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  ‘Just a few days’




  It was early on a Thursday afternoon when my support social worker phoned to ask us to take in a little girl called Maria. What sticks in my mind about that day was the amount

  of rain we’d had and the fact that flooding had been forecast for the outskirts of our town.




  My husband, Jonathan, was loading up the delivery van in the pouring rain while I checked the list of orders for the afternoon’s flower deliveries.




  ‘Great weather for ducks,’ he said, standing for a moment in the open doorway, dripping onto the doormat, before picking up another armful of flowers and heading back out into the

  deluge.




  As soon as he had closed the door behind him the phone rang.




  ‘Afternoon, Angela. How are you?’




  It was the familiar voice of Jess, our support social worker.




  ‘Great, apart from all the rain!’ I said cheerfully.




  ‘It’s not great news for the festival, is it?’ Jess said, as she knew I’d been involved in organising the annual event in the town and was preparing flowers for the

  parade floats.




  ‘No, not good at all. If the weather’s as bad as they say it’s going to be, it will definitely have an effect on the number of people who attend. It’s such a pity when so

  many people have put so much effort into organising it.’




  I liked Jess. She was only in her mid-twenties but she was one of the best support social workers we’d ever had. She always made an effort to chat and find out what else was going on in my

  life outside fostering. The empathy and people skills she effortlessly displayed were priceless in her work, particularly when it came to dealing with the unique needs of each of the children she

  was responsible for.




  ‘What she lacks in terms of years of practical experience she more than makes up for with her understanding personality,’ Jonathan had commented one time, and he was spot on.




  There was only one customer in our flower shop when Jess phoned, a woman I knew who was choosing some dried-flower arrangements to decorate the cake competition tent at the festival that

  Saturday.




  I try never to be overheard when discussing fostering, which Jess understood, so as it was our part-time assistant Barbara’s day off I carried on chatting to Jess about the weather and the

  festival until Jonathan came back in.




  He appeared and realised immediately, from the neutral tone of my voice as I spoke to Jess, that the call was foster carer rather than florist related. So, when I nodded my head in the direction

  of the door that led into our house, where I could continue the conversation in private, he raised his thumb to indicate that he’d understood.




  Closing the door to the shop behind me, I went into the kitchen and sat down. It had been a very busy morning and it was a relief to take the weight off my feet for the first time in the last

  three hours.




  ‘OK, I can talk properly now,’ I told Jess down the phone.




  ‘Great, thanks Angela,’ she said kindly.




  I knew how busy she was too – I have never met a social worker who has enough hours in the day – and I was impressed by her patience. I can’t imagine she had any real interest

  in the floral displays I described to her, but she knew me well enough to know I’m not the type to babble on about things unnecessarily, and that I was only making polite conversation because

  there was a customer in the shop.




  ‘So, I have a little girl called Maria. She’s only seven and I’d only need you to have her for a short while. Just a few days.’




  ‘Well, we do have room,’ I said. ‘I’m sure it’s fine. I’ll just have to check with Jonathan. What else can you tell me?’




  ‘Well,’ Jess said, giving a little laugh. ‘It’s short notice – for a change! I’d need you to take her today.’




  ‘Today?’ I said with a question in my voice.




  It wasn’t unusual to take in a child at very short notice like this, because once a decision has been made that a child is going into foster care then immediate action often needs to be

  taken, particularly if the courts have intervened and made an order.




  The question in my voice had more to do with Maria’s circumstances. I wondered why the seven-year-old needed our help, and my immediate thought was, Poor thing, I hope she’s all

  right. I knew Jonathan would feel the same way, but we had a rule that we took all fostering decisions together.




  Though Jonathan and I had been working for many years as specialist carers for teenagers who needed a bit of extra support above and beyond mainstream foster care, we did take in younger

  children if the need arose, and if we had space. As it was we had two teenage boys living with us, which left us with one spare bedroom. At this point in time – the first half of the nineties

  – we were passed to take in up to three children at any one time, so I couldn’t see any reason not to help Maria.




  ‘What can you tell me about her?’ I asked.




  I heard the rustle of paperwork.




  ‘In a nutshell, Maria’s school contacted Social Services today because they were concerned about some quite severe bruising they noticed on her arms. It turns out there is bruising

  on her back too. She’s been in foster care before, about eighteen months ago, but was returned to her mother. I’ve tried the same foster carer but unfortunately she doesn’t have

  enough room at the moment for Maria.’




  Jess mentioned the name of Maria’s previous foster carer, who was a woman I knew well from the support groups for carers that Jonathan and I attended every couple of months. But before I

  had a chance to ask how Maria’s placement went previously, Jess said, ‘I have to be honest, there was a problem last time. Nothing major though.’




  ‘What happened?’




  ‘It was just that Maria wasn’t getting on very well with the foster carer’s daughter, who’s about the same age as she is. It wasn’t necessarily Maria’s fault.

  The thing is, Maria can be a bit moody.’




  Jess paused. While I said, ‘I see . . .’, and waited for her to tell me more, I thought about the two children who were already staying with us – Tom and Dillon – and

  about the possible impact Maria might have on their lives, even for a few days.




  ‘When I say moody,’ Jess went on, ‘I mean she has a temper and a tendency to throw things when she doesn’t get what she wants. But, as I say, it’s nothing serious.

  The only reason I feel it was difficult during the previous placement was because the two girls were the same age and they fell out on a regular basis. And as the children you’re already

  fostering are older, I really don’t think that will be an issue.’




  ‘Thanks for being honest,’ I said. ‘I trust your opinion, and I’m sure it’ll be fine, though of course as I say I’ll have to check with Jonathan.’




