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‘So many questions!’




‘That’s wonderful!’ Jess exclaimed. ‘I’ll let the social worker know right away. Thanks so much. This is great news for Lucy. Please thank Jonathan from me. What would I do without you two? I shudder to think!’


Jess had been our support social worker for some time and we’d got to know each other well. She was a good ten years younger than my husband Jonathan and me – we were in our forties now – yet Jess always seemed wise beyond her years. She was extremely efficient at her job and had a way of always saying the right thing, even when she was completely snowed under with work.


‘Thanks, Jess. We look forward to meeting Lucy. It’ll be nice to have another little girl in the house.’


‘Lucy’s very fortunate,’ Jess replied, sounding relieved. ‘I think you are the ideal foster carers for her. Let me make the arrangements and I’ll call you back as soon as I can. Hopefully we’ll get her to you tomorrow. Is that OK?’


‘Perfect.’


When I put the phone down I felt supported and appreciated, just as I always did after talking to Jess. I was also excited, apprehensive and slightly nervous about meeting our new arrival. To this day those emotions still collide whenever a new child is due to start a placement. I love the sense of anticipation, wondering what the child will be like, how we will get along and how we will be able to help. I immediately start thinking about how to make him or her welcome when they turn up at our door; I want them to feel comfortable from the moment they arrive, although that’s not always possible. No child comes to us without issues and I always have underlying worries about what state they will be in, what problems we may need to deal with and whether or not we really will be the right foster carers for the job.


Lucy had recently turned eight years old and Jess had explained to me on the phone that she was described by family members as being ‘disruptive’, ‘aggressive’, ‘belligerent’ and ‘totally impossible to live with’. She had support in the classroom, which suggested she had some special educational needs, but there were no further details. Her mum was off the scene – Jess didn’t know the details – and Lucy was left with her father, two brothers and her little sister. Problems started when her dad moved his new partner and her young daughter into the family home. Lucy clashed with her ‘stepmother’ so badly she was sent to live with two different aunties, miles out of town. They either didn’t want her or couldn’t cope and so Lucy was packed off to stay with her elderly grandmother who lived even further away, in a different county. Lucy had missed a lot of school during this period and it was her struggling gran who had reluctantly called Social Services, asking for help after finding herself unable to cope.


Jess also told me that Lucy’s placement would be short term. The little girl missed her daddy and siblings and desperately wanted to go home, despite the issues she had with her new stepmother. It would be our job to help integrate Lucy back into the family unit. Her father and stepmother and possibly some of the children would be given support in the form of family counselling, to help pave the way for Lucy’s return. Lucy would see a psychologist and also take part in group family therapy. It was expected the whole process would take two or three months, although understandably nothing was set in stone.


Jonathan and I are well used to taking in children at short notice and not knowing how long they will be staying. We’d been fostering for more than a decade at this point in time. We’d looked after dozens of kids and many had come to us as emergency cases, at even shorter notice than Lucy. I was delighted we could offer Lucy a home, and as soon as I’d finished talking to Jess I went to sort out a bedroom for her, to make sure she would feel as welcome as possible.


The following day Lucy arrived with a social worker called Brian. I was standing on the pavement in front of our flower shop, helping to take in the last of the displays, when they pulled up in a bright red Mini. To my amusement Brian looked exactly like Rowan Atkinson; the likeness was uncanny. As he got out of the car and shook my hand I thought to myself, I’m glad his car’s not green or I’d have thought Mr Bean had arrived!


‘May I present Lucy,’ Brian said very brightly as the small and very slender little girl climbed out of the back of the car.


I was struck by Brian’s energy. He had collected Lucy from her grandmother’s house, which I’d been alarmed to discover was more than a hundred miles away. He must have been driving for hours and it was a Friday too and so the traffic can’t have been great, especially in the afternoon rush. Nevertheless, Brian was all smiles and looked as fresh as a daisy. Lucy appeared remarkably bright in the circumstances too. She gave me a broad grin and said hello enthusiastically, which I was very pleased about. As she smiled I noticed she’d lost her two front teeth; her adult teeth were just starting to push through the top gum. Lucy looked very young for her age and she could have passed for a child of seven or maybe even six. She was very pretty, with bright blue eyes, a sprinkling of pale freckles on her nose and beautiful honey-blonde hair that framed her little face and bounced on her shoulders. I grinned back at her, thinking how appealing she looked and how friendly she seemed. It was almost as if she’d come for a social visit, rather than arriving for a foster care placement, which was very heartening to see.


‘I’m Angela. It’s lovely to meet you Lucy. Come and meet my husband Jonathan, he’s in the shop.’


‘Is this your shop?’


