell us a great deal.


‘Can you give me a minute and I’ll check with Jonathan and give you a buzz back?’


‘Of course. Thanks, Angela. I’m heading out shortly, but I’ll be on the mobile and if I don’t pick up I’ll call you back as soon as I can.’


Caitlin was an extremely efficient and hard-working support social worker, one of the best we’d had. No sooner had she arranged one placement than another child in need would come on to her books. Despite having such a heavy caseload, she didn’t ever complain or get flustered; in fact, she was generally upbeat. It was always easy to get hold of her, nothing was ever too much trouble and she didn’t make us feel under pressure to take a child in, even though we knew full well that it would create extra work and stress for her if we said no.


A minority of kids on Caitlin’s books might be waiting for adoptive parents to be cleared to take them in, which meant they would be best matched with foster carers who preferred to do short rather than long-term or open-ended placements. The future for the rest of the children would be much more uncertain. They might have just been taken into care, either having been removed by the courts or placed voluntarily in care by their family, or they might have been in care for some time but now needed a new home, perhaps because their previous placement was breaking down or because they had been placed in a secure unit or children’s home as there was nowhere else to go. Some kids simply needed a short respite stay, away from their family home or from their current placement, like Jasmine. Others might be working towards returning to their family, in which case the length of their stay could be very unpredictable. We’ve always made ourselves available to any children in need of foster care, no matter what their situation or how long they might stay with us, and so our lives had become very unpredictable too!


I nipped through to the shop. Though Jonathan and I had been working as a team for such a long time and trusted and supported each other’s decisions completely, we still always checked with each other before agreeing to take in a new child.


‘An eight-year-old girl? Two nights?’


‘Yes, that’s what Caitlin said. Respite from her current placement, she doesn’t know why it’s been requested.’


‘Well, I’m sure we can manage that. She’ll have to share with Erica and go in the bunk beds, won’t she?’


‘Yes, the girls can share, that was the first thing I thought of too and I mentioned it to Caitlin. Just as well we’ve got the bunk beds and the girls are close in age.’


Jonathan and I always did our level best to help and I don’t think we once said no to Caitlin. In turn, I don’t think Caitlin ever said no when she was asked to help her colleagues in an emergency.


‘I’ll phone Caitlin back.’


Jonathan grinned and gave me a thumbs-up. We always feel a mixture of nervous anticipation and excitement whenever we agree to foster another child, and that has not changed, even now, after fostering more than fifty children over three decades. Many people have told us they admire us for being foster carers for all these years. They often tell us things like, ‘I couldn’t do it, you are so selfless!’ But the truth is, we’ve carried on fostering because we love doing it, and part of that enjoyment comes from the lift we all get as humans when we help someone in need and see the benefit it brings to them. There is no better reward in life.


Caitlin answered her mobile after two rings and was delighted when I told her we would cover the respite care. It was a Wednesday and she said she’d like to arrange for us to meet Jasmine and her foster carer on the Saturday, with a view to Jasmine staying with us the following week.


‘I’ll confirm everything as quickly as possible and let you know where the meeting will be.’


‘OK. There’s no rush. Erica has a dance class at nine in the morning but other than that we’ll keep Saturday free and I’ll make sure we’ve got cover in the shop.’


‘Perfect.’


Caitlin was back on the phone within ten minutes and it was arranged that we would meet Jasmine and her foster carer, who was called Fran, in McDonald’s in the next town on Saturday lunchtime. This was a typical time and place to meet up during term time, as it meant kids didn’t need to miss school and of course the lure of fast food always helped lift the mood. It was fine for Erica to come with us; in fact, Caitlin said it might help break the ice, given that the girls were close in age.


I popped next door to give the news to Jonathan and to double-check with Barbara that she’d be happy to run the shop on her own for a few hours on Saturday, as she normally did if we had other jobs on.


‘No problem,’ she said. ‘I don’t expect it’ll be too busy.’


November was always a quiet month in our florists. Jonathan flicked through the diary. We had no weddings booked in that weekend, though one of our wholesalers was due to make a large delivery.


‘I’ll see if Anthony’s around,’ Jonathan said. ‘If he is, I’ll ask him to help out in the storeroom when the delivery comes in.’


Barbara grinned. ‘That’s a good idea. He can put the kettle on too. He makes a great cup of tea!’


‘What, better than mine?’ Jonathan teased.


‘Er, of course not,’ Barbara replied, deliberately protesting too hard to pull Jonathan’s leg.


We all knew Barbara had a soft spot for Anthony. We’d fostered him when he was a younger teenager and we used to give him pocket money for doing odd jobs in the shop, as we did with a lot of children. Anthony always made Barbara laugh, and she said he never failed to brighten up her day.


‘Saturday lunchtime it is then,’ Jonathan said.


Jonathan and I were really enjoying having Anthony around again, though the reason he was back was heart-rending. When he moved out of our home at seventeen he went to live with a member of his family, but promises were broken and things quickly unravelled. He found himself homeless, and lost his job when his employers found out he’d slept on the company premises overnight. When Anthony eventually told us what had happened, we invited him to stay with us until he got back on his feet. He’d been with us for three months now, and in that time had turned eighteen and managed to get a part-time job in a pub restaurant. We’d helped him with career advice and he was now saving up to start training for his HGV licence, which had been a long-held ambition.


