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  By the author of Four Waifs on our Doorstep




  To my precious family and all of the foster children who made it possible, I want to dedicate this book to you.
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  A Rocky Start

  ‘Can you take two new children this afternoon?’ asked the voice on the phone.

  I crooked the receiver to my shoulder and carried on bottle-feeding our newest foster-baby. ‘How old are they?’

  ‘They’re sister and brother. A girl of two and a boy of one.’

  ‘Oh,’ I gulped. ‘That will make it eight children under five.’

  ‘If that’s too much for you to manage, Mrs Merry . . .’

  ‘No, no. That’ll be fine.’ I made a mental note to put an advert in the village shop for a part-time helper. ‘Any idea what time they’ll arrive?’

  ‘About two o’clock. Their father will bring them along with the social worker.’

  ‘Oh, that’s unusual. Do you know why they’re coming into care?’

  ‘No, I’m afraid not. I’m just the messenger.’

  A standard reply. I shrugged as I put the phone down – we weren’t supposed to know anything, but it was always worth a try.

  There wasn’t much time to get everything prepared for these two newcomers, and my husband Mike was doing overtime at his engineering works that Saturday. So, after putting baby Katie down
  to sleep, I phoned Val, a very good friend, to come and keep an eye on the toddlers in the playroom for a couple of hours, while I made up a cot and a bed in our smallest bedroom. I often put newly
  arrived siblings together for their first night or two, to help them settle in.

  ‘I bet you sometimes wish you’d stayed in your nine-to-five office job, don’t you?’ said Val, as we sorted out the children’s lunchtime mayhem.

  ‘No, never for a moment! I couldn’t stand office work, so seeing that poster for childminders seemed like my perfect way out. Mind you, I didn’t expect it to develop into
  fostering – that sort of crept up on us when the local authority needed more help!’ I laughed. ‘This is my perfect job. I just play all day long.’

  ‘And cook and wash and change nappies and . . .’ Val grinned.

  ‘Well, I never think about all that,’ I said. ‘It all gets done.’

  Val glanced at the clock. ‘It’s nearly two now, so you go and look out for the new children’s arrival and I’ll take care of all the others.’

  It was a hot, late summer’s day, so I opened all the windows wide to create a through-draught as I waited in the hall, wondering why it was the father who was bringing the children. What
  had happened to the mother? My imagination went into overdrive, as always. Maybe she was having another baby, or was ill, or had been in a car crash . . . or maybe she had died young. I hoped not.
  Would I have to be the one to tell the children? It often fell to me to break bad news, and it never got any easier.

  Just after two, I heard a car pull up outside, so I watched out of the hall window. A young woman, presumably the social worker, got out accompanying a pale-faced little girl
  with straight blond hair in a short, angular cut. The woman plonked the toddler’s feet on the pavement, where she stood still and put her thumb in her mouth; then she leant into the back of
  the car and this time picked up a baby, whom she carried towards the house. She called over her shoulder and the forlorn little girl trailed dutifully behind.

  As I opened the front door and stood on the doorstep to welcome them in, a lanky young man emerged from the car. He looked no more than a teenager, with his baggy, black T-shirt and dark,
  shoulder-length hair that looked as if it hadn’t seen a drop of shampoo for months. He hung well back behind them, carrying a battered sports bag, sauntering slowly, with his eyes down. Yet,
  despite his evident reluctance to be here, I remember thinking this young dad had a bit of a swagger about him.

  The baby boy’s head had a thin covering of straight ginger hair, and his neat little face was bright red as he wriggled about in the social worker’s arms. It must have been nearly
  thirty degrees, and he was dressed in a polo-neck woollen jumper, with a nylon jacket on top, its elasticated sleeves gripping his wrists. Just seeing him dressed like that made me feel hot and
  prickly. No wonder he was agitated.

  By contrast, the little girl was wearing a light, sleeveless summer dress and plastic sandals.

  ‘Hello,’ I welcomed them, with a wide smile and my warmest voice. ‘Lovely to see you.’

  The boy, so small he could only just have turned one, fidgeted to get down. Meanwhile, the girl stood still and fixed me with her sombre gaze. Not a flicker of a smile. On the surface, she
  seemed unusually self-contained for a child of two, particularly in this situation, though I don’t suppose she knew what was happening. Underneath it all though, I detected her inner fear and
  distrust, like a stunned, day-old calf without its mother.

  ‘This little fellow is Paul,’ said the young woman. ‘And this is Daisy,’ she added, taking the little girl’s hand and helping her up onto the front doorstep.
  ‘I’m Judy, their social worker.’

  ‘Come in, come in.’ I stood back to let them through. ‘You look hot. The playroom is full of children already, and they’re all being well looked after, so come into the
  kitchen where it’s cool.’

  ‘I’ll go and put the kettle on for us,’ I said. ‘Or would you prefer something cold? And what do the children like to drink?’

  ‘I don’t know,’ said Judy, shaking her head. We both looked at the young dad, but he just pursed his lips together and shrugged.