‘Yes. It’s a family business. We’ve been running it for a very long time. My mum ran it before us. You’ll meet her soon enough, I’m sure.’


‘I thought you were just foster carers. Wow! Do you own all these flowers? What’s your mum’s name? Where does she live? Does she live with you as well?’


Lucy was standing in the middle of the shop now, taking everything in, her eyes darting everywhere.


‘So many questions!’ my husband said cheerfully, stepping from behind the counter. ‘Hello Lucy, I’m Jonathan. Very pleased to meet you.’


She said hello politely and I introduced Jonathan to Brian. ‘Decent journey?’ Jonathan asked.


Before Brian could answer, Lucy was off again. ‘What do you do with all the flowers you don’t sell? Where do you grow them all? You must have a big garden. Who does the gardening? I like gardening. Have you got flowers in your house? Do you have to water them all? Does it take ages? It must take ages. What’s this stuff for?’


‘We try not to have too many flowers we don’t sell, but if we do have any going past their sell-by date we often put them in the house, so we can enjoy them. Jonathan goes to collect them from the wholesalers, we do have a garden, but we don’t grow any of the flowers for the shop. Yes, they all need watering, and that green foamy stuff is for making flower arrangements. It’s called oasis and it helps the flowers stand up and stay in place. You push the stalks into it, to keep them upright. Does that answer your questions?’


‘Er . . . I think so.’


‘My mum’s called Thelma, by the way,’ I said. ‘She lives nearby and she loves to meet all the children who stay with us. She babysits for us sometimes.’


‘Oh! Do you have a baby?’


‘No, I mean she looks after the children we foster for us sometimes.’


Lucy nodded and seemed to approve. ‘I like the smell in here. Can I help you? I’d love to work in a shop!’


‘Indeed you can, but not right now,’ Jonathan said. ‘We’re about to shut up for the evening and you must be tired after all that travelling. Let’s go through to the house.’


We left our assistant Barbara to finish closing the shop. She’d been working with us for many years and was well used to seeing different children coming and going.


‘I’ll see you again soon, by the sound of it,’ Barbara said kindly, and Lucy gave her a smile.


Jonathan and I led Lucy and Brian through the storeroom at the back and into our adjoining town house. Her eyes were everywhere still and she continued to ask lots of questions. I glanced at Brian, thinking, I wonder if he’s had this for hours on end in the car? That man deserves a medal!


‘Do you have children?’ Lucy asked, looking me directly in the eye. ‘Who else lives here? Do I have to share a room?’


I told her we had another girl living with us called Maria, who was just a little bit older than Lucy. Maria was upstairs in her bedroom and no, Lucy would not have to share a room.


‘We have three floors and your bedroom is on the top floor of the house, next to Maria’s. I’ve got it all ready for you but I haven’t put the duvet cover or pillow cases on yet as I thought you might like to choose which colour set you want.’


‘OK. Thanks. Have your own children left home?’


‘No, we don’t have children of our own.’


‘Oh.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘Is Maria adopted?’


‘No, we are fostering her too, just like you.’


‘Oh. Do you like fostering then?’


We went into the kitchen, and as Lucy and I continued to chat – or, should I say, Lucy continued to interview me – Jonathan fetched everyone a glass of water. It was an unusually warm, sunny day in early spring and Brian said he needed a cold drink after driving for so long in the heat.


‘Thirsty work, wasn’t it Lucy?’ he said jovially, which made Lucy burst out laughing. There was obviously an in-joke going on here, but they didn’t elaborate.


Lucy carried on quizzing me and Brian tactfully took the opportunity to run through the routine paperwork with Jonathan, talking quietly on the other side of the kitchen. By now Lucy had moved on to ask me lots of questions about our garden and what was in the shed she could see from our kitchen window. I was happy to keep chatting while Brian went through the formalities, handing over all the usual forms with contact numbers on, emergency Social Services numbers and so on. Sometimes kids sit in silence during this initial handover, which is never ideal and always makes me feel uncomfortable.


Brian didn’t have a great deal of background information on Lucy. This is not uncommon on the first day of a placement, and Lucy had never been in care before so there were no old records on file. In any case, Brian was not Lucy’s actual social worker and had simply been drafted in to transport her to our house as he was based in the county where her grandmother lived. She would be assigned a social worker from the area her parents lived in as soon as possible.


As they filled in the paperwork Brian told Jonathan that he had stopped for a cup of tea with Lucy’s grandmother. ‘She seems like a lovely, sweet old lady,’ he said. ‘She told me she’s very sorry she’s had to get Social Services involved and wishes she could care for Lucy herself, but she’s too old and frail. I felt sorry for her, to tell the truth. I told her she’d done the right thing.’ Brian was aware of the fact that Lucy’s schooling had been disrupted with all the moves she’d made between relatives’ houses.