A hard worker by nature, he was rolling up his sleeves and helping us with all kinds of odd jobs around the house and shop. We didn’t want to take any money off him for keep as he was trying so hard to save, so this was his way of paying us back. It was a great arrangement as we were always glad of extra help, and Anthony could also step in and babysit if need be. He had to be police checked when he turned eighteen, just like any child we foster who reaches the age of eighteen while living with us. In those days you applied to the Criminal Records Bureau, or CBS, which has since been replaced by the Disclosure and Barring Service, or DBS. My mum was also police checked and had been for many years, as she often babysat for us when we went out to training courses and support group meetings, or when we managed to have a night out. With their help, and thanks to Barbara being very flexible with her working hours, we could juggle most things.


I returned to the kitchen and put the kettle on. Mum appeared, looking tired and jaded.


‘How are you feeling this morning, Mum?’


‘Not too bad, though I didn’t sleep particularly well.’


‘Sorry to hear that. Are you warm enough?’


‘Yes, thanks. The room is very warm and comfortable.’


‘Is there anything I can do to help?’


‘No, dear, not unless you have a magic sponge that can take away the pain!’


I smiled, remembering how my dad used to brandish his ‘magic sponge’ when I was a kid. He’d rub the invisible sponge on my bruised knee or bumped head to make me feel better, and it always worked.


I still missed Dad every day, even though he’d been gone for many years. Mum had coped so well on her own. Fiercely independent and stoical, it went against all her instincts to ask for help or appear needy in any way, despite the fact she was in her eighties now. I knew she must be finding it difficult to be in this position, staying with us while she got her strength back. It wasn’t that she couldn’t manage by herself – generally speaking, she was remarkably fit and well and very capable of living on her own – but the doctors had advised it was best for her to take it easy for a while and let us look after her.


‘Come and sit down. The kettle’s just boiled. I’ll make you a cup of tea.’


‘Don’t you have to be in the shop?’


‘Jonathan and Barbara are holding the fort. Shall I make you some porridge?’


‘Only if you have time, otherwise I can manage.’


Normally Mum would get to her feet in these situations, taking over so as not to be a nuisance or cause me any extra work, but she didn’t move a muscle. I’d never seen her like this, which was a bit upsetting.


‘Where’s Anthony?’


I told her he was out for a run. ‘I don’t know how he does it in this freezing cold weather,’ I said.


‘Me neither! He’s such a good boy. What a pity things didn’t work out with his family.’


I had no idea what Anthony had told Mum and I had said the bare minimum about the reason he was back with us. I felt very strongly that it was his story, not mine, and even though he was no longer in care I behaved just as I did with every child, and I didn’t discuss his private life with anyone.


I made a pot of tea for us to share, set the porridge on the hob and nipped to the loo. I was surprised to see Mum on her feet when I returned to the kitchen. She was standing at the hob, stirring the porridge.


‘Sit back down, I can do that.’


I chatted to Mum while I served up the porridge and fetched her some honey.


‘We’re going to meet a young girl on Saturday. Hopefully she’ll be coming for a short respite stay.’


‘How lovely. How old is she?’


‘Eight, she’s called Jasmine.’


‘What a pretty name. I look forward to meeting her. Do you need me to sit with Erica when you go for the meeting?’


This made me feel upset all over again, as I realised that I wouldn’t really want to leave my mum looking after a young child while she was still in the early stages of recovery. She was so tired from her operation, she was still wobbly on her legs and her back was sore. I wouldn’t be happy leaving her in charge of a nine-year-old.


‘That’s kind, Mum, but the meeting is in McDonald’s and she can come with us. I don’t think Erica will turn down the chance of that, do you?’


‘I shouldn’t imagine so,’ Mum laughed.


I looked out of the window and saw Anthony heading across the playing field at the back of the house. While it was fresh in my mind, I thought to myself that I must remember to ask him about helping Barbara on Saturday. Maybe I’ll ask him to keep an eye on Mum, too.


It only seemed five minutes ago when Mum and Dad were running the shop together. Mum handed the business over to Jonathan and me in the mid-eighties, after my dad passed away. We started fostering in 1987, initially imagining we’d probably foster for just a few years, perhaps until we started a family of our own. By the time we realised we couldn’t have children, fostering had become a way of life. We loved having kids of all ages coming and going and couldn’t imagine life without a busy household. Of course, at the start we didn’t have a clue what we were letting ourselves in for. We still laugh at how naive we were, thinking all that kids needed was love and care, a roof over their head and food on the table!


We also had very little understanding about what happens when children are old enough to leave care. Back then, kids left at sixteen (it’s eighteen or older now, if they continue their education), and we imagined our job would be done and we’d have the room to take on another child. It’s not that simple, of course. A well-meaning customer at our florists once remarked to me, ‘At least as a foster carer you can hand them back when they are sixteen!’ She said this after sharing a tale of woe about her son, who was still living at home in his late twenties. I simply smiled, as this person wanted me to. However, Jonathan and I had quickly learned that the reality is that kids leaving care need ongoing support, just like any other young people. Though our official duties as foster carers come to an end one day, we always stay in touch and help the kids we’ve fostered for as long as they want us in their lives.