  ‘Thank you, Angela! You’re a star! The child protection team picked Maria up directly from her school earlier today and they’ve got an Emergency Protection Order. They have her

  sitting in their office at the moment, so I have to find somewhere for her to stay tonight.’




  ‘Right. Give me a few minutes and I’ll call you back.’




  I could already feel the twinge of slightly nervous excitement I always get during that first phone conversation, when I’m asked if we can take on a new placement. I was already

  anticipating how Maria would fit in and was looking forward to meeting her and helping her settle.




  When I went back into the shop, Jonathan was carefully wrapping up the flowers that had eventually been chosen by the customer who had been there when the phone rang.




  ‘So, is it a girl or a boy, and how old?’ Jonathan asked as soon as we were alone in the shop.




  My husband knew from the animated look on my face, and the way I was itching to talk to him, that our social worker had been asking us to look after another child. I filled Jonathan in as

  quickly as I could and he gave a thin, sad smile.




  ‘Bruises?’ he said. ‘And a moody temperament? Poor little girl. Of course we can manage a few days.’




  I gave Jonathan a kiss on the cheek. ‘I knew you’d say that. It’s exactly what I thought.’




  We were well aware that the few days could run into weeks or even longer, but we didn’t need to discuss this. We’d looked after dozens of children who had arrived like Maria,

  emotionally or physically damaged, or both. We’d do whatever it took to make her feel loved and cared for while she was in our home.




  ‘Tom and Dillon will be fine with it too, I’m sure,’ Jonathan added. ‘They’ve always been really good with the little ones we’ve had on respite

  care.’




  Tom and Dillon – both aged fourteen – had emotional problems rooted in family break-ups and childhood traumas, so of course we had to consider the impact it would have on them to

  have a seven-year-old girl under the same roof. They were good lads though, well-natured and kind-hearted despite the bad hands they’d been dealt in life, and I agreed with Jonathan that both

  boys would be tolerant of a little girl of seven, even one with a tendency to be a bit ‘moody’ in the way Jess had described to me.




  When I phoned Jess back and confirmed we would take Maria, she sounded relieved. ‘Thank you so much, Angela,’ she said. ‘I’m really grateful. If you hadn’t agreed,

  I don’t know what I would have done, as there are no other vacancies in the area. I’ll be with you as soon as I can.’
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‘I am not eating that’




  Jonathan and I had just shut the shop when Jess arrived with Maria, who was a little waif of a girl with a mass of tangled mousy-blonde hair.




  ‘Hello,’ I smiled. ‘Come on through to the house.’




  I introduced myself and Jonathan, but Maria could barely look at us. Instead, she stared at the floor, and then fixed her gaze on a display of flowering plants in the shop.




  ‘They’re pretty, aren’t they?’ I said.




  Maria nodded her head shyly. As she did so her hair fell forward over her face but she didn’t push it back. This meant all I could see was one pale blue eye, nervously looking up at

  me.




  Once we were in the kitchen Jonathan busied himself with making a pot of tea. He offered a cup to Jess and me and asked Maria what she would like.




  She whispered, ‘Nothing,’ watching Jonathan with her one visible, unblinking eye.




  Jonathan was still wearing the apron he’d had on in the shop, which he always wore to protect his clothes when he was loading the van or carrying tubs or boxes of flowers around.




  ‘Sorry about this,’ he smiled at Maria, pointing at his apron apologetically. ‘You’re probably thinking I look a bit silly. It’s not a skirt though, I promise!

  It’s just an old apron I wear in the shop.’




  As Jonathan continued to do his best to distract Maria and engage with her in some way while he made the tea, I chatted to Jess on the other side of the kitchen, out of earshot of Maria.




  I was hoping to get some more details about Maria’s circumstances – ideally everything Jess knew that she was able to share – but I knew from experience that when an initial

  placement meeting comes at the end of a busy day like this, it doesn’t always happen.




  ‘I’m afraid we’re going to have to rush through the initial placement meeting, as there’s another emergency I have to deal with,’ Jess said, which didn’t

  surprise me. ‘I’ve got my favourite job today – duty social worker! So I’ll fill you in tomorrow with what information we have, if that’s OK, Angela?’




  It was more of a statement than a question so I nodded and agreed. In any case, I wanted to join Jonathan in his efforts to help Maria to settle in.




  Jess hitched her large handbag onto her shoulder and passed me Maria’s file to read later. She also completed some standard paperwork so that I had the contact details and emergency

  numbers for Maria’s family and the social workers involved in her case. There was a backpack belonging to Maria, which Jess had placed in the hallway on her way in.




  ‘Maria’s grandmother helped me get some of her things together,’ Jess explained, nodding towards the small denim bag. ‘It should be enough for tonight. Then, hopefully,

  I’ll collect some more tomorrow.’




  ‘That’s fine. Don’t worry,’ I told her. ‘I know how busy you are.’




  Raising my voice, I looked across at Maria and said cheerfully, ‘We’ll be OK, won’t we, Maria? Do you think you’ll be happy to stay here with us for a few

  days?’




  Maria tilted her head to one side, which made her hair shift off her face so that I could see both her eyes looking at me quizzically. She studied me for a moment, as if she was very seriously

  considering the question. Then she nodded, took a couple of steps towards me and put one of her very small hands into mine.




  Jess apologised for having to leave so quickly. She was good at interacting with children of all ages and had a way of putting them at ease, but when Jonathan saw her out Maria barely gave her a

  second glance when she said goodbye.




  ‘Well, come on then, Maria,’ I said after taking a slurp of my tea. ‘I’ll show you around the house, shall I?’




  She nodded and very nearly smiled, and then Jonathan reappeared from the hallway.




  ‘Are you sure you wouldn’t like a drink first?’ he asked kindly. ‘We’ll be having our evening meal soon. But maybe you’d like some orange juice or milk, or a

  glass of water?’