‘Do you happen to know how much school she’s missed?’ Jonathan asked.


‘All in all I reckon she’s missed about half a term from what she’s said, but don’t quote me on that.’


‘I see. I don’t suppose you know if she’s statemented? Our support social worker mentioned she had help in the classroom. Was anything said to you along those lines?’


‘Nothing official, but Lucy told me she always had a lady helping her in her old school, so I guess she must be.’


‘OK. That’s good to hear. Hopefully it won’t be too difficult to find her a school place here.’


If a child has special needs and is statemented it generally makes it easier for us to secure them a school place, particularly at short notice. This is because schools receive extra funding for statemented children, from the local education authority (LEA), which makes it easier for the head teachers to provide the extra support the child will need. I reckoned it would take over an hour to get Lucy to her old school, near her family home. It wasn’t feasible for her to return there while she was living with us and so we’d have to get her a local place. We’d make this a priority, as we always do.


After Brian had completed his handover he said he’d pop back out to his car to fetch Lucy’s bags from the boot. She’d carried one small rucksack in herself and I had assumed that was all she had with her, as a lot of kids arrive with very few belongings.


‘Oh, I forgot about my bags,’ she said. ‘I’ll come and help you.’


‘There’s no need, Lucy. You stay here. Won’t take me a minute.’


‘But you know I like to help!’


The two of them started to laugh again. Brian then explained that Lucy had insisted on ‘helping’ when they stopped at a service station and bought cold drinks earlier in the day. Lucy had offered to hold Brian’s drink but then decided to stand the cup on the bonnet of the Mini while she fastened up the Velcro on her trainers. Brian didn’t notice what she’d done and then Lucy got distracted and forgot all about the drink. The upshot was that Brian began to drive away with the full cup still on the bonnet of the car. Luckily he spotted the drink before it toppled over and they had evidently both had a good laugh about it.


‘I don’t need any more help,’ Brian teased, which made me realise why his ‘thirsty work’ comment had made Lucy laugh so much a few minutes earlier. ‘Leave the bags to me,’ he said jovially. ‘I can manage perfectly well on my own, thank you very much!’


It was great to see that Lucy had a sense of humour and seemed so at ease. I thought Brian had done a fabulous job in delivering her to us in this frame of mind. So many children arrive at our door looking miserable, nervous or even angry and hostile. Often it takes days to raise the faintest smile, let alone a laugh like this. Lucy was as relaxed as I think a child could be in a situation like this.


Brian fetched two sports holdalls from the car and then stayed and made chit-chat for a few more minutes, telling a very funny story about how he once drove for miles through France with his sunglasses on the roof of his car. When he left Lucy wanted to go outside and wave him off, and she asked if she would ever see him again. Unfortunately she wouldn’t, I explained, telling her that she would be assigned her own social worker, from the county she came from.


‘Oh well,’ she said. ‘I liked Brian. If I have to have a social worker I hope mine is as nice as him. Why do I have to have a social worker?’


I explained in simple terms why she needed a social worker while we watched the Mini disappear around the corner, Brian’s head millimetres from the roof. Lucy laughed. ‘He’s funnier than Mr Bean!’


Now it was my turn to laugh, and I told Lucy I thought she was spot on about that.


Jonathan carried the holdalls upstairs and Lucy and I followed. I explained the layout of our house as we climbed the two flights of stairs and I told her about a few house rules.


‘OK,’ she said thoughtfully before launching into another round of questioning. ‘But why can’t you have food in the bedroom? Why do people take their shoes off in the hall? Why do I need to ask before I help myself to food from the kitchen? Why . . .’ She went on and on, wanting to get to the bottom of every single rule I had in place. I explained how the rules were simply designed to keep the house clean, safe and tidy, and the people in it healthy and as well cared for as possible.


‘Oh, I thought you’d just made them up to show who’s boss,’ Lucy said seriously.


‘No, I wouldn’t do that. I want everyone to be happy and comfortable and safe. That’s the point of the rules. It’s not about showing who’s boss.’


‘Some people would do that.’


‘Some people would?’


‘Some people would just make up rules to wind other people up and be bossy! That’s all I’m saying. Some people are nasty like that.’ Lucy buttoned her lips and said no more and I didn’t press her. Usually children take many weeks, if not months and sometimes even years to get things off their chest. There was no way of telling when Lucy might make any disclosures that might help us to understand what had gone wrong at home. We’d just have to wait and see, and let her take things at her pace. I hoped her openness and willingness to communicate boded well, however. I had a feeling she was going to be very talkative about her family and her past when she was good and ready, if not with me then with the specialists who were going to provide family therapy and counselling.