Anthony came into the kitchen and greeted Mum with a cheery smile. ‘Thelma, you didn’t have to make porridge just for me,’ he said cheekily, spotting the pan on the hob.


‘Pardon?’


He looked at me and winked.


‘He’s teasing, Mum. Mind you, there’s probably enough for you if you’d like some, Anthony?’


‘Rude not to! Thanks.’


I felt a warm glow. It was a privilege to have Anthony living with us again. He had become like one of the family, and everybody benefited. Who said we hand them back when they turn sixteen? I thought, smiling to myself. And I’m very glad we don’t.
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‘I just need a break’


‘That has to be them,’ Jonathan said.


I followed his gaze across the busy McDonald’s and recognised Jasmine immediately from the description Caitlin had given me: ‘Very long wavy fair hair, parted in the middle and held back with clips. Big blue eyes, pretty face, round and with a big, open smile.’ The woman sitting beside her had dark circles under her eyes. Caitlin hadn’t mentioned those, of course, but the rest of the description I had of the foster carer, Fran, fitted.


‘I think you’re right,’ I replied. Jonathan, Erica and I began to squeeze past tables and chairs in the packed restaurant to reach Jasmine and her carer.


Fran spotted us and gave a little wave, and Jasmine looked up and smiled. She was a bit flushed in the face and looked very excited to meet us.


‘She’s been dying for you to get here,’ Fran said.


‘We’ve all been looking forward to it,’ I replied.


Jonathan made a joke about the fact the promise of fast food might have played a part, as we were all looking forward to lunch. As soon as the introductions had been made, Jasmine started asking Fran if they could go and order their food now.


‘Can we? Can we?’


Before Fran could answer, Jasmine turned to Erica. ‘Do you know what you want? Do you?’


‘Erm . . .’ Before Erica could respond Jasmine posed the question to me, and then Fran, and then Jonathan. ‘Who’s having what? Do you like chicken nuggets? Do we have to get a Happy Meal or can we get what we want? What’s the toy? Shall we order now, shall we?’


‘How about if I go and place the order for everyone?’ Jonathan said. ‘If we all go, we’ll lose the table.’


Fran looked extremely grateful. She seemed exhausted.


‘Just a black coffee for me, thanks.’ She handed Jonathan some money to cover the coffee and Jasmine’s meal. Jonathan would have happily paid but he took the money, not knowing if he’d offend Fran by refusing.


‘What do you want?’ she asked Jasmine.


‘Please can I have . . . er, what do I want?!’ The little girl laughed excitedly.


‘You can have whatever you want,’ Fran told her. ‘How hungry are you? Will you eat a whole meal?’


‘Yes!’


Erica quietly told Jonathan that she would like a Happy Meal and asked if she would be allowed a pudding after, if she had room.


‘No problem,’ he said. Jasmine liked the sound of this and opted to do the same.


Jonathan and I were both hungry and I asked for a chicken burger and a cup of tea. ‘Shall I make that a meal?’ Jonathan asked.


‘Well, I’m meant to be watching my weight but I suppose so, as it’s more or less the same price, isn’t it? And I’m sure somebody will eat my fries if I don’t.’


Jonathan had heard me ‘reasoning’ like this many times before. He knew I would not be able to resist the fries once they were in front of me, and that a McDonald’s was as big a treat for me as it was for the kids! He went off to place the order.


Jasmine continued to fire lots of questions at Erica, who was happy to provide the answers, whenever she could get a word in edgeways.


‘Is there a garden at their house? Do you always live there or are you on holiday, like, I mean, respite, like me? Is it nice? Can you see that balloon stand? Can we go and get a balloon? Can we, Fran?’


I nodded at Fran who gave both girls permission to help themselves to the freshly stocked balloon stand. We kept a close eye on them as they charged off as fast as they could, pushing through the queues at the serving counter.


‘Thanks so much for offering to give me some respite,’ Fran said. ‘I don’t mind telling you, I’m finding it tough.’


‘We’re happy to help but I’m sorry to hear that. In what way are you finding it tough? I’ve not been given any background information.’


‘She’s not a bad kid, but it’s the smirking that’s getting to me. My husband says I should let it go and I’m too uptight, but I can’t stand it. It irritates the life out of me. I know I’ll be fine once I’ve managed to unwind a bit.’


The kids were back before I had the chance to find out what Fran meant by the smirking. Jasmine was beaming and it was hard to imagine her face with anything but a beautiful, big smile stretched across it.


‘Look at my balloon!’ she said proudly, thrusting it forward for Fran and me to see. At that moment I noticed there was a scar on Jasmine’s forehead. The jagged, silvery mark stood proud of her smooth, pink complexion. I was surprised I hadn’t spotted it straight away, as it was quite prominent. Jasmine’s long, wavy hair was eye-catching. It bounced and bubbled all over the place, just like her conversation. In fact, everything about Jasmine seemed effervescent. That’s probably why I didn’t spot the scar, I thought. Her personality, all that pretty fair hair and her lovely big blue eyes, were definitely more eye-catching than anything else.