  I took a couple of beakers out of the cupboard, filled them with cold water and a splash of blackcurrant juice, screwed on the lids and handed them to the two little ones, who took them eagerly
  and drank several gulps each. Then I passed round the biscuit tin.

  ‘Do you mind if I take off Paul’s jumper?’ I asked. ‘He must be sweltering in that.’ We all looked at the baby’s face, bright red against his ginger hair.
  Neither of the adults replied, so I changed him into a T-shirt from the top of the ironing pile.

  His cheeky smile was enough thanks, as he took out a drum from the toy-chest and started to bang it. After a few beats, Judy skilfully prised the drumstick away from him and took out a car for
  him to play with instead. ‘Brrm, brrm,’ she sounded, as she showed him how to move it.

  He laughed and copied her, sending it clattering across the tiles, then speed-crawling after it.

  ‘I wish I had that much energy!’ I laughed. ‘I bet he’ll soon be running around.’

  ‘Yes. He’s just had his first birthday, so I’m sure he’ll be mobile in no time.’

  ‘He looks mobile enough already,’ I grinned. ‘Look how he’s climbing up onto that chair.’ It was true. Paul easily scaled the rungs onto one of the kitchen chairs,
  then stood up against the table and tried to pull himself up onto it. I dashed over to stop him falling off.

  ‘Yes. He’s quite a handful, isn’t he?’ Judy agreed.

  I lifted him down onto the floor, with a few more cars to play with. ‘I can see I’m going to have to keep a close watch on this scrambly daredevil,’ I said, laughing at his
  impishness.

  ‘Daisy was two in June,’ added Judy. ‘They’re very different personalities. Daisy is much quieter.’

  I turned to the silent young man with the sullen look, who seemed quite detached from us all. There was something creepy about him that put me on edge.

  ‘And you’re the children’s dad?’ I asked.

  ‘Oh, sorry,’ exclaimed Judy, looking flustered. ‘I should have introduced you. Yes, this is Rocky.’

  ‘I’m glad you’re here, Rocky. I’m sure it will help the children to settle in.’

  I wasn’t sure, of course. If only he could be a bit more engaged with them – even play with them. But there seemed to be no warmth in this young dad. He was like a left-over spare
  part, that didn’t fit.

  ‘I can’t stop long,’ he muttered, as he leant down to unzip his sports bag. He opened out the sides and pushed it along the floor towards me. ‘I’ve got their
  clothes in here and everything’s clean,’ he said in a cocky voice.

  ‘Oh good.’ I nodded with a smile. ‘Did you wash them all yourself?’ I was determined to get him talking a bit if I could. Judy gave me a disapproving look, but I ignored
  her.

  ‘No,’ he admitted, with a barely concealed grin, as if he found that idea funny. ‘No, it wasn’t me. Their grandmother did all their washing. They stayed with her for a
  few weeks every now and then, but she just couldn’t manage them any longer. In between it was mostly me looking after them, off and on.’ He paused. ‘Their mum walked out after
  Paul was born, when Daisy was just turned one. So they don’t remember her.’

  At that moment, Paul stood up and tumbled awkwardly, so Judy went over to pick him up. I took advantage of her temporary preoccupation to probe for more information. It was the only way to find
  out anything, because I knew Social Services would never tell me.

  ‘So you can’t keep them yourself?’ I asked.

  ‘No. I’m a chef,’ he explained, with an air of pride. ‘Mostly in Swindon.’ He paused. ‘But I have to move around with work and stay in digs, so I can’t
  have them with me . . . and there’s nobody else.’ For just a moment, his body drooped in on itself and he had a vulnerable look in his eyes. ‘I don’t know what else to
  do.’

  ‘Yes, it must have been difficult,’ I agreed. ‘I hope you’ll be able to visit the children when you can?’

  ‘I’ll try,’ he half-agreed, hanging his head. ‘But it won’t be easy.’

  ‘Well, just let me know when you want to come.’ I turned to the social worker. ‘Will that be all right?’

  ‘Yes, fine. As long as he lets you know beforehand.’

  I wrote down our phone number on a piece of paper, which he stuffed in the back pocket of his jeans. I wondered whether he would ever look at it again.

  I took Daisy’s hand and carried Paul as we went along to the playroom to join the rest of the children, with Judy right behind us and Rocky lagging further back.

  ‘Let’s have a look at the toys,’ I said, as I sat on the floor with our newcomers, leaving Judy to go through the forms with Rocky.

  I had a lovely group of children at that time. Sheena, aged three, came and took Daisy’s hand to join her and four-year-old Chrissy, our eldest foster child, playing with some dolls. Paul
  crawled in a bee-line across the floor, heading straight for a red tractor. He picked it up and brandished it triumphantly, next to our other three boys, playing with a farm.

  Both Daisy and Paul seemed happy enough for now, without even a glance towards their father. Children coming into care didn’t often have a parent with them, but when they did, they tended
  to be clingy. Not these two. They seemed wary of him. And having been moved around so much, between family members, perhaps they had gained some resilience along the way.