The ultimate aim was to iron out whatever difficulties Lucy had experienced at home and move her back in with her family. It was what she desperately wanted, and I wanted to help her in any way I could.
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‘I miss you, Daddy. When can I come home?’




Lucy looked very pleased with her large room and began explaining that at home she had to share a bunk bed with her stepsister, who had a habit of rattling the frame to annoy her. ‘I’m on the top bunk and she kicks my mattress from below. She’s such a wind-up merchant. My little sister sleeps on the fold-up bed in the same room. It’s not a big room like this. It’s tiny. You can’t see the carpet when my sister’s bed is pulled out. Then my brothers share the smallest room and then Daddy—’


Lucy suddenly stopped talking.


‘Daddy?’


‘Daddy has the other room, with her.’


I let this statement hang in the air for a moment so as not to rush or pressure Lucy into talking about anything she might find difficult to discuss. She didn’t elaborate and so I casually asked how old her brothers and sisters were.


‘My brothers are both nine. Josh and Liam. I’ve only got one sister, Milly. She’s seven.’


I guessed the boys must be twins but I’d let Lucy tell me that, as perhaps one was a half-brother, who knows? You can never be too careful. Kids can be very sensitive about such matters and clearly Lucy’s family dynamics had already caused her a lot of trouble.


‘Did you say I could pick my duvet cover?’


‘Yes,’ I said, showing her a selection in the ottoman on the landing, where I stored the large collection of linen and towels I’d accumulated over the years. Lucy didn’t mention her stepsister again and so I had no idea how old she was, or what her name was. It would be interesting to find out more about what had gone on at home, and I was very curious to know why Lucy was the only one of the five children not to have adjusted to the new family unit. All the other children were still living at home, so what had gone wrong with Lucy?


So far Lucy’s behaviour certainly didn’t match the very negative description Social Services had been provided with. What had Jess said to me? ‘Disruptive’, ‘aggressive’, ‘belligerent’ and ‘totally impossible to live with’. I didn’t know which family member or members had described Lucy this way but from my first impressions I really couldn’t imagine her being so bad. Mind you, it wasn’t just her own family who struggled to deal with her, was it? Two separate aunties had failed to cope with her under their roof, and things must have been pretty bad for Lucy to be pulled out of school and sent a hundred miles away to live with her elderly grandmother.


Nevertheless the whole scenario seemed extreme to me. It was very difficult to imagine this angelic-looking young girl being so difficult, but I reminded myself that I’d been caught out in the past by the so-called ‘honeymoon period’ of fostering. It’s natural for kids to want to please you when they first arrive, though every child is different. Experience told me only time would tell what Lucy’s behaviour was truly like. My job for now was to settle her in and provide a loving and safe environment, to help her recalibrate and hopefully move forward in a positive way with her family.


‘The blue stripes,’ Lucy said triumphantly, pulling out a duvet cover and two pillowcases from the ottoman. Then she wrinkled her nose, looking at a bright pink set with fairies all over. ‘Urgh! I don’t like pink or any of those sparkly kind of things.’


I smiled. Normally little girls went for the pink or lilac sets of bedding but despite her sweet little face I could see Lucy was not someone you might describe as a typical ‘girly’ girl. She was wearing jeans and a bottle-green football shirt for a start, and when she began to unpack her bags I could see that most of her clothes were in dark colours and styles more typically chosen by boys. Lucy had combat trousers, T-shirts with robots and dragons on and her pyjamas had Ninja Turtles emblazoned across the chest. They were very popular characters at the time, in the nineties, but usually it was boys who liked Ninja Turtles more than girls.


Some of Lucy’s clothes looked a little worn out and shabby although I was pleased to see they were clean and neatly folded, and she had a toilet bag with a toothbrush and hairbrush in it. I imagined that was the work of Lucy’s grandmother. The old lady must have found it very tough indeed to call Social Services, I thought. If what I’d heard so far was true, she’d been put in a very unfortunate position, and I really felt for her.


I introduced Lucy to Maria, who looked the younger child up and down with an air of suspicion even though I’d told her the previous day another girl would be moving in. Maria had been with us on and off for a few years. We’d also had two teenage boys staying with us for some time too, but they’d left now. I think Maria was quite enjoying being the only child living with us long term, although of course we’d had other children for respite and short-term stays, as we always do when we have the space.


Even though Maria was used to being introduced to new arrivals you could never be sure how she might react, as she had behavioural difficulties of her own and a history of falling out with girls the same age as herself. I hoped that with Lucy being a year younger, Maria might try to be kind to her, and that the two would get on.


‘Hello,’ Lucy said. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Just stuff, in my room.’


‘Can I see your room?’


‘NO, not now. I’m busy.’


‘OK then.’