  ‘I want Coke,’ Maria said, suddenly fixing him with a steady, determined stare. ‘And crisps.’




  I gently explained to Maria that we didn’t keep Coke in the house.




  ‘We only have fizzy drinks on special occasions, like when we are on holiday or when we go out to eat,’ I said.




  She furrowed her brow and curled her lip, so I tried to lighten the atmosphere.




  ‘If we did have bottles of Coke in the house, they wouldn’t last five minutes!’ I laughed.




  I then explained to her that we had two teenage boys in the house, Tom and Dillon, who loved fizzy drink a little bit too much.




  ‘Crisps,’ she blurted. ‘I want crisps.’




  I told Maria that she could have a packet of crisps after dinner if she was still hungry.




  ‘I want crisps now.’




  ‘I’m sorry sweetheart, but you’ll ruin your dinner. If you’re really hungry you can have a piece of fruit to keep you going. Would you like that?’




  ‘No, I want crisps!’




  Maria now had an angry look in her eyes.




  Jonathan leaned in to her just a little, being careful not to invade her personal space.




  ‘Shall I let you into a secret?’ he said. ‘Angela loves crisps, maybe even more than you do. She would love to eat crisps before her dinner but she can’t. It’s not

  good for her diet, you see, and she’s always on a diet!’




  Maria eyed me up and down.




  ‘It’s true!’ I laughed.




  ‘Well I’m not on a diet,’ she said.




  ‘I know that, Maria,’ replied Jonathan. ‘I’m not either, but we all have to stay healthy, don’t we? Eating crisps before dinner is not good for anybody.’




  For a moment I thought Jonathan’s little ploy had worked and I tried to chivvy Maria along to the kitchen door so we could go on a tour of the house.




  ‘Come on then,’ I said breezily. ‘Let’s go on up . . .’




  ‘I want Coke.’ Maria’s eyes narrowed and the expression on her face was sullen as she repeated the words, very slowly this time.




  ‘Well, sulks don’t work with me,’ I told her cheerfully but forcefully, heading to the hallway. ‘So if you don’t want juice, milk, water or any fruit,

  I’ll show you where your bedroom is. Come on!’




  If I’d had to guess what Maria’s response would be, I think I’d probably have said she’d dig her heels in and refuse to be cajoled out of her sulk. However, to my

  surprise she followed me up the stairs, bringing her little bag with her.




  Before opening her bedroom door, I showed Maria the storage box on the landing where I keep towels, spare clothing, extra bedding and so on, for boys and girls of different ages. As I handed

  Maria a clean, fluffy white towel to place in her room, she bent her head over it, inhaled deeply and said, ‘It smells nice, like flowers.’




  ‘I love the smell of freshly washed towels too,’ I smiled. ‘Now, which bedding would you like?’




  I’d accumulated a very large collection of bedding over the years and Maria feasted her eyes on the array of sheets, duvet covers and pillowcases.




  ‘These ones,’ Maria answered, pointing to a pile of bright pink sheets and duvet covers with silver stars on that were, unsurprisingly, nearly always the first choice of little girls

  her age.




  ‘Good choice,’ I said. ‘We can make the bed up later, after we’ve had something to eat. Now, this will be your room while you’re with us.’ I opened the door

  of one of the three bedrooms on the top floor of the house. ‘If you want to leave your bag on the bed for now, you can put your things away later.’




  I showed her where she could hang her clothes and how to switch on the bedside light.




  ‘Will you help me put my things away?’ she asked, suddenly sounding anxious and even younger than her years.




  ‘Of course I’ll help you,’ I answered. ‘We can do it together.’ I walked across the room and opened the top drawer of the chest under the window.

  ‘There’s plenty of storage for your things, and I keep a few toys in here, which you can play with if you want.’




  Maria was rooted to the spot, apparently admiring the bedroom, and for a moment she just looked at me quizzically. Then she suddenly began to balance on one leg while watching me expectantly, as

  if she was waiting for me to react in some way. When I smiled and nodded my head, she proceeded to cross the bedroom floor in a series of peculiar hopping movements, like someone crossing a river

  by jumping from one stepping-stone to another.




  After placing her backpack carefully on the bed, she turned and hopped back to the door, then set off down the stairs ahead of me. I watched as she pressed herself against the wall and paused on

  each step to balance precariously on one foot before placing the other one on the exposed wood that bordered the carpet on either side of the step below. She descended the whole staircase in that

  fashion, avoiding placing any part of either of her feet on the carpet running down the centre of each stair.




  If it hadn’t been for the look of anxious concentration on her face I might have thought she was playing in some way, but something told me this was not just a quirky, childish little

  game. For this reason I didn’t ask Maria what she was doing. Children who have had traumatic experiences often don’t know why they do certain things, and asking them questions they

  aren’t ready or able to answer can uncover buried memories that might be very upsetting or frightening for them. So, I just waited for Maria to reach the bottom of the stairs, then followed

  her into the kitchen, where we often ate our meals at the long, scrubbed pine table.




  Tom and Dillon had been in their bedrooms when Maria arrived, and when I called them down for dinner a little bit later on they were as friendly and pleasant to her as Jonathan and I had thought

  they would be.




  ‘Which school do you go to?’ Tom asked politely.




  Maria shrugged.




  ‘Do you do any sport?’ Dillon asked, giving Maria a little smile as he raised his eyebrows and looked genuinely interested in what she had to say.




  My heart swelled with pride. We had been fostering both boys for a few years by now, and we had talked several times about their early days with us. Both had described feeling awkward,

  self-conscious and nervous when they first arrived. Tom had said he felt like he had landed ‘on another planet’ and Dillon had used the expression ‘fish out of water’ to try

  to explain how strange it was to suddenly find himself living in a house he had never been in before, with people he didn’t know.




