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			‘I’m rubbish. I’ll mess it up’

			It was a blistering hot afternoon in the summer of 1993 when Louise arrived on our doorstep. I was surprised to see she was dressed in a thick black-and-white shell suit, zipped up to the neck, and chunky high-top trainers that her feet must have been sweltering in. 

			‘Hello!’ I smiled. ‘Come in! I’m Angela.’

			Louise’s arms were folded protectively across her chest and she had a faded red baseball cap on her head, with its wide peak pulled down low on her forehead.

			‘Hi,’ she muttered, jutting her chin up ever so slightly, so I could just about see her blue eyes. 

			Louise was fourteen, looked very pale and slight, and her white-blonde hair was tied into a high ponytail that was sprouting, straw-like, from the back of her cap.

			‘Come in and sit down,’ I smiled, showing her and my support social worker, Wendy, through to the kitchen. ‘Can I take your jacket, Louise? Aren’t we lucky to have such great weather?’

			‘I’m fine thanks,’ Louise shrugged, reluctantly taking a seat at the kitchen table. 

			The doorbell rang again moments later and Louise’s social worker joined us for the initial placement meeting. We were given all of the background paperwork and emergency contact numbers available to Social Services, and it was explained that Louise would be taken to and from school by taxi, as she was living outside of her old neighbourhood. 

			Louise shuffled behind us when I saw the two social workers out. There was a small nylon holdall in the hall, which Louise had brought with her, and she picked it up expectantly.

			‘Right,’ I said, taking my cue, ‘I’ll show you up to your room, Louise. One thing, would you mind taking off your trainers? It’s something we all do in the house, to help keep it clean.’

			‘OK,’ she shrugged, forcing the bulky shoes awkwardly off her feet without untying the laces.

			An unpleasant smell of sweat immediately hit my nostrils, and I couldn’t help taking a discreet step backwards. Thankfully, Louise didn’t seem to notice my reaction, and she appeared completely oblivious to the sweaty smell too. 

			‘Who else lives here?’ Louise asked shyly. 

			Despite appearing reticent, she stepped up very close to me as she spoke, but I didn’t react or move back from her again; the last thing I wanted to do was offend or upset Louise in any way.

			‘You’ll meet my husband Jonathan later, who is also a trained foster carer, and we have two boys staying with us, who are both thirteen. They’re out doing after-school activities at the moment, but they should be back just after five. Come on, I’ll show you your bedroom.’

			As we climbed the stairs I explained the layout of our home, which had three bedrooms and a bathroom on the top floor, and mine and Jonathan’s bedroom on the middle floor, along with our bathroom and the lounge. The kitchen and dining room were on the extended ground floor, which also incorporated our family business – a florist that was part of a small parade of shops on the outskirts of town.

			‘You’ve got a lovely house,’ Louise said thoughtfully as she looked around. ‘It’s posh! Like a hotel! I’ve never been in a multistorey house before. Is that what you call it?’

			‘It’s a town house,’ I smiled. ‘That’s the proper name for it. And we’re not posh, I can assure you of that! I just like to keep a clean and tidy home.’

			When we reached the top floor Louise walked over to the brand new divan bed in her large, airy room. She ran her hand over the pretty lilac duvet cover and then turned and looked appreciatively towards the door.

			‘I’m glad I’ve got my own bed and door,’ she smiled. 

			‘You’re glad you’ve got your own bed and door?’ I said, giving her an encouraging smile. 

			I deliberately mirrored what Louise had said as this was a technique I’d learned on a foster carers’ training course, the idea being that repeating back what the child has said ensures you don’t put words in their mouth. However, Louise didn’t reply and so I broke the silence after a few moments.

			‘By the way, we also have a rule in the house that nobody comes into your bedroom uninvited. We have to knock on each other’s door, so we all have our privacy.’

			‘Oh, that’s good. When I was living with my mum I didn’t have any privacy at all.’

			‘No privacy?’

			‘No,’ Louise replied, stepping in slightly too close to me again as she spoke. ‘None at all.’

			I couldn’t help noticing that Louise’s breath didn’t smell very fresh either, and I suspected her teeth could do with a good clean. Often when children come into care the placement has been hastily arranged and they are in a state of disarray, or at least not looking and feeling their best. This certainly appeared to be the case with Louise. 

			After showing her where the bathroom was, and explaining the best escape route in case of a fire, which was a standard routine I had to go through when a new child arrived, I asked cheerfully, ‘Do you want to unpack and freshen up, then perhaps you’d like to help me get the dinner ready?’ 

			‘OK,’ she said tentatively. ‘You mean you want me to . . . help in the kitchen?’

			‘Yes, sweetheart, but only if you’d like to.’

			‘I’d love to!’ she said, looking amazed. ‘My mum never let me help her because I’m useless at cooking.’

			‘Well, it’s only tuna pasta and salad,’ I smiled. ‘Nothing complicated. I’m sure you’ll be a great help.’

			Louise’s eyes widened. ‘I can’t make that!’

			‘Of course you can!’

			‘No, I can’t. I really can’t. I’m rubbish. I’ll mess it up.’

			‘That’s what I thought before I made it for the first time, but I can do it because I’ve learned and practised. Come down just as soon as you’re ready and I’ll show you how.’
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