Maria retreated into her room, shutting the door too loudly.


‘Bye!’ Lucy called through the door.


I called after Maria too, telling her to try not to slam the door next time. I didn’t want to let her get away with rude behaviour like that and I wanted to show Lucy it was unacceptable to slam doors. Then I explained to Lucy that Maria was probably doing some homework, to get it out of the way for the weekend. The last thing I wanted was for Lucy’s mood to be upset by Maria’s very lukewarm welcome.


‘It’s OK. It’s not like I’m going to be living here. I don’t mind. It’s only for a bit . . .’


I wondered what Lucy’s expectations were, exactly, about the length of her stay. It was possible nobody had given her any indication of what Social Services was planning. A sudden thought hit me, Is this why she’s taking everything in her stride and doesn’t seem anxious or concerned about being in foster care?


‘I know you’re only here for a short stay,’ I said. ‘I expect it’ll be for the next two or three months, over the summer. Like you say, it’s only for a bit, but I hope you and Maria are going to get along.’


Lucy’s face was deadpan and I had no idea if this was disappointing news or something she already knew. ‘Will I have to go to school here?’


‘Yes, of course. We’ll need to sort that out next week.’


‘Can I go back to my old school?’


‘No, sweetheart. You’ll need to go to one near us. Your old school is too far away.’


There was an added complication here, though I didn’t mention this to Lucy. Not only was her old school an hour away, it was in another county and under a completely separate local authority to ours. Social Services in Lucy’s home town hadn’t been able to find a foster carer close to the family home and had asked the authorities in our county to help them out. This would inevitably have created a lot of red tape – we’d been through this in the past on more than one occasion – and it would most likely lead to arguments over which county was responsible for funding the statement at the school.


I was going to try to sort out Lucy’s schooling first thing on Monday. Social workers can and do contact schools and the LEA to help make the arrangements, but from experience I knew that if I got the ball rolling myself things usually moved a lot quicker. Social workers are so busy and have a large number of children to deal with, so I’m always happy to take on the task. Having children at home, and sometimes under my feet, when they should be at school is no good for anyone.


Jonathan went out and bought fish and chips for us all that evening. I hadn’t had time to cook and we thought it would be nice for the girls to have a takeaway, which was something we often did for a treat on a Friday in any case. Maria gobbled her food down in record time, which wasn’t unusual, while Lucy was suddenly quieter than she had been since she arrived and she picked at her food like a little bird. I didn’t say anything about this and thankfully she’d eaten enough by the end of the meal to ensure she wouldn’t go hungry.


Most children take a while to settle into a routine, and I understand that eating food around the dinner table with strangers is not the easiest thing for a young child to do. Some children have never eaten at a table before, having eaten all their meals on their lap, in front of the television. We’ve found that sitting together as a family gives us a chance to talk, and so we always make it a rule to sit and eat with the children, either in the dining room or around the kitchen table.


Jonathan and I did most of the talking. I asked the girls if they fancied going swimming the following day, as soon as we could get away from the shop. They both readily agreed. I’d noticed Lucy had brought a swimming costume with her, but she told me it didn’t fit any more and she needed a new one.


‘My stepmother said it would do me, but it’s way too small. I kept telling her.’


She sounded uncomfortable when she used the term stepmother and almost spat the word out, curling her lip.


‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘We can get you a new costume tomorrow. We can call in to the retail park. There are a couple of sports shops there and if they’re no good there’s a little shop by the reception at the leisure centre. They usually have a good selection in there. I’m sure we’ll be able to get one you like.’


After we’d eaten Maria carried her plate to the kitchen sink and went straight back up to her room to listen to music. Lucy asked if she could phone her granny and her daddy. I’d been provided with their numbers and there were no restrictions on her calling them.


‘Of course you can. Let me just clear the table and I’ll show you how to use the phone.’


Lucy helped me clear up and as she did so she suddenly perked up and began talking in my ear, non-stop. ‘Where does this go? What do you use this for? Do you always have fish and chips on Friday? Do you like curry? My daddy loves curry. Does Jonathan go fishing? Daddy’s brilliant at fishing. He caught a fish that was two-foot long once but he threw it back in the water.’


We’d eaten in the dining room instead of the kitchen that night, simply because Maria had chosen to set the table in there and we used either room. Lucy followed me back and forth to the dining table, walking so close behind me she caught my heels a few times and made me lose one of my slippers.


‘Careful!’ I said. ‘Can you just give me a bit of space, sweetheart?’


‘Oops I didn’t mean to do that. It was an accident. Did I hurt you?’


‘No, not at all. Just don’t walk so close to me, as you’re going to stand on my heels again if you do.’