  Judy sat on the sofa next to Rocky, whose legs twitched up and down with impatience as she explained the forms to him and gave him a pen. Rocky didn’t hesitate for a moment before signing
  his children away into our care. I did think that strange. I wanted to ask him more questions, but I knew the social worker would have stopped us. Foster parents weren’t allowed to know
  anything back in the 1960s.

  Once he’d signed the forms, Rocky was clearly keen to go, but he realised Judy wasn’t yet ready to leave. He sat back and half-heartedly gazed out of the window as his children
  played, like a prisoner eager for his release. At one point, both Daisy and Paul came over to him, sitting on either side to show him their toys, but he failed to engage with them. I yearned for
  him to take an interest and give them cuddles, but no. They were just three separate souls in a line on the sofa, till the two children gave up and drifted away.

  At that moment, I wouldn’t have left a dog with Rocky.

  ‘I need to get back,’ he said to Judy. ‘I’m working tonight.’

  ‘OK,’ said Judy, giving me an apologetic look.

  ‘Come and say goodbye to your dad, kids,’ I said, picking up Paul and taking Daisy’s hand to walk across the hall to him. Rocky looked embarrassed and hesitated.

  I thought for a moment that he was going to refuse. Maybe he thought any affection would be bad for his image.

  ‘Bye-bye, Daddy,’ said Daisy, as if trained for this scene, which I suppose she was.

  That did it. He gave in, crouched down and gave them both a brief hug. They clung a little too long for his liking, so he carefully unentwined himself from them. ‘See you soon,
  kids.’ He turned and left. I took the children to the front doorstep to wave, as Rocky and the social worker drove away in the car, but he didn’t even turn his head to look.

  We all sat round the long wooden table in our kitchen for the children’s teatime. I was coaxing Daisy and Paul to try dipping some fingers of toast into their eggs, when
  Mike arrived home from work.

  ‘Hello, kids,’ he said with a cheery grin, unfazed by the two new faces he didn’t recognise. It was a running joke for us that Mike never knew when he left for work in the
  morning how many children he would come home to – who would have gone and who else would have come. He never turned a hair. He always loved our chaotic houseful of children, in which almost
  nothing was ever predictable.

  He took off his jacket and sat himself down at the table, taking over baby Katie’s bottle feed, while I went to get out a big tub of ice cream from the freezer to cool everyone down.
  Meanwhile, Paul sat in his high chair, throwing crusts at partially-sighted Brian, who valiantly felt around and managed to pick one up and throw it back, unexpectedly scoring a bullseye on
  Paul’s nose. I waited for the wail, but Paul just giggled. It was clear that he felt quite at home already. As for Daisy, I could see she was much more reserved. She seemed to take an
  interest in the older ones’ banter across the table, but she sat slightly apart, silent and still.

  While Mike watched them finish their tea, I took Rocky’s old sports bag upstairs to unpack before bedtime. It was full of clothes and scratchy, grey nappies (they would have to go);
  pyjamas and wash bags. Even a hairbrush. But no toys or books or cuddlies. Not one favourite thing.

  So I found a couple of furry animals in my secret store – a rabbit with floppy ears for Daisy and a bright yellow teddy for Paul. I put them next to their pillows, for them to find at
  bedtime.

  ‘Come on, kids,’ I called downstairs, mainly for Mike’s benefit, so that he could round them up and send them to me, while I ran a big, bubbly bath for them to play in. We
  washed them by turns – Mike doing the baby baths and me doing all the rest. I did the baths in shifts – first the girls and then the boys, with bubbles, bath toys and the mini sprayer
  for their hair. While I washed them, Mike dried and nappied the little ones and the older ones tried to dry themselves, with a little help from me.

  The more children we had, the more chaotic bathtime became. It was like a production line. Everything was. Especially eating and bedtimes. But I loved it – I absolutely loved every moment
  of it. Fostering was a joy, although we definitely needed some help. It was time to put that ad in the village shop and cross my fingers for a fairy godmother to apply.

  After baths, we had group bedtime stories, then off to their own beds. Daisy and Paul lapped it all up, Daisy quietly and Paul with more gusto. ‘Night-night,’ I
  said as I plonked a kiss on each of their foreheads and tucked them in, both holding their new cuddlies. I tiptoed out and listened in the night-light’s dim glow. They didn’t say a word
  and within minutes all I could hear was the heavy breathing of sleep.

  ‘The two new ones seem like good kids,’ said Mike over supper that evening.

  ‘Yes, Daisy is quiet and rather subdued – I’ll keep an eye on her. Paul is very different – he’s already making his presence felt!’

  ‘Yes, I noticed,’ agreed Mike with a grin. ‘Do you know anything about their circumstances?’

  ‘They came with their young dad – very detached. The sort that would probably be a swaggery jack-the-lad with his friends, but he didn’t want to be here. There was something
  shifty about him. I don’t know whether he has a criminal record, but I wouldn’t be surprised.’

  ‘Do you think he would harm the children?’

  ‘I don’t know. Probably not, but I wouldn’t leave him alone with them.’

  I told Mike about their mother abandoning them, and how their grandma too couldn’t keep them. ‘And now their dad can’t manage them either. They’re like
  cast-offs.’

  ‘Do you think he’ll come and visit them?’