  Other children we’ve fostered have told us that, looking back, they felt mistrustful of Jonathan and me. They couldn’t understand why we would put ourselves to so much trouble for

  them. ‘My family didn’t care; why would you?’ is how one girl, now in her twenties, put it.




  Tom and Dillon had reassured me that they would always do their best to make other children welcome. They were being true to their word and I loved them for it, but Maria was having none of it.

  She didn’t say a word, and instead just watched them silently, with her head tilted to one side and her hair once again covering one eye. Of course, I didn’t put her under any more

  pressure; I understood she was already under quite enough for one day.




  Jonathan has always been good at joking around with the children we foster, and he did eventually manage to make Maria laugh. He did this by singing a silly song he made up about a girl called

  Maria. The boys were used to Jonathan bursting into song like this. They started laughing and put their hands over their ears, and thankfully Maria copied and giggled. However, as soon as I put the

  first dish of food on the table Maria’s laughter stopped abruptly. For a moment, she just looked at the meal I had prepared earlier with an expression of almost comically exaggerated disgust,

  and then announced, ‘I am not eating that.’




  ‘Do you know what it is?’ Jonathan asked her in a casual but interested tone of voice.




  Maria wrinkled her nose as if she could smell something very bad, then shook her head.




  ‘That,’ he announced dramatically, ‘is a quite spectacular fish pie, home-made by Angela! And I don’t mind telling you, she makes the best fish pie for miles around.

  Isn’t that right, boys?’




  Tom and Dillon readily agreed and held up their plates for me to serve them each a large, steaming portion of pie.




  Maria put her hands on her plate so I couldn’t serve her food.




  ‘Do you know what?’ I said. ‘I think you might find you like it if you try it.’




  I had been standing up to serve the pie and now I pulled out a chair and sat down at the table next to Tom, with my back to the kitchen sink. ‘So what is your favourite meal, Maria?

  Perhaps we can make it one evening while you’re . . .’




  ‘I want sweets,’ Maria shouted, jumping up from the table and stamping her foot.




  ‘Here you are, Jonathan,’ I said, ignoring Maria’s outburst and handing my husband the garden peas.




  Having lived for the first few years of his life in a house that echoed to the sound of angry, aggressive voices, Tom hated any kind of confrontation. As soon as Maria shouted I saw his

  shoulders hunch and he bent his head low over his plate, while Dillon shot me a glance of wry amusement before taking his cue from me and ignoring her too.




  Having reached to take the bowl of peas out of my hands, Jonathan only just managed to tuck in his elbow a split-second before Maria kicked the back of the empty chair beside him, narrowly

  missing Jonathan’s arm, and sending it crashing into the table. For a moment, her expression of sulky defiance turned into what appeared to be frozen fear. Then she took a step backwards,

  just out of arm’s reach, and screeched, ‘I want sweets! I want sweets!’




  ‘Thanks, love,’ Jonathan said, smiling at me across the table. ‘Have you had the peas, Tom?’




  I didn’t look directly at Maria, but I could see her out of the corner of my eye, watching us, apprehensively at first and then with mounting anger and frustration as we continued to pass

  bowls of food around the table as if nothing had happened.




  ‘I said I am not eating that,’ she shouted eventually from the corner of the kitchen, where she stood with her arms folded across her chest and her chin jutted upwards. Still not one

  of us reacted, and so Maria stomped out of the kitchen and across the hallway, where we could hear her stamping her feet and ranting about how much she hated us and the ‘shit food’ we

  were trying to make her eat.
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  ‘I dont want it to be dark’




  Jonathan and I didn’t know as much then as we do now about the psychology of ‘acting out’ and there’s still a great deal more for us to learn. But we

  did know that there’s always a reason why a child has a temper tantrum, and we were also very well aware that any natural instinct to scoop the disgruntled child into your arms or cave in to

  their demands in an attempt to make them feel better is not helpful in situations like this. It’s tough, because there have been countless times in my career as a foster carer when that is

  exactly what I’ve wanted to do, but I just can’t, as it ultimately isn’t fair on the child to reward bad behaviour.




  Similarly, with children like Maria acting out in this way, ‘time out’ is not the solution to whatever problem they’re venting, even though it’s one of the suggestions

  some social workers still make. In my experience, it just makes the child more angry and frustrated and, because they are removed from the situation, they are less likely to learn from it. So, my

  response to Maria’s behaviour was to allow her to get angry while I continued to talk in a calm, reassuring voice as I ate my meal – effectively setting a good example.




  Dillon was sitting on the chair nearest the open door that led into the hallway, and he gave a gasp of surprise, then grinned when, a few moments after Maria complained about the ‘shit

  food’, a rolled-up scarf came sailing past his head and landed on the floor by the cooker.




  I was just about to nod at Jonathan to indicate ‘I’ll go’, in case Maria threw something that could break or hurt someone, when she suddenly reappeared in the kitchen doorway

  and said, in a quieter, although still grumpy voice, ‘I’m hungry.’




  ‘Well, it’s a good thing we didn’t eat your dinner then!’ Jonathan grinned. He pulled out the chair beside his as he spoke, then smiled at me over the top of

  Maria’s head when she accepted the plateful of food I dished up and then tucked in to her meal as though nothing had happened. If need be I would have provided a healthy alternative once

  we’d finished eating, perhaps a sandwich or something similar that didn’t require cooking, but thankfully it didn’t come to that.




  After we’d eaten, Tom and Dillon went upstairs to do their homework and I cleared up in the kitchen, while Jonathan and Maria played a game of snap at the kitchen table,

  which she seemed to enjoy despite an initial reluctance to play. After that we watched a bit of TV and then Maria asked me if I had any books she could read before lights out.