Lucy looked a bit bemused – or was she cross? And she continued to get under my feet at every turn as I tidied the kitchen. I felt I could hardly move for fear I’d bash into her.


‘Lucy, sweetheart, it’s lovely that you’re helping me but please just be careful where you’re standing. I nearly caught you with the door of the dishwasher.’


‘Sorry I’m such a nuisance! I was only trying to help. I like helping. You don’t mind if I help do you? How come Maria isn’t helping?’


‘You’re not being a nuisance and I was only trying to explain that I don’t want to trip over you or for you to get knocked by something because you’re standing in the way. I don’t want you to get hurt. Now come on, let’s sort your phone calls out. Do you want to call your daddy first, or Granny?’


‘Daddy first, then Granny.’


Lucy was being calm and polite again now and flashed me a great big friendly smile, but I was in no doubt I’d had my first little glimpse of her being a bit disruptive and aggravating.


I showed Lucy how to use the phone in the lounge and explained that I would have a quick word with her father first, to introduce myself and pass on our phone number to him, in case he didn’t have it. Social Services hadn’t asked me to keep our number private, or to listen in on the conversations as they occasionally did. I told Lucy I’d leave her to it once the introductions were done, and to come and find me when she was ready to call her granny.


I dialled Lucy’s home number and a very polite and unassuming man answered. He spoke quietly and gently, telling me his name was Dean.


‘I’m ever so grateful to you, Mrs Hart,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t been able to take Lucy in. I’m glad she’s safe and sound with you.’


‘I’m pleased we can help. And please call me Angela. My husband is called Jonathan.’


‘Thank you very much, Angela. Is Lucy there? Can I have a word?’


‘Yes, of course. No doubt we’ll speak again soon. Bye for now.’ I passed our number on to him.


Lucy’s blue eyes were shining when she took the handset off me.


‘Daddy!’ she gasped breathlessly. ‘I miss you, Daddy. When can I come home?’


I slipped out of the room, leaving Lucy to talk privately.


She appeared in the kitchen about twenty minutes later.


‘Can we call Granny now?’


‘Yes, of course. Everything OK?’


‘Yes. I wish I could have spoken to Daddy for longer though.’


I looked at the clock. ‘I thought you had quite a long conversation?’


‘I had to talk to everyone who was in, but I only wanted to talk to Daddy.’


‘I see. So you talked to everyone?’


‘I had to talk to her. I don’t know why I have to talk to her. And Gemma.’


‘Gemma?’


‘Gemma’s her daughter, my stepsister. I don’t think Gemma wanted to talk to me either, but she put her on the phone.’


Lucy had a curled lip again and clearly didn’t like using the word stepsister any more than she liked the term stepmother.


She told me her stepmum’s name was Wendy. ‘It’s not a very nice name, is it? Can we phone Granny now?’


‘OK, let’s go.’


The phone rang out for a long time.


‘Granny can’t move fast,’ Lucy said. ‘She has bad hips. You have to let it ring.’


Sure enough, Lucy’s gran eventually got to the phone. She was quietly spoken, polite and gentle-sounding, and extremely grateful.


‘Please call me Ivy, Mrs Hart,’ she said.


‘And please call me Angela. My husband is Jonathan.’


Ivy told me that she had the utmost respect for foster carers.


‘I fostered once myself, very briefly, in my younger days. I think it’s a marvellous service. I’m heartbroken I can’t take care of Lucy myself but it’s not the right thing for either of us. I’m just too old I’m afraid, and Lucy’s a handful, in a lovely way, of course, most of the time. She’s far better off with youngsters like you and your husband!’


I laughed and told Ivy we were in our forties and had been fostering for nearly a decade but she insisted we were still youngsters compared to her, and far better equipped to care for a lively and challenging eight-year-old.


I warmed to Ivy instantly. She sounded genuinely sorry she couldn’t take her granddaughter on full time and once again my heart went out to her. She had been put in an awful situation, and she clearly cared for Lucy very much. She told me Lucy had been with her for just a few days before she realised it was going to be impossible to care for her. The fact Lucy had no school place didn’t help, and Ivy confirmed that Lucy had missed approximately half a term of school since things went wrong at home. The two aunties she had stayed with both lived some distance from her primary school and hadn’t taken her in, and of course Ivy lived a hundred miles away.


‘Don’t know what anyone was thinking,’ she said. ‘How was it going to work? I know she’s my Noreen’s girl, but even so. It was never a good plan.’


I would have loved to find out more about Lucy’s mother but I couldn’t pry. Lucy was standing close by, looking at me in eager anticipation. I didn’t want to keep her waiting any longer, although I was intrigued about how the two aunties had failed to send Lucy to school, and why Lucy’s birth mother was apparently out of the picture.