‘Yippee! That’s mine! Is that one mine? What’s the toy? Open the box. You open yours! What have you got? Is yours the same? How many nuggets have you got?’


Erica had quickly cottoned on to the fact it wasn’t worth trying to answer every question Jasmine directed at her. She quietly took her toy out of the box and showed Jasmine, who screamed with delight when she saw they had identical plastic Disney princesses. Jasmine tucked into her food with great gusto while Erica took ages arranging her meal on her tray and taking the lid off her little tub of ketchup before nibbling her nuggets.


‘Are you sure you’re not hungry, Fran?’ I asked. ‘Help yourself if you want some of these fries.’


‘No, thanks, I’m fine. Enjoy your meal.’


She began sipping her coffee and seemed to be in a world of her own. I thought she looked as if she wanted to be anywhere but in that restaurant. Jonathan chatted to the girls and I tried to make polite conversation with Fran as I ate my lunch, but she didn’t make much of an effort to engage with me. She seemed quite defeated, I thought.


‘What else can you tell me?’ I asked when Jonathan took the girls up to the counter to choose their desserts. ‘I don’t even know how long she’s been with you. Is there anything in particular I need to know?’


‘Not really. She’s just full on, as you can see. It’s tiring, looking after her. I’m shattered. I just need some rest. Sorry to moan. She’s not a bad kid.’


‘How long has she been with you?’


‘Two months. Listen, I’m so grateful to you. I really am.’


‘Like I say, we’re happy to help, and it looks like she’s hit it off with Erica, so that’s a good sign. Hopefully you’ll both enjoy the break.’


Fran nodded. ‘Jasmine’s a popular girl. It’s just a shame she’s the way she is.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘Sorry, there I go again. She’s just full on, that’s all. A handful. She keeps getting excluded from school for bad behaviour. Doesn’t know when to stop, loses her temper, that sort of thing. My husband’s at work all day and when she’s excluded from school I can’t cope with her. It’s hard work, it’s too much . . .’


Fran trailed off, having spotted the girls and Jonathan returning to the table.


The girls’ ice creams were polished off in record time and Fran stood to leave almost as soon as Jasmine had swallowed the last mouthful.


‘It’s been great to meet you all,’ Fran said. ‘We must get going now, but haven’t we had a nice time, Jasmine? How exciting will it be to spend more time with Erica next week? It’ll be like a big long sleepover!’


Jonathan and I exchanged glances. This was not cut and dried, and this is not how foster carers are taught to handle these situations. Though we were going to agree to the respite care, we had not officially signed up to it yet. The whole point of meeting Jasmine was for us all to see if we were happy to proceed. Most importantly, it was up to Jasmine to agree to come and stay with us.


In training, we’re constantly being told that it’s best to avoid asking leading questions of children. Instead of saying ‘How exciting will it be . . .’, you need to find a way of getting the child to express how they feel, in their own way, and in their own time. Not only that, a sleepover is a treat to share with friends. If Jasmine agreed to stay with us, she would be coming into a strange house and would no doubt be feeling unsure of herself, however excited she appeared today. It was possible she might feel pushed out or even rejected by her foster carer too, which is a very tough thing for a foster child to cope with, having already been through the traumatic process of leaving their birth family and going into care.


Jasmine stared at Fran, the word ‘sleepover’ hanging in the air between all of them. She didn’t speak and I’m not sure she knew what to say.


‘It’s probably a lot to take in,’ Jonathan said jovially. ‘It’s been very nice to meet you, Jasmine. Fran, we’ll wait to hear from our social worker.’


We said our goodbyes and parted on good terms, despite the fact Jonathan and I were taken aback by how rapidly the lunch was over, and how Fran had handled things at the end.


‘Jasmine’s funny!’ Erica said, as she buckled herself into the back of our car.


‘She seems like a very nice girl,’ I said.


‘Is she going to come and stay then?’


‘We’d be happy to have her to stay, but it’s her decision. We need to wait to hear from Social Services. I take it you’d be happy to have her too?’


‘Yes. Can she sleep in my room?’


‘If she decides to stay, yes she can. She can go with you in the bunk bed.’ I didn’t spell out that there would be no choice involved in this, seeing as it was the only spare bed in the house!


‘OK. That’s pretty cool.’


Erica’s reaction pleased me. Being a naturally shy child, this could have worked out very differently and we would have had to think very carefully about taking Jasmine in. Perhaps the mention of a ‘sleepover’ had added to the attraction for Erica? It wasn’t a good word for Fran to have chosen, but hopefully it would all work out for the best.


When we got home, Anthony was watching an old film with Mum. He’d lit the fire and they were sharing a pot of tea.


‘This is cosy!’ I said. ‘Any tea left in the pot?’


Anthony sprung up and offered to top the pot up. ‘Shall I make one for Jonathan and Barbara too?’


‘I’m sure they won’t say no. Everything all right in the shop?’


‘All fine. I took in the delivery and everything’s sorted out in the storeroom. Barbara said she didn’t need me this afternoon – it’s really quiet.’


Erica had gone up to her room and Jonathan through to the shop. ‘How did your meeting go?’ Mum asked.