  ‘Of course,’ I said, delighted at the request. It’s often a struggle getting kids to read as much as they should, particularly if they come from dysfunctional homes where

  reading a book is not encouraged or even considered normal, as has been the case with a lot of children we’ve fostered.




  ‘What do you like reading?’




  ‘I like all kinds of books,’ she said. ‘I like stories about witches and wizards and magic things like that.’




  ‘Then I’ve got just the books for you. Come on, I’ll show you where I keep them and you can choose.’




  We have books all over the house, so many that our bookshelves are overflowing. Fortunately, the collection of stories I had in mind was stored in a cupboard in Maria’s bedroom, so I told

  her to say goodnight to Jonathan and led her up the stairs.




  She sprang ahead of me, and I watched as she then climbed the stairs in the same peculiar way she’d done before, avoiding any contact with the carpet.




  ‘I don’t mind if you walk on the carpet. We all do, you know, sweetheart!’ I said gently. I was worried she might trip and fall if she carried on like that, but she

  didn’t respond.




  Once in the bedroom I pulled out the box of books and Maria chose three from the series, which was about a witch and her cat. She turned each one over and read the back covers, devouring the

  words greedily as she made her selection.




  ‘Can I read them all?’




  ‘Well, let’s see what time it is when you get into bed, ready to read, shall we?’




  With that Maria began unpacking her bag as quickly as she could and, with my help, she was nearly ready for bed, with her belongings stored neatly away, in a matter of minutes. She even helped

  me make the bed, very willingly, even though it was a struggle for her to tuck in the sheets and put on the pillowcase with her little hands.




  I was pleased to see that Maria had a pink nightdress and dressing gown, pink furry slippers, spare school clothing and a couple of soft toys. The clothes were not in good condition, but they

  were adequate, and better than many I’d seen other children arrive with. There were no toiletries but that is not unusual, and I always have a stock of new toothbrushes and flannels to give

  to children who come without.




  As Maria got changed into her nightdress I slipped out and got her a new toothbrush from the bathroom cabinet, which I placed on her dressing table.




  ‘Great! Just your teeth to do!’ I said. ‘There’s a new toothbrush there for you.’




  ‘What colour is it?’ Maria asked as she looked towards the dressing table. She then started crossing the carpet to get it, using the same strange hopping motion she had on the

  stairs. It was as if she was trying to keep her feet off the carpet as much as she possibly could, which was intriguing. I didn’t say anything, as she wasn’t endangering herself and I

  didn’t want to push her to talk about something that might potentially trigger an upsetting reaction.




  ‘It’s red,’ I said. ‘Is that OK?’ Maria nodded, then hopped back to the bed as I added, ‘We always keep our toiletries in our rooms, so they don’t get

  mixed up in the bathroom.’




  ‘That’s good,’ she said, and I showed her where everything was in the bathroom and left her to clean her teeth, which she seemed to do very well. I could hear her scrubbing

  them for a good two minutes as I busied myself with tidying some laundry on the landing.




  Maria hopped from the bathroom to her bed and yawned as she pulled the duvet up to her chin.




  ‘I’m not tired,’ she said as she picked up one of the books from the bedside table. ‘So can I have all three?’




  ‘Let’s see how we get on,’ I said. ‘You’ve done very well getting ready for bed so nicely. Let’s start with this one, shall we?’




  Maria eyed me suspiciously.




  ‘Are you reading?’




  ‘Well, I thought I might. Did you want to read?’




  ‘I always read on my own.’




  ‘Right then,’ I said, thinking that was impressive for a seven-year-old. ‘I’ll come back in a few minutes and see how you are getting on.’




  Less than five minutes later I returned to find Maria looking very sleepy, having finished the first book.




  ‘I’m tired,’ she said. ‘I will save the others.’




  ‘I think that’s a good idea,’ I said from the doorway. ‘It’s time to get some sleep now. Would you like me to tuck you in?’




  ‘No, I’m fine thank you. But please don’t turn out the big light,’ she said quickly. ‘I don’t want it to be dark.’




  In her haste to read, Maria hadn’t bothered to switch on her bedside light and the main light was still on. Clearly, I couldn’t leave that on all night.




  ‘There’s a night light,’ I explained, walking over to the lamp on the chest of drawers and pressing the switch so it glowed. ‘I’ll leave this one on all night and

  just turn off the really bright one overhead.’ I flicked the switch by the door. ‘Is that all right?’




  ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘It’s pretty. I like it.’




  The lamp was in the shape of a fairy mushroom and glowed with a soft red light. All the kids who used it loved it, even much older ones.




  Maria turned on her side. ‘But I want my mummy.’




  ‘I’m sure you do, sweetheart,’ I answered. ‘Would you like a hug goodnight?’




  ‘No, I’m OK,’ she said, and I could tell from the sound of her voice that she was already almost asleep.




  Later that evening, after Tom and Dillon had gone to bed too, I read through the notes in the file Jess had given me when she dropped Maria off at the house. As I always do

  when reading a child’s notes for the first time, I felt a nervous knot form in my stomach, as you never know what you’re about to read, and sometimes the detail is extremely disturbing

  and upsetting.




  I settled in my favourite armchair and opened the file. It’s never a simple case of reading a child’s neatly explained history, laid out chronologically. We receive a synopsis, with

  comments made by social workers on relevant pieces of information they may have gathered from schools, doctors, the police and so on, but we don’t get to see any of the original supporting

  documents from other sources or agencies outside Social Services.




  It can sometimes be confusing to pick through the notes, but over the years I’ve got better at it and I know what to look for, which is anything that might help me understand the child and

  therefore be better placed to engage with them in a positive way.