‘I think Lucy was bored stiff when she came to me,’ Ivy continued. ‘She likes to be busy. I imagine you’ve probably already seen that for yourself. She’s a good girl, I’m sure of that. I wish you the very best of luck.’


‘Thanks. I’m pleased to have spoken to you and I have a young lady here who is itching to talk to you. I’ll hand her over.’


Before I did so I gave Ivy our phone number.


‘Granny! Guess what? I’ve just spoken to Daddy!’


I walked out of the room and just as I went to close the door behind me I heard Lucy excitedly telling her granny, ‘He said I’ll be able to go home soon!’


I hoped Lucy’s father hadn’t given her any false hopes. Nothing was decided yet about the length of her stay with us, but there was clearly work to be done to heal the rift in the family unit. Whatever happened it would be at least a couple of months before she went home, and that’s a long time to a young girl.


I wondered if Lucy would talk to me about the phone call with her daddy. Most children in her position wouldn’t, but somehow I felt Lucy might. However, she’d had an extremely busy day and said she was very tired, so I reminded her to clean her teeth before going to bed and I let her make her own way to her room. As she climbed the stairs I said, ‘Night night, sweetheart.’


‘Night night Angela. I like it here. It’s a nice house and you’re kind. I can’t wait to go home. My house is nice too. Very nice. I miss Daddy.’


I think she must have fallen asleep almost immediately.
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‘She wanted to hurt me’




Lucy knocked on our bedroom door at just after four o’clock the next morning. I woke with a start, got up immediately and went to see what was wrong.


‘Nothing’s wrong. What time does the shop open? Can I come and help?’


I had to explain to her that it was too early to get up. I told her Barbara was opening up the shop that day and Jonathan was going out on the morning deliveries. We didn’t need to get up for several hours yet.


‘Oh,’ Lucy said, crossing her arms and fixing me with a stare. ‘But I’m wide awake. I want something to do.’


She pushed her hair out of her face, rubbed her eyes and gave a little frown, wrinkling up her freckled nose as she did so. Then she stuck the tip of her tongue out and wriggled it around under her two newly emerging front teeth, as if trying to work out if they’d grown while she’d been asleep. I was feeling quite groggy after being so rudely awakened, but I couldn’t be cross. Lucy looked adorable, standing there in her Ninja Turtle pyjamas, impatiently wanting to get on with her day.


‘Lucy, I’m afraid it really is far too early and you do need to go back to bed for a few hours. Come on, sweetheart, I’ll walk back to your room with you.’


Jonathan pretended to be fast asleep although I knew he wasn’t really: after so many years of fostering we had both become light sleepers, always alert to the goings-on in the house.


‘Do I have to go back to bed?’


‘Yes, you do. Look, Jonathan and Maria are still fast asleep. Don’t wake them up. There are lots of things we can do later today, but you need your rest first. Did you remember we’re going swimming with Maria?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well then, you need to get some more sleep or you’ll be too tired to go to the leisure centre and do all the other things I have planned.’


‘What are all the other things?’


‘OK, well first I was going to make some pancakes for breakfast and I thought you might like to help me. Then I was going to show you where all the toys and books are. We’ve got a computer too, with some games you can play, and then if you wanted to, you could come into the shop when I give Barbara a break, and I can teach you the names of some of the flowers. Then we’ll go for a swim after the shop’s shut. Oh, and we need to buy you a swimming costume, don’t we?’


By the time I’d finished spinning out all the ‘plans’ I had, which were mostly ideas that came to mind in the spur of the moment, we’d reached Lucy’s room and she was climbing into bed.


‘Can I do something good in the shop, like serving customers? I don’t just want to learn flower names. I’m not very good at remembering things. I’d rather pack the boxes. Can I do the deliveries with John?’


‘With Jonathan?’


‘Yes, that’s what I meant. Jo-na-than. See I told you I had a bad memory.’


‘I’m sure you can help Jonathan. We’ll talk about it again at breakfast time.’


I showed Lucy the clock and checked she could tell the time. ‘If you wake up before 7.30, please try to go back to sleep or do something quietly in your room, like reading a book.’


‘Have you got any Lego?’


‘Yes.’


‘Can I do that? Can I build something?’


‘Yes. It’s in the top of the cupboard, hang on a minute.’


I fetched the Lego bricks and Lucy grinned. ‘What about Meccano?’


‘We did have some of that but it hasn’t been played with for years. I think it’s in the loft now. I’ll ask Jonathan later. Now you try to get back to sleep.’


Lucy appeared at our door at 7.30 on the dot.


‘Can we make pancakes now?’


Luckily I was already awake and I didn’t mind getting straight up.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Just give me a minute. You go down to the kitchen and wait quietly for me. Don’t start without me, please just wait.’