‘Really well. Erica liked Jasmine and Jasmine seemed happy to meet us all. She’s a friendly girl and seems very nice. Fingers crossed she’ll come to stay for a few days.’


‘Do you know when?’


‘No, but I expect if it all works out it will be Friday at the earliest, as her school isn’t in this area.’


‘Lovely.’


Mum carried on watching her film. She looked comfortable and content, and I felt relieved to see her like this. She’ll soon be back to her old self, I thought.


On Monday morning Caitlin called first thing to see how we felt the meeting had gone and to ask if Jasmine could stay with us for two nights.


‘That’s fine by us and I’m pleased she’s agreed to it. Fran did seem very tired. The girls got along really well and Erica’s happy to share her room for a couple of nights. When do you want the respite to start?’


‘Is this afternoon OK?’


‘Today? I don’t see why not, but isn’t she in school?’


‘No, I’m afraid she’s been excluded. I think that is why her foster carer asked for respite. Jasmine was out of school this week and will be out of school all of next week too.’


‘Oh, I see.’


Obviously, Fran had mentioned that Jasmine had been excluded from school but I hadn’t realised she meant she was currently on an exclusion. I asked Caitlin if she could tell me the reason why. It wasn’t unheard of for a primary school child to be excluded – several children who’d stayed with us before had been suspended or sent home from school – but a two-week exclusion seemed a long time for an eight-year-old. Naturally, I wanted to know what had happened.


‘Bad behaviour,’ Caitlin said. ‘I’m sorry, that’s not much help, is it? But that’s all I know. I can try and find out more. Would you prefer me to do that before we go any further?’


‘No, don’t worry. I’m sure we can cope for a couple of nights. She seemed like a lovely girl. It’ll be fine, I’m sure.’


‘That’s good. The feedback I got from Jasmine was very positive. It sounds like she hit it off with Erica straight away.’


Though I’d have liked to have known more about Jasmine’s history and the reason she was on an exclusion, I wasn’t unduly worried about having such scant information. It’s normal to know very little about a child’s background at this stage in proceedings. In my experience, this is partly deliberate and partly accidental. Common sense tells you that if the first thing a social worker says to a potential foster carer is something along the lines of, ‘This child has been excluded from half a dozen schools because she spits at the teachers’, then clearly it’s going to be much harder to place that child, even for a short respite stay. I don’t blame social workers for focusing on getting a roof over a child’s head by deliberately keeping quiet about possibly deal-breaking information. The ‘accidental’ element comes about because Social Services’ files can be very long and, even to the trained eye, it can be extremely difficult to pick out salient information quickly. This is especially true when a child has been in care for many years and has moved between foster homes multiple times. I knew that Jasmine had only been with Fran for two months but I didn’t know how long she had been in care, or how many previous foster carers she had had.


I’ve said for years that it would be very helpful if each child’s Social Services file had a summary sheet at the front of it stating, for instance, when they went into care, how things stand with their school and their birth family, their medical background and any other relevant historical details. Unfortunately, it’s not like that at all! In most cases, you’d have to pick through the paperwork for hours to compile a succinct, accurate and up-to-date summary sheet, and overworked social workers simply don’t have the time and resources to do it. We understand this, and we accept that as foster carers we have to be grateful for whatever information comes our way. Also, I’ve learned that sometimes it’s better to make up our own minds. I say this because I feel some of the things that have happened over the years should be forgotten about, and the child deserves to be given a fresh start. After all, we all make mistakes.


I agreed with Caitlin that Jasmine could arrive later that day. Her social worker, Lou, would drive her to our house at about 4.30 and Caitlin would drop in so we could complete the necessary paperwork.


I told Erica the news when I collected her from school.


‘Remember Jasmine, who we met in McDonald’s? She’s coming over shortly and she’s going to stay tonight and tomorrow night.’


‘Really?’ She looked surprised and screwed up her face. ‘It’s Monday, it’s not the weekend.’


‘I know. I didn’t expect her to be coming to stay so soon either, but I’m looking forward to seeing her again.’


‘OK. Cool! She’s going in the bottom bunk, isn’t she?’


I smiled, knowing what she was thinking. Erica had a large collection of cuddly toys that usually occupied the bottom bunk bed while she slept on the top.


‘I’ll move my toys to make space for her. I hope she likes my room.’


I was pleased about this and told Erica she was a very kind and thoughtful girl. Whenever a new child is due to arrive I normally clean their bedroom and strip their bed to have everything ready, apart from the bedclothes, as it’s good to let kids choose their own duvet set. However, as Erica was sharing her room I hadn’t wanted to step on her toes by moving her toys and making way for Jasmine.


‘That’s so thoughtful of you, Erica. When Jasmine arrives we’ll get her to choose which duvet cover she wants and make her bed up. We’ll also find some space for her bag and clothes, so she feels welcome. We can do that together.’


Erica looked pensive for a moment and then asked if there was school tomorrow.


‘Yes, you have school but Jasmine doesn’t. Her school is in another town, near her foster carer’s.’


‘I thought you were being her foster carer now?’


I explained again that Jasmine was only coming to stay for a couple of nights, as her foster carer, Fran, needed a little break.


‘Oh yeah, I remember. That’s good!’