  Jess had made a hasty attempt to put Maria’s file in some order, and it told me quite a lot. The first time Maria had come to the notice of Social Services had been about eighteen months

  earlier, as Jess had already told me that afternoon. Maria had been living at that time with her mother, Christine, stepfather, Gerry, and two older stepbrothers, Frank and Casey. This still

  appeared to be the case, from what I could gather.




  Maria had been placed in foster care for about three weeks on that first occasion, apparently ‘to give her mother a break’. It didn’t state what Christine needed a break from.

  However, there were concerns raised by Social Services about the fact that Maria had suffered a broken arm in circumstances that were ‘not entirely clear’. I sighed when I read that.

  Jonathan looked across and gave me an encouraging look.




  ‘Not good?’




  ‘No, but it rarely is. I’ll fill you in when I get to the end.’




  I read that when Christine was questioned about how Maria had broken the bone so badly – it was a very nasty break – she had stated it was the result of an ‘accident’

  that happened when she was playing with her older stepbrothers. Maria had told the doctors and nurses who treated her at hospital that she ‘couldn’t remember’ how it happened,

  which is what first rang alarm bells with Social Services back then. A quick look at the dates told me that this was when Maria was five years old.




  The notes went on to state that throughout the weeks she was in foster care Maria had asked repeatedly to go home. I knew this was no indication Maria was happy at home with her mother and

  stepfather, because even children who have suffered terrible abuse, and even the most awful sexual abuse, usually want to be with their parents. This horrified me when I heard it for the first

  time, when I was a brand-new foster carer back in the late eighties, as it didn’t seem to make any sense at all. Surely you would want to be a million miles away from your abuser, not begging

  to go back under their roof? Now I understand why children react like this. Their parents, however abusive, have provided them with the only life they’ve ever known. The abuse becomes their

  normality and, in spite of everything, offers a familiarity the children try to reclaim.




  As Jess had told me on the phone earlier that day, it was Maria’s school that had alerted Social Services this time, when a teacher noticed bruising on her arms that didn’t look as

  though it was the result of any kind of game. Then it was discovered she had bad bruising on her back too. This also looked too severe to be the result of an accidental bump.




  I passed all the information I’d read to Jonathan. Neither of us stated the obvious, which was that it sounded as though she might be being harmed deliberately at home, by a member of the

  family. There was no point in saying that out loud, because we didn’t know this for sure and it is wrong and potentially dangerous to speculate. As foster carers it is not our job to make

  judgements, and it is not helpful for us to form opinions that are not based on hard evidence or proven in a court of law. In the majority of cases we have contact with the child’s parents,

  if they are on the scene and the child is with us for more than a short respite stay, and so having negative ideas about them or judging them simply isn’t helpful to us or, most importantly,

  to the child whose care is paramount.




  After I’d talked to Jonathan about what I’d read in Maria’s notes, I mentioned the peculiar way she’d hopped across the bedroom floor and gone up and down the stairs.




  ‘That does sound odd,’ he said. ‘But there’s probably some explanation for it that makes perfect sense to Maria.’




  He recalled a time when he was a little boy and stepped on a spider on the stairs, which scooted under the carpet. Then he wouldn’t step on the same stair in case he trod on it and

  squashed it the next time.




  ‘I did that for ages afterwards, even when I knew the spider couldn’t possibly still be there. Maybe Maria’s doing something similar?’




  ‘Maybe,’ I said, smiling at the thought of how typical it was of Jonathan not to want to risk hurting a spider, and to see an innocent explanation. ‘Although the way Maria was

  going down the stairs seemed a bit more awkward – and risky – than if she was simply trying to avoid treading on a spider or something like that. What worries me is that she might fall

  and hurt herself. I don’t like to question her about it, but if she keeps on doing it, I’m going to have to try to tackle it.’




  ‘I think you’re right,’ Jonathan said. ‘I wonder what the reason is?’




  ‘I don’t know, but there will be a reason of some kind. This isn’t something a child does completely randomly and out of the blue, really, is it? You didn’t see

  it, Jonathan, but I think it’s repeated behaviour, and something must have triggered it.’




  Jonathan sighed, and I knew what he was thinking before he said it.




  ‘I sometimes dread finding out why children do things like this, don’t you?’




  I nodded. Some of the many children we’d fostered by this time had suffered horrific experiences in their past, which made them act out in all sorts of unusual and perplexing ways.




  ‘Yes, I dread it too, but at least we might be able to help, if Maria feels able to talk to us.’




  As usual, all we could do was be vigilant and create a safe and loving environment for Maria, as we did with all of our foster children. Then it was a case of waiting to see what happened next,

  and being ready to help in any way we could. Patience is something Jonathan and I both have, and I always say it’s just as well, because sometimes we don’t find out the truth about a

  child’s past until years or even decades later.
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  ‘I don’t like being hurt’




  ‘Are you awake?’ I whispered into the darkness.




  ‘It’s difficult not to be,’ Jonathan answered.




  ‘I don’t want to go up again,’ I said. ‘I’m sure she’ll settle; I’ll give it another minute.’




  Maria had been having nightmares and I’d already gone upstairs twice to check on her. Each time I’d crept up the short staircase leading from our bedroom on the first floor of our

  town house to Maria’s bedroom on the top floor, she’d already calmed down. On both occasions I whispered her name softly and edged the bedroom door open ever so quietly, being sure to

  tell her it was me, Angela, and that I was just checking she was all right. Thankfully, both times I could see through the glow of the night light that Maria was already silent and sleeping

  again.




  Now, suddenly, she was shouting out and thrashing around again. Jonathan and I couldn’t make out what she was saying from our bedroom below. It sounded like a series of moans and eerie

  little screams, and I was very upset to think what might be going on in her head.