  ‘He said he would when he can. But I’m not so sure.’

  ‘Poor kids. I hope he doesn’t let them down.’
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  Dalek!

  Sunday was another warm day, but showery. We always tried to take all the children out somewhere together on Sundays, so after everyone had
  finished their breakfast Mike asked, ‘Who wants to go and feed the ducks?’

  ‘I do,’ they all shouted out in unison.

  ‘I’ll hold the bread,’ offered four-year-old Chrissy, the eldest.

  ‘Can we have an ice cream?’ pleaded Ronnie, a few months her junior.

  ‘They don’t sell ice creams at the duck pond!’ Mike laughed.

  ‘Good job too,’ I added. ‘You can have ice cream after lunch if you’re good. Right, everyone get in a line. Let’s put your welly-boots on first, so you can jump in
  the puddles, but we don’t want anyone getting their feet muddy near the edge of the pond.’

  ‘We might fall in!’ Ronnie always hoped for something exciting to happen.

  ‘I don’t like it where the grass is squishy,’ three-year-old Sheena made a face.

  ‘That’s where the ducks do their pooh.’ Ronnie giggled.

  Mike finished squeezing them into their boots while I tore up some slices of bread into paper bags, and gave them out to the older ones.

  ‘’Snot fair,’ moaned little Peter, who used to be the shy one, but was getting braver now. He glared at the others. ‘They got more than me.’ A tear started to
  trickle down his chubby cheek.

  I calmed him down and off we all went down the lane. Mike went off first with the walkers and I followed a few moments later with the big pram for baby Katie and toddlers Brian and Paul. We
  rounded the bend just in time to see two-year-old Peter fall headlong across the muddy grass.

  ‘Yuk,’ yelled Ronnie with delight.

  Peter sat up and wailed. Chrissy tried to help him up, but fell over him instead.

  By the time we got back home again, everyone was covered in mud. Oh what fun!

  After lunch it had stopped raining and the sun was out again, so they all ran outside to play in the garden while I rocked baby Katie to sleep in the pram. Chrissy encouraged Daisy to join in
  with her and Sheena in the Wendy house, while Paul hooted and laughed as he was pulled all around the garden in a large cardboard box with a bit of rope threaded through by Ronnie. That kept both
  of them happy until the box gradually fell apart and Paul landed in a puddle.

  First thing Monday morning, before the children were awake, I wrote out a quick advert to stick in the village shop’s window.

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                Mother’s helper wanted part-time.

                Evenings and weekends.

              

            

          

        

      

    

  

  I added our phone number and tucked it into my bag for later. Right now I needed to feed and change the little ones, get the others up and dressed, then set out the
  children’s breakfasts and a cooked breakfast for Mike.

  After only two nights, Daisy and Paul had settled in so well that no one would guess they were new. I was beginning to see their characters coming out now – very different from each other.
  Even at two, Daisy was a dainty, thoughtful and rather serious little girl who didn’t like things to be untidy, but I could already see she had a will of her own and wasn’t afraid to
  stick up for herself if she had to.

  Paul, on the other hand, was as lively as a bag of monkeys – a happy-go-lucky little boy with an infectious laugh – nothing seemed to faze him.

  Once they were all up, washed, dressed and fed, I put babies Katie and Paul top and tail in the pram, then Brian on the seat, as before. The other five had to hang on – one at each end of
  the pram handle, one on each side, holding on to the apron flap, and one in front, holding on to the hood. In this way, I took the lot of them down to the village. It was a slow process, and quite
  tricky down the bank at one point, but we made it without losing or injuring anyone – a bit of a nightmare.

  As we reached the flat ground and passed the bus stop, Paul threw his teddy out of the pram, so I put the brake on. Two women, waiting for a bus, glanced at all the children, and the little ones
  in the pram, then gave each other a look.

  As we started off again, the snootier of the two turned to her friend.

  ‘These Catholics – they don’t know what contraception is!’

  I had to turn away to suppress my helpless laughter as I bustled us all off down the road. If only they knew!

  The advert went into the village shop window. ‘Do you think anyone will reply?’ I asked Ron, the friendly shopkeeper.

  ‘I know just the person,’ he said with a wink. ‘I’ll give her a ring this afternoon.’

  Next on my list was the chemist. The doorway to the chemist’s shop had an old-fashioned bell contraption that the children loved. If they’d had their way, we’d have been in and
  out of that door at least six times.

  There were quite a few people in the chemist’s, including a nun, in black robes down to her feet and a white headdress. I’d never seen a nun in the village before, so goodness knows
  where she came from. I checked afterwards, and nobody knew what she was doing there.

  I held on to Brian’s hand as his eyesight was very poor. He used to wear those round, wire-framed National Health glasses, with glass as thick as bottle-bottoms.

  Even with his glasses on, he was always bumping into things. However, he could see solid colours and shapes, as long as they were straight in front of him. The chemist’s wife was giving
  all the children a ‘healthy’ sweet each from her special jar, so I started picking the things we needed from the shelves.