Erica accepted the arrangement happily, as I knew she would have done had I told her Jasmine was moving in with us permanently. I loved her for that. She was an accommodating child and had only looked on the positive side of sharing her bedroom. She didn’t question me about Jasmine being out of school, which I was relieved about, as I wouldn’t have broken Jasmine’s confidence by telling Erica about the exclusion. Thankfully, the conversation moved on.


‘What are we having for tea?’


‘Bangers and mash.’


‘Can we have beans?’


‘If you like. Jonathan likes peas with sausage and mash but I can do both. And gravy. You can’t have bangers and mash without gravy, can you?’


‘Yes you can, if you have beans.’


‘Good point. I wonder what Jasmine will choose?’


‘Beans.’


‘I say peas, and gravy.’


‘I bet I’m right! Beans, beans, beans!’


We didn’t have long to sort out the girls’ bedroom before Jasmine arrived. Erica lined all her teddies up on the carpet, against the back wall. She also tidied some clothes away so that Jasmine had a bit of wardrobe space and somewhere to put her bag, and she moved all her things to one side of the wide dressing table so they could share it.


When the doorbell rang, we went to answer it together. Erica seemed excited to see Jasmine again but, understandably, Jasmine was in a different frame of mind from the one she had been in at McDonald’s.


‘Hi,’ she said flatly, half raising her hand to give a little wave, then thinking better of it.


It’s very normal for a child to feel nervous and intimidated when they arrive for a placement, however long they may be staying. I always try to put myself in their shoes, thinking back to when I was their age and trying to imagine how I would have felt if I’d had to go into care and stay with people I’d only met once. I know I’d have been scared and miserable and riddled with homesickness. It must have been very tough for Jasmine.


‘Come on in,’ I said, smiling at her warmly and introducing myself to Lou, her social worker.


‘Thanks,’ Lou said, sounding as lacklustre as Jasmine, and also slightly irritated, I thought.


‘Was the traffic OK?’


‘Not too bad.’


‘That’s good. Jonathan will be here shortly. Come through into the kitchen. Can I get anyone a drink?’


As it was cold and already dark I offered the girls hot chocolate, hoping that it would cheer Jasmine up.


‘Yes please!’ Erica said. ‘Can we have some of those mini marshmallows?’


‘I don’t see why not. How about you, Jasmine? Would you like a hot chocolate, or something else?’


‘No thanks,’ she muttered, ‘I’m fine. I’m not thirsty.’ As she spoke she looked blankly around the room, making no eye contact. I wanted to give her a hug and tell her we’d look after her and that she didn’t need to be anxious, but I had to hold back. After all, I was still a virtual stranger and I understood that she would need time to settle.


Lou declined the offer of a drink. She said she didn’t have long, looked at the clock on my cooker and asked if our support social worker was coming.


‘Yes,’ I said, just as the doorbell rang. ‘That will probably be her now.’


Caitlin introduced herself cheerfully, praised Erica for sharing her room and told Jasmine she was very pleased to meet her. Caitlin had never met Lou before but commented that it was ‘nice to put a face to a name’. Lou gave a half-smile. ‘Thanks for helping us out. As if we all haven’t got enough to do without having to place kids an hour down the motorway.’


Caitlin gave a polite smile. Efficient as ever, she began dealing with the standard paperwork straight away, beginning by making sure I had all the contact numbers I needed.


‘Have you got any other notes for Angela?’ Caitlin asked Lou. It’s usual for the child’s social worker to hand over basic details about the child’s religion, say, or any important dietary and medical requirements. Lou gave me a single sheet of paper that looked like a multiple-choice questionnaire. There was a tick in every box that said ‘n/a’ or ‘no’ or ‘not known’.


‘There you go. As you’ll see there’s nothing to flag up really.’ Lou told us that she had not been Jasmine’s social worker for very long but assured us that everything was ‘pretty standard’.


‘Why the rush?’ Caitlin asked Lou, as discreetly as she could. ‘We weren’t expecting this to happen so soon.’


Erica had started giving Jasmine a tour of the kitchen and I could hear her explaining that Jonathan and I ran the florists next door, and you could get into the shop through a ‘secret door’ that was ‘so cool’. In fact, this was simply a connecting door that took you from our house into the storeroom at the back of the shop.


‘Fran was desperate for a break, simple as that,’ Lou explained with a shrug. ‘Needed respite immediately. You know how it is.’


She looked at me knowingly and I gave a slight nod of the head to acknowledge I understood. Foster carers can sometimes suffer from what is known today as ‘secondary trauma’ or ‘transference’. We didn’t use those terms back then, but we certainly knew that looking after troubled children could be a strain on those looking after them and cause stress and even illness in foster carers.


‘We hope the respite will stop the placement breaking down,’ Lou added confidently.


When a carer wants to stop fostering a child they are required to give twenty-eight days’ notice to Social Services, so that other arrangements can be made. I thought back to how disillusioned and weary Fran had seemed in McDonald’s and it occurred to me that she may be nearly reaching this point.


‘Can I ask,’ I said very quietly, ‘is the placement actually breaking down?’


Lou shook her head and told me forcefully, ‘No. As I’ve said, we’re hoping the respite will give Fran the breather she needs and then the placement will continue. That is the aim.’