  ‘Poor thing,’ Jonathan said. ‘But I agree. Don’t go up again just yet. Let’s hope she settles soon.’




  We’ve fostered a lot of children over the years who have had good reasons to have nightmares. For some of them, waking up to find any adult standing in their bedroom would be a

  potentially traumatic experience, so I didn’t want to go into her room unnecessarily. Moments later, silence fell again.




  ‘Thank goodness,’ Jonathan said. ‘Let’s hope we can all get some sleep now.’




  Jonathan had had a very long and tiring day, going out at the crack of dawn to the wholesaler, restocking the shop and making deliveries all around the town. He fell back to sleep fairly

  quickly, but it took me a little longer. Every time I felt myself nodding off I’d snap open my eyes again at the faintest sound, fearing Maria might be awake again, disturbed by another

  nightmare.




  As I lay in the darkness I found myself wondering what it was like for Maria at home, and what had really happened to her. I desperately hoped she hadn’t been subjected to the physical

  abuse that it appeared she had.




  Although Maria didn’t shout out in her sleep again that night, she must have continued to toss and turn, because by morning her hair was so tangled it was almost

  impossible to get a brush through it.




  ‘It’s like this every day,’ she told me as she sat, with remarkable patience, while I tried to restore some sort of order to the chaotic bird’s nest it had become.

  ‘I’ve asked Mum if I can get it cut, but she won’t let me. So I try to brush it myself. But it hurts. And it still looks the same when I’ve done it.’




  Having it cut did seem to be a sensible option, certainly if Maria continued to be so restless at night. It was something I thought Social Services might be able to ask her mother about, if

  Maria ended up staying a while, as she would need to give her permission. In the meantime, though, the leave-in conditioner I always kept in the bathroom cabinet came in very handy on that first

  day.




  ‘That’s good!’ Maria smiled, looking at the bottle. ‘But how did you know I would need it?’




  ‘I didn’t,’ I replied. ‘I always keep a bottle here in case anybody who stays needs it.’




  Maria narrowed her eyes.




  ‘So you are not . . . psychic?’




  ‘Psychic! Heavens, no!’ I laughed. ‘I’m impressed you know that word, though, Maria. It’s not one you hear every day, is it?’




  She looked at me sideways and that was the end of that conversation.




  Maria was very well behaved as she got ready for school and did everything I asked her to, including eating her breakfast of Weetabix and orange juice without complaint.




  However, when it was time to leave the house she began to cry and say, ‘I want my mum. When can I go home? Can I go home now?’




  ‘I’m sure you’re missing your mum, Maria,’ I said, gently. ‘But you still need to go to school. I’d have thought a clever girl like you wouldn’t want to

  miss school. And you’ll be able to see all your friends while you’re there. So I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.’




  ‘I’m not a clever girl,’ she said, eyeing me suspiciously as she used the back of her hand to wipe away the tears that had trickled down her nose.




  ‘Aren’t you?’ I asked in a tone of exaggerated astonishment. ‘Well, I am surprised to hear that, especially having seen how good you are at reading. Anyway, shall

  we get going now? We don’t want to be late.’




  I opened the front door as I spoke and, to my relief and surprise, Maria shuffled down the hallway towards me. However, she continued to repeat, ‘I’m not a clever girl,’ as she

  put her hand in mine, then stepped out onto the pavement beside me.




  The route to Maria’s school was a pleasant one, away from the main roads and most of it through a park. As we joined the other children and mothers with pushchairs who were hurrying along

  the path, Maria suddenly let go of my hand and darted off across the grass towards a little girl she had spotted walking up ahead. It didn’t take me long to catch up with her, and for the

  next ten minutes she walked beside me again, chatting cheerfully to her friend as she did so.




  I thought it must be distressing for Maria, having to walk to school with a stranger rather than with her mother, who she was obviously missing, but the animated conversation she was having with

  her friend seemed to distract her. When I pointed out a squirrel that was making a dash from the safety of one tree to another, and wondered aloud whether it might still be there when I walked back

  this way again to meet Maria in the school playground at three o’clock, they both looked at me and smiled.




  ‘I hope so,’ Maria said. ‘I like animals like that.’




  ‘Like what?’




  ‘I mean little ones, that don’t come and hurt you. I don’t like being hurt.’




  ‘Of course not. Nobody likes being hurt.’




  When we arrived at the school we were in good time. I said goodbye to Maria and reassured her I would be in the playground at pick-up time. She smiled as she said goodbye, which was heartening

  to see. I then went to the reception to give the school secretary my details and let her know I was fostering Maria.




  I had a busy day in the shop, but each time I had a break and time to catch my breath I thought about Maria’s little face as I waved her off at school. It was great to

  have left her with a smile, and I thought how brave she was, as it can’t have been easy for her to leave her mother and suddenly find herself staying with Jonathan and me. I know that when I

  was a little girl I absolutely hated it whenever I spent time away from my parents, even when the only place I ever stayed without them was with close family, who I’d known all my life.




  I walked to the school in the afternoon, looking forward to seeing Maria and asking her all about her day, but as soon as she appeared I could tell she was in a completely different mood to the

  one I’d left her in.




  ‘I’m hungry,’ she snapped. ‘Can I have crisps?’




  ‘No, not before you’ve eaten your dinner. Like I explained yesterday . . .’




  ‘Not this again!’ she spat. ‘I want crisps! I want crisps.’




  ‘Maria, let’s just get home and you can choose something healthy to eat.’




  ‘Home! Your house, you mean? That’s not home!’




  By now some of the other mothers who were collecting children were giving me sideways glances. A lot of people in the town knew I was a foster carer as I’d done it for so long, and over

  the years I’d brought a succession of children to this school. Many didn’t have a clue, though, and were looking on with everything from astonishment to suspicion in their eyes as

  Maria’s temper tantrum got worse and worse.