  Suddenly, Brian shouted at the top of his voice. ‘Dalek!’ He clutched my long skirt in terror. ‘No, no . . . Dalek! Don’t like Dalek!’ He could hardly breathe, he
  was so frightened.

  Meanwhile, the nun had turned round to see what the noise was about, and what she saw was this little toddler staring at her and shouting that unintelligible word. Understandably, she looked
  horrified, assuming that ‘Dalek’ might be a swear word. Or maybe she thought we were putting a curse on her!

  I was torn between picking Brian up to comfort him, and calming down the offended nun, so I did both, giving Brian a cuddle, while at the same time apologising to the nun.

  ‘I’m so sorry. He didn’t mean to be rude. He’s almost blind, that’s the trouble. He probably just saw you as a black shape.’ I paused. ‘Do you mind if I
  just hold him in front of your face, so that he can see you are a real person?’ I asked her. ‘And then he will stop being frightened of you.’

  ‘All right,’ she agreed.

  ‘Look Brian, here is the nice lady you thought was a dalek. Can you see her smiling?’

  Fortunately, the nun took her cue and gave Brian a weak smile. ‘Hello,’ she said.

  ‘Not dalek?’ asked Brian, still clinging on to my clothes.

  ‘No,’ I reassured him. ‘Not a dalek.’ Brian relaxed his grip.

  ‘What is this word “dalek”?’ asked the nun.

  So I then had to try to explain to someone who had probably never watched television in her life. ‘Well, it’s a kind of metal character on a TV programme. Not a person; more like an
  alien . . .’ I was struggling for words to describe it.

  ‘I don’t really understand,’ she interrupted my confusion, with a smile that said she was humouring me. ‘But it’s all right. No harm done.’

  Phew, I thought. ‘Thank you. I’m sorry we upset you.’

  ‘Please don’t worry.’ She bowed her head and turned, her robes swishing past us as she walked out of the shop.

  As soon as the door closed after her, everyone in the shop burst into laughter.

  ‘Well,’ chortled the chemist. ‘That was a first on both counts. The first nun in my shop and the first dalek as well!’

  I think we made his day.

  After that, we carried on down the lane to register Daisy and Paul at the doctor’s surgery, then back home again.

  By the time we arrived back at the house, and I set to getting the children’s tea ready, I was full of hope about the advert in the shop window. I remembered the shopkeeper’s
  confidence that he knew just the person. What a difference it would make to have a helper, even if it was only an hour or two at tea, bath and bedtime. I wondered who this paragon might be.

  Mike had the Tuesday afternoon off, so he took all the children out into the garden, including baby Katie, who was now six months old. She was still suffering the effects of
  her burn injuries, when her father had poured boiling water on her chest and arm a week after her birth. So Mike made sure she was protected from bright sunlight on her skin. Only the day before,
  we had heard that Katie’s father would be tried the following week, and would probably be sent to prison for two or three years. That might sound long enough to some, but Katie would suffer
  the scars all her life.

  So there she lay in my pram, under the shady apple trees, while all the other children played with the assortment of ride-on and pull-along toys that Mike had got out of the shed for them. It
  was good to see three-year-old Ronnie pushing little Paul, laughing like mad, on a toddler-trike, while four-year-old Chrissy and three-year-old Sheena encouraged Daisy to join them, rolling small
  logs to make a ‘camp’.

  As I was unloading the washing machine, the doorbell went. It was Fay, baby Katie’s social worker, popping in as she passed by. We went out to look at Katie, fast asleep in her pram, under
  the trees.

  As if on cue, Katie woke up and looked straight at us, then set off with her hungry cry, trying to eat her little fist.

  ‘She looks well,’ said Fay as I lifted her out of her pram and we turned to go back inside.

  At the kitchen door, we met three little girls – four-year-old Chrissy leading Sheena and Daisy.

  ‘What are you three up to?’ I asked with a chuckle.

  ‘We showed Daisy where we wash our muddy hands,’ said Chrissy, holding hers up to show how clean they now were.

  ‘Well done.’

  ‘Come on,’ Chrissy said to the other two, with a giggle. ‘Let’s go outside again.’ They scampered down the steps, with Daisy, the smallest, bringing up the
  rear.

  ‘That little one’s a poppet.’ Fay smiled.

  ‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘That’s Daisy. She only arrived a couple of days ago, with her little brother.’

  ‘Well, it looks as if she’s made some new friends already.’

  ‘Have you got time to stay for a cup of tea?’

  ‘Not today, I’m afraid.’

  I put Katie’s bottle to warm, while I comforted her at my shoulder and set all the food out on the table for the children’s tea – one-handed.

  I knocked on the window for Mike to bring the children in and it was all go for the pair of us, washing hands, sitting everyone at the table or in their high-chairs with their bibs on, making
  sure they all had the right food and drinks in front of them. By now, Katie was reduced to a pitiful whimpering, desperate to be fed.

  ‘You look like you could do with a hand,’ Mike offered, as he took Katie and her bottle and sat down at the table to feed her.

  ‘Quite a few hands,’ I agreed. ‘That’s why I put an ad in the village shop yesterday. Now that we’ve got nine under-fives, maybe we need someone to help us out.
  What do you think?’