Lou made no attempt to lower her voice and said this a little too loudly, in my opinion. Jasmine was still in the kitchen, and within earshot. She spun her head around when she heard this. ‘It’s make or break,’ she said nonchalantly, to nobody in particular.


We were all alarmed.


‘Who told you that?’ Lou asked fervently.


‘Fran,’ Jasmine shrugged. ‘Can I see where I’m sleeping?’


‘Yes, sweetheart,’ I said, ‘of course you can. Erica, why don’t you show Jasmine up to the bedroom? I’ll make your hot chocolate, I haven’t forgotten, and I’ll be up shortly.’


‘Have I got my own room?’


‘No, you’re sharing with Erica. There’s bunk beds in her room.’


Jasmine didn’t react to this and I had no idea how she felt about sharing a bedroom.


‘Where’s my stuff?’ She looked from Lou to Caitlin to me.


‘Didn’t you bring your holdall in?’ Lou asked, unable to disguise the fact she was frustrated by this.


‘No.’


‘Why not?’


‘You didn’t tell me to. Er, shall I go and get it?’


‘No, I will,’ Lou huffed.


I wondered if Lou and Jasmine had had words during their hour-long car journey because the atmosphere between them was unmistakably fraught.


The girls trooped upstairs together while Lou went back out to the car. Unfortunately, she returned looking like thunder. It had started to pour down and her face and clothes were splattered with large wet blobs of rain.


‘I’m going to head off now, I’ve got a long drive back,’ she said, setting the holdall down in the hall. Lou had been in the house for a very short time and had not even met Jonathan. I was surprised she hadn’t wanted to meet him, given that he would be as responsible for Jasmine’s care as I was. He was only next door and was due in any minute, which I’d mentioned, but Lou clearly wasn’t going to hang around.


‘Bye Jasmine,’ she called up the stairs, not seeming to care if she was heard or not. She got no reply, bobbed her head around the kitchen door to say goodbye to Caitlin, and promptly left.


‘Well, that was a quick handover,’ I commented.


‘The pressure some social workers are under is ridiculous,’ Caitlin said diplomatically. She was too professional to make any criticism of Lou and too humble to realise the irony of what she had said, as in my opinion Caitlin was also under a ridiculous amount of pressure, thanks to her heavy caseload and the fact she always seemed to give one hundred and ten per cent to her job. Not only that, but she had been obliged to take on more work as one of the other social workers in her team was on long-term sick leave, which meant that the extra caseload had been shared out with the rest of the team. Whenever a social worker was off on long-term sick leave it seemed no replacement staff were ever taken on, which left the rest of the team over-burdened, in my opinion.


‘Are you done for the day now?’ I asked Caitlin. ‘I hope you are.’


Caitlin said she was going to call in on another foster carer who lived nearby. Typical Caitlin, I thought. She was such a dedicated social worker and seemed to squeeze a mind-boggling amount of work into her busy days. Although she was expected to visit all the carers on her caseload every six weeks, I imagined this was not an essential visit and Caitlin was probably maximising her time in our neighbourhood.


‘Is there anything you need from me, before I go?’ she asked.


‘No. I think we’re fine, thanks. You get going.’


I’d wanted to ask how long Jasmine had been in care and how many other foster homes she’d lived in, but it didn’t really matter. She was here for two nights, that was all. We could manage with the extremely sketchy history we’d been given.


Jonathan came through from the shop just minutes after Caitlin left.


‘Jasmine’s upstairs with Erica. You’ve missed both social workers.’


‘Really? Have I misread my watch?’


‘No. Lou was in a hurry to get going. I expect she’s got at least another hour’s drive back in the car, in rush hour too.’


He asked why I hadn’t fetched him. I explained about the tension in the air between Lou and Jasmine, and added, ‘I hadn’t realised how short the visit would be until Lou was practically heading out of the door. And there was no need for Caitlin to stay. Lou had given me all the info she wanted to share, which doesn’t amount to much. I’m guessing Lou’s only been involved with Jasmine since her move to Fran’s, two months ago. She said she hasn’t known her for long. Caitlin was going to make another visit and I didn’t want to hold her up. I’m not sure there was much more she could have told me in any case.’


Jonathan nodded and said that he understood. ‘How’s Jasmine?’


‘A bit subdued, but that’s understandable. She seems to be OK with Erica. I was just about to take her bag up.’


Jonathan said he’d carry it and we both went upstairs, so he could say hello and I could help Jasmine choose a duvet set for her bed. Erica heard us coming.


‘I win, I win!’ she sang, running onto the landing.


‘What?’


‘Jasmine likes beans! Jasmine likes beans! I win! I knew it!’


I started to laugh and Jonathan scratched his head.


‘Doesn’t everyone like beans?’


Erica explained about our little wager on whether Jasmine would prefer beans or peas with her bangers and mash.


‘Oh I see! Well everybody’s entitled to their opinion, but I’ll stick with peas and gravy. That’s the best.’


Jasmine appeared at the bedroom door. ‘Can I have my bag?’ she asked, without looking at Jonathan.


‘Of course,’ he said, passing her the holdall. ‘It’s good to see you again. Here you go.’


It was a very small holdall, but big enough for her short stay.