  ‘I’m hungry! I want to go home, to my house, to my mum!’




  ‘I do understand what you are saying, Maria, and there is no need to shout. Now let’s just start walking nicely . . .’




  ‘No! I’m not going anywhere until I get crisps!’




  ‘Right,’ I sighed, parking myself on a bench. ‘I think we might be here for a while then. I might as well take the weight off my feet.’




  Maria looked at me quizzically as I calmly took a leaflet out of my handbag and started reading it. It gave details of all the stalls and raffle prizes on offer at the local festival that

  weekend.




  ‘Oooh, that sounds good,’ I said out loud.




  ‘What does?’ Maria demanded.




  ‘First prize, four VIP tickets to the theme park.’




  ‘What theme park?’




  ‘Oh, that one that’s just had lots of new rides added. What’s the new theme they have? Something to do with wizards, I think . . .’




  Maria was now standing in front of me with wide eyes, her temper tantrum suddenly forgotten.




  ‘Can I try to win the prize? Can I, Angela?’




  ‘I don’t see why you can’t have a few raffle tickets,’ I said. ‘I always buy raffle tickets for children who are well behaved.’




  She thought about this for a moment and held out her hand.




  I took it and stood up, and Maria walked home beautifully, chatting about her day and telling me how she had learned about Viking ships and had been chosen by the teacher to take the register to

  the reception, as she had done the best drawing in the class of a Viking warrior.




  ‘That’s wonderful,’ I said. ‘Well done.’




  ‘Thanks!’ she said, giving a little giggle.




  My heart swelled. When she was in this frame of mind Maria was absolutely adorable and her sweet giggle was quite infectious. I hoped I could keep her in this mood for as much of her stay with

  us as possible.




  When we got home Maria took off her shoes and said she was going upstairs to change out of her school uniform.




  ‘That’s a good idea!’ I said brightly, but then my heart sank a little as I saw Maria edging her way awkwardly up the stairs, stepping only on the wooden edges of the

  staircase.




  ‘What are you doing, sweetheart? I asked.




  ‘I’m going up to my room, like I said,’ she replied. ‘Isn’t that all right? Have I done something wrong?’




  ‘No, not at all,’ I answered hastily. ‘I just wondered why you were walking on the wood again rather than on the carpet.’




  Maria seemed bemused by what I’d said and replied, ‘Because I’m not allowed to walk on the carpet.’




  ‘You’re not allowed to walk on the carpet?’




  ‘No. Mum says I can’t.’




  ‘Your mum says you can’t walk on the carpet?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Oh, I see. Nobody can walk on the carpet at your home . . . ?’ I tried to make it sound like a cross between a question and a statement.




  ‘No, silly! I’m not allowed to, but everyone else can.’




  The fact that it was something Maria obviously accepted without question made me feel very sad for her.




  ‘Well, you can walk on the carpets here,’ I told her. ‘In fact, it would be better if you did. I think it’s a safer way to go up and down the stairs.’




  ‘Oh, OK.’ Maria looked at me suspiciously for a moment, as though she thought it might be a trick. Then she shrugged and proceeded to climb the stairs in exactly the same way

  she’d been doing before I spoke to her.




  Most children simply accept whatever happens in their family as being ‘normal.’ So, for Maria, ‘normality’ included being the only person who, apparently, wasn’t

  allowed to walk on the stair carpet, and it was clearly a difficult habit for her to break as she continued to avoid the carpet for the duration of her stay.




  While she was with us, Social Services was gathering information for an assessment, so that a decision could be made about whether or not Maria would be able to live at home

  again. I’d agreed that Maria could stay as long as this took. Maria was to have no direct contact with her mum, but she was allowed to talk to her on the phone, and she was also allowed to

  see her maternal grandmother, Babs, who lived close by.




  ‘I love Nanny,’ Maria told me cheerfully one day, on the walk to school. ‘Sometimes I wish she was my mummy.’




  ‘Do you?’




  ‘Yes. She’s kind and lets me do what I want.’




  ‘She lets you do what you want?’




  Maria scrunched up her face, as if deep in thought.




  ‘Yes, like when I talk to her I can say what I want!’




  ‘I see . . . you had a long chat with your mum on the phone though, Maria?’




  ‘Suppose,’ she said, then added with a critical tone in her voice, ‘Veeerrry long.’




  I had been in the kitchen while Maria chatted to her mum the previous evening. The call was arranged and agreed by Social Services and so I trusted that the social workers involved believed

  there was no problem with Maria talking to Christine, although they did ask me to always be present to supervise the calls. Obviously I could only hear half of the conversation, but it sounded to

  me as though it went well. Maria had a lot to say, and the call lasted at least fifteen minutes. In hindsight, however, I could see that Maria had given her mum long and detailed answers to all her

  questions, and afterwards she had told me she felt ‘tired out’.




  ‘Well, Maria, if you find it tiring talking to your mum for so long on the phone, perhaps you could let her know that? I’m sure she wouldn’t want you to be on the phone so long

  that you feel tired?’




  ‘Mmm,’ she murmured, not looking convinced. ‘I think she knows.’




  ‘She knows?’




  ‘Yes. She knows everything. They both do.’




  ‘They both do?’




  Maria shrugged and then repeated, ‘I love Nanny,’ before giving me a smile.
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  ‘So, what’s Maria told you?’




  During her first week with us Maria was invited to her nanny’s for tea after school one night. As Babs lived close to our house, I volunteered to take Maria round there

  and collect her, which Babs agreed to. I’d been given her phone number by Maria’s social worker and so was able to make this arrangement myself, and I was happy to find that Babs

  sounded very cheerful and accommodating and said she was looking forward to meeting me and seeing her granddaughter.
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