  ‘Good idea,’ he agreed. ‘You’re the boss.’

  We spent the next couple of hours going through the bath and bedtime routines, more frazzled than ever with a six-month-old baby to fit into the schedule as well.

  ‘Are babies more demanding these days?’ asked Mike. ‘Or are we getting older?’

  ‘Speak for yourself!’ I grinned, as we started to clear away the children’s tea things, before cooking supper for ourselves.

  Just then the phone rang. I looked at the clock. It was half past seven and we were both hungry. It rang again and again as I looked at Mike.

  ‘Don’t answer it,’ he said.

  ‘I better had. It might be important.’

  ‘Yes, we might have won the pools,’ he said. ‘Except that we don’t go in for them.’ He shrugged and carried on clearing up, while I picked up the receiver on its
  umpteenth ring.

  ‘Mrs Merry?’ It was a young female voice, sounding a bit tentative.

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘My name is Lizzie and I’m phoning about your advert for a mother’s helper.’

  ‘Oh yes?’ I was so tired by now that I’d quite forgotten. ‘That was quick. I only put it in the shop window yesterday.’

  ‘Yes, Ron came out and showed me it when I was walking home from the bus stop.’ She paused. ‘That’s how I knew your name.’

  ‘Good. So are you interested in working a few hours for us?’

  ‘Yes, but I’m only fifteen and still at school, just starting my last year, so I could only come from about half past four to half past seven each evening. And maybe some of the
  weekend too, if you like.’

  ‘That’s just what I need. Your age is no problem, as long as you like playing with noisy children! Come round and we’ll have a chat.’

  I liked the brightness in her voice, but I wanted to see her with the kids. If she survived that, she could do as many hours as she wanted.

  She came the next afternoon. She was a lovely girl and great with the children, so I offered her the job, starting the next day.

  She was thrilled. ‘I can’t wait.’

  It was what they call a baptism of fire for her that first evening, with all the kids clamouring to have her feeding or washing them, brushing their hair, giving them cuddles .
  . . She went home exhausted.

  ‘She was good,’ said Mike. ‘Do you think she’ll come back?’

  Lizzie did come back; she kept on coming and she soon settled into our routines and idiosyncrasies. She made such a difference to all our lives. She really got stuck in and got to know all the
  funny things about the children. They idolised her. She loved it all – mess, bubbles, noise, everything. She was particularly good at getting them ready for bed and calming them down as she
  read stories to the older ones and sang songs to the babies.

  Two or three mornings after Lizzie started, one of the ladies in the village came and knocked on our door.

  ‘Hello?’ I said with a smile as I opened it.

  ‘I need to have a word,’ she said, keeping her voice to a whisper, and glancing over her shoulder before she continued. I expected the KGB to come round the corner any moment.

  ‘It’s about Lizzie Hopkins.’

  ‘Yes . . . OK.’ I tried to look suitably serious.

  She leant towards me and spoke in little more than a whisper, as if we were conspirators. ‘Are you aware that she lives in a council house?’

  Somehow I managed to keep a straight face, though I was giggling uncontrollably inside. ‘Oh no!’ I replied, in a shocked voice. ‘Really?’

  ‘Don’t worry,’ she continued. ‘You weren’t to know.’

  ‘Thank you for telling me,’ I said.

  She turned and walked off, nose in the air. I closed the door and at last I could let out the laughter.

  I think she thought I was taking her seriously. She probably went away happy that I would be sacking Lizzie immediately. Aren’t people funny? I’d seen her before and I knew she lived
  at our end of the village, which she obviously thought of as the ‘posh’ end.

  Sonnington was a quaint old village, a community of two halves. And this woman clearly didn’t think we should mix with the other end.

  But although we lived in a big house, which we needed for all our foster children, in the ‘posh’ part of the village, we didn’t fit the required profile . . . what with all our
  ‘unruly’ kids (which they weren’t at that stage; they were just normal, lively toddlers) and our unconventional ways. I think they thought I was a hippy, with all my flowing
  skirts and long curly hair, so that didn’t help. But nonetheless, I suppose this snob-woman presumed that even I wouldn’t want to employ someone from a council house! If it wasn’t
  so laughable, it would have been outrageous.

  ‘So are you going to give Lizzie the sack?’ Mike grinned when I told him about my snooty visitor that evening.

  ‘No way!’ I exclaimed. ‘The children adore her – she’s their Mary Poppins, and ours too. Lizzie is an angel.’

  ‘Yes, she’s made our lives a lot easier.’

  ‘And more fun too. I couldn’t do it without her now.’

  ‘You’re right,’ agreed Mike. ‘She’s worth more than a hundred of Sonnington’s posh matrons.’ He paused. ‘But what if they try to frighten her
  off?’

  ‘I don’t think our Lizzie would frighten easily!’ I smiled, hoping I was right.
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  Bush-Baby

  One evening, all the children were asleep, Lizzie had gone home and we’d had our supper. Mike put the bins out and I made us a hot drink to
  take into the sitting room. Much as I loved playing with the kids all day, and even doing the chores for them, this last hour or two before bedtime was always a calm haven to cherish some down time
  – just the two of us.