I put on my dressing gown and slippers and went to the kitchen, where Lucy was already searching the cupboards.


‘Do you know what we need to make pancakes?’


‘A mixer.’


‘Yes, but I meant the ingredients.’


‘No. I want to see what kind of mixer you have. My granny has got a really good one. A super-duper mega-big fast one, with lots of spinny things you can nail on.’


I imagined she meant different blades and tools you could attach. I smiled, and found myself rummaging in a cupboard, hoping my little hand-held mixer wouldn’t be too disappointing. I’d had it since I got married so it was at least twenty years old and had seen better days, but Lucy looked approvingly at it. ‘My auntie has got one of these. My stepmum had one too. I hated her.’ Lucy twisted the two whisks in her hands as she spoke, admiring how shiny they were and snapping them into place.


‘You hated your stepmum?’


‘Yes. She told my daddy lies. Lots of lies and fibs. Big fat liar! She put salt in my tea and pins in my bed. She wanted to hurt me.’


‘She wanted to hurt you?’


‘Yes. But she said I did it all myself, to get her in trouble. She said I wanted to get rid of her. I did want to get rid of her. I was frightened of her, I was. I thought she was going to kill me and my brothers and sister.’


‘You did? You thought that did you, Lucy?


‘Yes. She wanted Daddy all to herself. Big fat hairy liar she was! I hated her. That’s why I hated her. Can we have sugar on the pancakes? Have you got syrup? Daddy likes lemon and sugar but I like just sugar or syrup. Or chocolate spread.’


Lucy stared at me, her face expressionless.


‘Yes, I’ve got sugar and syrup but not chocolate spread. So, you said you were frightened of your stepmum, and you wanted to get rid of her?’


‘Yes, I was. She hated me. She was so horrible to me. Anyway, that’s that! Can I press the button and do the mixing? Whizz-whizz. I like things that go whizz-whizz and make a noise.’


‘Yes, you can but I’ll show you exactly how it works first. There’s a knack, so the mixture doesn’t fly everywhere. Let’s get all the ingredients out first. Do you want a cup of tea or would you like milk or orange, or water?’


‘Tea please. Can I make it?’


‘I tell you what, how about if I boil the kettle and pour the water in the teapot and you can do the milk and sugar and pour the tea when it’s brewed?’


‘Yes. You wouldn’t put salt in my tea, would you? I think you’re nice, not like her. She put dog dirt in my hair and told Daddy I did it myself, on purpose. But you’re nice. You wouldn’t do that. What time does Maria get up?’


‘Oh, she’ll be a bit later. She’d not an early bird like you. Mind you, perhaps the smell of the pancakes will get her up. She loves pancakes.’


‘I can see that, she’s round, isn’t she? She’s got a big, round belly!’


‘Lucy, it’s not polite to talk about the size or shape of another person. I don’t think Maria would like that.’


‘Oh, sorry. I didn’t know that. I was only saying.’


The breakfast went down well, even if it was quite stressful for me supervising Lucy with the kettle and the mixer. She wanted to do everything herself but of course I had to make sure she was safe and supervise her every step of the way. I don’t think she was used to that, and she got a bit irritated. I had sugar and lemon on my pancake and I looked at my plate and thought it was rather apt: Lucy was sweet as sugar one minute and as sour as lemon the next.


She went to have a shower, clean her teeth and get dressed. I showed her where everything was and left her to it, and while she was upstairs I took the opportunity to quickly make a note in my diary of the things she had said about her stepmother. I had no idea if any of it was true. All I could do was make notes to pass on to Social Services, as I do routinely with any potentially important information.


As I wrote I found myself desperately hoping that what Lucy had told me was untrue, yet at the same time I also wondered how and why a little girl of eight years old might make up such awful accusations about her stepmother, if that was what Lucy had done? Even if Lucy’s tales were grossly exaggerated or a complete invention, it was very concerning that Lucy had come out with them, because what did that say about herself and her relationship with her stepmother?


Whatever the truth, Lucy clearly disliked her stepmother intensely. By contrast, it was clear Lucy adored her dad. She had been absolutely thrilled to talk to him on the phone and she obviously couldn’t wait to see him again. From what Lucy had said about her stepmother wanting her daddy ‘all to herself’ it seemed to me that she resented Wendy for coming into the family and taking some of her daddy’s attention away. Was she jealous of her stepmother and was that at the root of the trouble at home? It was an obvious question to consider, but of course that was all I could do at this stage. I didn’t note down any of my personal thoughts or worries. Social Services only want facts, not opinion. Nevertheless I would keep a close eye on whatever Lucy said on this subject. Getting her integrated back into the family – if that was the safe and proper thing to do – was key.
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