‘Shall I help you unpack and we can get your bed made up?’ I asked. ‘We’ve got loads of different covers you can choose from.’


‘OK!’ Jasmine seemed to brighten up at this suggestion and she enjoyed picking out the brightest duvet cover, pillow cases and bed sheet she could find. None of them matched, but it didn’t matter at all, and I let her choose whatever she wanted. Jonathan left us to it.


‘Your bed looks like an explosion in a paint factory!’ Erica said. ‘You’re funny!’


Jasmine said her pyjamas were like rainbows and they would match her bed.


‘Hang on, hot chocolate!’ Erica suddenly remembered.


‘Oops, I almost forgot. I’ll go and make it. Do you want one now, Jasmine?’


‘Yes please.’


‘Do you like mini marshmallows too?’


‘Yes. I love them!’


Progress! I thought.
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‘I didn’t dream it!’


I woke with a start. Someone was hammering on our bedroom door. Jonathan was already on his feet and pulling on his dressing gown before I’d lifted my head off the pillow.


‘Whoa! Hang on!’


He opened the door and found Erica standing there in her pyjamas. Her face was contorted into a ball of temper and confusion.


‘Can you stop her?’ she demanded.


I was on my feet now, too. My bedside clock told me it was gone midnight.


‘What do you mean?’


‘That, that girl! Her!’


Erica pointed up towards her bedroom and started rubbing her eyes furiously. She didn’t look fully awake, yet there was no mistaking how cross she was.


‘What’s the matter, sweetheart?’ I asked softly.


Jonathan stepped past Erica. Our bedroom was on the first floor of our town house, along the landing from the lounge, and hers was on the second floor, at the top of the house. The two bedrooms Mum and Anthony were using were also on the top floor. Jonathan headed towards the stairs, leaving me to soothe Erica.


‘Can you tell me what’s happening?’


‘I can’t sleep! She’s doing it on purpose!’


‘Doing what?’


‘Kicking me!’


‘Come on, let’s go up and sort this out, shall we?’


Erica had already calmed down a little. She nodded and followed me up the stairs, where we found Jonathan standing on the landing outside the girls’ room. Their bedroom door was wide open.


‘Jasmine’s fast asleep by the looks of it,’ he said.


He hadn’t been in the room. If there had been any sign of danger or trouble he would have gone in, but for obvious reasons he avoids going into girls’ bedrooms on his own, or being alone with them in any scenario, for that matter. It’s not just that the girls might not like it or might feel vulnerable – we can never know everything that’s gone on in their past – but there’s a danger they might make accusations against him. Of course, boys can react in the same way as girls towards male foster carers, and female foster carers aren’t immune to false allegations from both sexes, but it’s well documented that male foster carers and female foster children make the riskiest combination, and we have to limit the potential for upset and trouble whenever possible.


‘She can’t be asleep!’ Erica bellowed.


‘Hush, sweetheart. Don’t forget, Mum and Anthony are sleeping just along there. Let’s not wake them.’


I crept in and, sure enough, Jasmine appeared to be fast asleep. Erica shadowed me and glowered at Jasmine in her bed.


‘Look, Erica, we’ll talk about this again in the morning. You need to get back into bed as you have school in the morning. Whatever’s happened, Jasmine’s as quiet as a mouse now, and fast asleep.’


‘She’s pretending,’ Erica hissed.


‘I tell you what. You climb up the ladder and get back into bed and I’ll stand on the landing for a while and make sure everything is OK. How does that sound?’


‘OK,’ she said suspiciously, letting out a long yawn.


‘Night night, love.’


‘Night, Angela.’


I waited for several minutes before peeping in. All was quiet, and I could detect the gentle rise and fall of both girls’ duvets as they slept soundly. Erica must have been shattered, bless her.


‘What was all that about?’ Jonathan asked as we settled back into our own bed.


‘Perhaps the bunk bed frame was creaking or something. Maybe it made a noise when Jasmine turned over?’


‘Possibly. Erica’s not used to having anyone in the bottom bunk.’


‘That would make sense, but she told me Jasmine was kicking her.’


‘Kicking? Seems odd. Maybe Erica woke and got a bit confused. Who knows. We’ll have to find out in the morning.’


I couldn’t get back to sleep straight away. Erica wasn’t one to make things up. Did she mean Jasmine had been kicking her mattress from underneath? I had a sketchy memory from my childhood of mucking about at a friend’s house and doing just that, as she stretched out on the top bunk and I was on the bottom. I was teasing her and it was harmless fun; I don’t think there’s a kid alive who’s not done the same when sharing bunk beds, and I’ve seen kids doing similar things when we’ve taken them on holiday and they had to bunk up in the many caravans we’ve had over the years.


Jonathan eventually nodded off. He’s generally a better sleeper than me. I lay in the darkness thinking back over our evening, trying to work out if I’d missed any red flags.


As far as I could see, it had been a pleasantly uneventful evening. Everybody had enjoyed the sausages and mash I’d served up, and the girls loved it when Anthony decided he wanted peas and gravy as well as beans. He had a tremendous appetite and ate a huge meal, as always.


‘Are you training to be a wrestler?’ Jasmine had asked him.
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