  I picked up my knitting, while Mike read the local evening paper.

  ‘Oh dear!’ he exclaimed, showing me the front page headline:

  
    
      ABANDONED BABY ON

	  ASHBRIDGE COMMON

    

  

  ‘Poor little scrap,’ he murmured.

  ‘But that’s only two or three miles away,’ I said. ‘Read it out. What does it say?’

  ‘Underneath the headline it says “Newborn baby found under bush”.’

  ‘Really? Was it alive?’

  ‘I don’t know. Let me find out. “An elderly couple were walking their dog across the common, when he ran off. They called him, but he wouldn’t come back, so they went
  after him. As they approached the far end of the common, where their dog had stopped and laid on the ground, they heard a baby’s cry.” ’

  ‘So it IS alive,’ I said, letting out a sigh of relief.

  ‘Yes.’ He read on.

  ‘ “As they reached their dog, he was lying down next to the baby, licking its face.” Clever dog,’ added Mike.

  ‘So their dog found the baby? I suppose he was following his instincts – trying to warm the baby up.’

  ‘Yes. I’m sure that’s it.’

  ‘So what did the couple do with the baby?’ I asked, impatient as ever. Babies and toddlers were my favourite people. An abandoned newborn baby seemed like the worst kind of crime, to
  me. But there was also the niggling feeling that the mother must have been desperate to have no other choice but to abandon her baby. Maybe she was under age, or the baby’s father was a
  rapist, or . . .

  ‘It says, “the baby had been hidden in a grassy hollow, under a leafy bush”. There’s a photo of it.’ He turned the paper round for me to see.

  ‘Look at that sheltered spot,’ I said, reassured. ‘Whoever left the baby there must have wanted to hide it but also protect it. Maybe they were confused – perhaps they
  felt they had no choice, or maybe there were mental health issues . . . but at least the baby was sheltered from the worst of the weather.’

  ‘Yes, except surely it would have died if those people’s dog hadn’t found it?’

  ‘I suppose so. But this baby didn’t die. He or she was meant to be found.’

  ‘Surely they would have left it by a hospital or police station if they had wanted someone to take it in?’

  ‘Are there any more details? Go on.’

  Mike found his place again. ‘It says: “The baby was snugly wrapped in an adult’s woollen cardigan, inside a pillow case. The couple who found the baby took it back to their
  car and drove it straight to the hospital.”

  ‘Why do they keep calling the baby “it”?’ I protested. ‘This baby is not a thing – it’s a little person. A she or a he. Don’t they
  know?’

  ‘Wait a minute. There’s a bit more. Maybe it will tell us . . . “The police held a press-conference this afternoon, to make a brief statement”,’ he continued
  . . . ‘You’ll be glad to know it’s not an it . . . it’s a she – a baby girl. She was found under a laurel bush, so the nurses gave her the name Laurel.’

  ‘Oh, that’s a good name. Did the doctors check her over?’

  ‘Yes, it says here that when they took away the cardigan, they found she had a head injury. So they’re treating it.’ Mike sighed. ‘That’s all it says about the
  baby. At the bottom of the article it just says the police have asked for the mother to come forward, in case she needs medical help.’

  As I got into bed that night, I couldn’t stop thinking about that poor little babe, wounded as soon as she was born. What could have happened? How? Who had placed her under the bush? Would
  the mother come forward? . . . so many questions going round in my head. And most of all, would she need to stay in hospital, or would they put her into care? Would they ask us to take her? I knew
  there were a few other carers in our area, but I hoped they would bring her to us.

  It was now about two months since Daisy and Paul had arrived at our house, and they had both settled in very well. They never mentioned their dad, or asked when he would come
  to see them, which was unusual for newcomers.

  But that Saturday morning, the morning after we’d read about little Laurel, Rocky rang and asked to visit the next day.

  ‘I’ll be there to pick them up at two o’clock,’ he said. ‘Get them ready and tell them I’m coming.’ Never a please or thank you from Rocky. But that was
  just his brash manner. I knew he didn’t mean to be rude. It worried me that he wanted to take them out, but the social worker had said that was OK, so we couldn’t stop him.

  The next day, after an early lunch, I picked out some clothes from my drawers of spares – a pretty pink dress with embroidered flowers and a full skirt for Daisy; a smart blue and red
  shirt and shorts outfit for Paul.

  ‘I like this dress,’ said Daisy with a smile, as she twirled round to look at herself in the mirror. ‘Can I keep it?’

  ‘Yes, of course you can.’

  At about ten to two, Daisy and Paul sat themselves on the bottom of the stairs, facing the front door. They wanted to be there ready for their dad when he came. I brought a kitchen chair out to
  the hall and sat with them, to keep them company, while Lizzie fed the baby and Mike played sponge-ball cricket with the others in the garden.

  The children were in quite a state of excitement. Daisy wore a permanent smile as she smoothed out the skirt of her dress. ‘Pretty,’ she said with a sigh. ‘I hope Daddy like
  it.’

  ‘I’m sure he will,’ I reassured her.

  We could hear the seconds of the hall clock ticking slowly by. Two o’clock came . . . and went. Five past two, ten past . . .

  ‘When will Daddy come?’ asked Daisy, while Paul was clambering up and down the first few steps in his impatience.

  ‘He should be here soon.’ I hoped he would, but I had the sinking feeling that he wouldn’t. This had happened before, many times, with most of the children I’d fostered.
  Usually there was some kind of excuse. A phone call, perhaps to say they would be late. Or they would call later to say they’d been delayed or had to go somewhere, which probably meant
  they’d forgotten to come, or had better things to do. We soon got to know the ones with genuine excuses and those who couldn’t be bothered. But the worst thing was when someone
  didn’t even let us know. It was so hard on the children.

  I tried to get Daisy and Paul singing nursery rhymes with me, but that didn’t work. ‘No sing,’ pleaded Daisy. It must have been my voice that put them off. The clock seemed to
  be ticking faster now; quarter past, half past.

  ‘Come on, kids,’ I said, trying to sound cheerful and sympathetic at the same time. ‘I expect Daddy’s been held up. Let’s go out and play with the others.
  We’ll hear the doorbell if it rings.’ We used to have a loud outside ringer, with the garden being so long.

  ‘Daddy not coming?’ asked Daisy, close to tears, struggling to hold them back.

  ‘Maybe, sweetheart, but I’m sure he will come if he can.’

  She could not contain herself any longer. The tears started to flow down her cheeks and I sat with them on the stairs, one either side, with my arms round them. When Paul saw that Daisy was
  crying, that set him off as well. I dabbed at each of them in turn with my hankie.

  ‘I want Daddy,’ sobbed Daisy.

  ‘Dada,’ repeated Paul.

  ‘I know,’ I said, giving them cuddles.

  It was time to take their minds off their dad and try to cheer them up. I had a special cache of new toys for this sort of situation. ‘I know what we can do.’

  ‘What?’

  ‘Come on.’ I picked up Paul and took Daisy’s hand. ‘Let’s go upstairs. I’ve got some special toys hidden away. Do you want to come and see what they are? We
  could play with them if you like.’

  ‘Yes.’ Daisy sniffed and tried to wipe away her tears with her other hand. Part of her wanted to come, but her heart wasn’t in it. She kept looking back, in case he came. Paul
  was different. I suppose, at that age, he might only have had a vague memory of his father, or none at all, but he was affected by Daisy’s tearfulness.

  I took them up to the old sailor’s chest in our bedroom, opened it and pulled out some special toys. We played with them for a while, but I could tell that Daisy was still distracted. She
  kept looking out of the door.

  I took them down to join the others, but she insisted on sitting on the stairs again, so Paul joined her.

  ‘Daddy come soon?’ asked Daisy.

  ‘No, darling. Daddy won’t come now.’ A few more tears, but still she sat doggedly on the bottom step, while I took Paul to join the others. Mike looked a bit frazzled, but
  Lizzie was still playing, while feeding baby Katie. What would I do without her?

  Even when tea was ready, it was quite a job to persuade Daisy to come to the table. She ate very little.

  Afterwards she went straight back to her place on the stairs. But not for long. It was soon time for baths and bed. I think she would have stayed where she was, if she could, till she fell
  asleep, so I had to coax her to come up with us. ‘Look, sweetheart. Daddy won’t come now. It’s too late – nearly bedtime.’

  Next morning, when the phone rang during breakfast, I thought it might be Rocky, to make his excuses. Daisy obviously thought the same and followed me out to the hall. But when
  I picked up the receiver, I heard a woman’s voice.

  ‘Please could you hold on a moment?’ I asked her, then turned to Daisy.

  ‘It’s not Daddy, sweetheart,’ I said to her. ‘It’s a lady.’

  ‘Not Daddy?’ she looked forlorn.

  ‘No, Daisy’. I shook my head to make it clear.

  She plodded slowly back into the kitchen, where Lizzie was helping us that morning. I think it must have been half-term.

  ‘Sorry about that,’ I said to the woman on the phone.

  ‘That’s all right, Mrs Merry. It’s Social Services here.’

  ‘Oh yes?’

  ‘Did you by any chance see an item on the local news a couple of days ago, about a baby found abandoned under a bush?’

  ‘Yes, I did.’

  ‘Well, her name is Laurel and we need a temporary placement for her while we try to find her family. Will that be possible, do you think?’

  ‘Yes,’ I said with a smile. I was glad they were letting us have her.

  ‘More often than not, the mother does come forward. But this is an unusual case.’

  ‘Yes, that’s what I thought.’ I paused. ‘They said in the paper that she has a head injury. Is that something that would need treatment?’

  ‘I believe it wasn’t as bad as they feared; just superficial, with no fracture or anything. It’s been stitched up and Laurel is making good progress. She’s still in the
  hospital at the moment, but the place is surrounded by the press and we need to get her away from all that. Can you take her today?’

  ‘Yes, we’d love to have her. Today will be fine.’

  As I put the phone down and returned to the supervised mayhem in the kitchen, I had a brainwave. This would be just the thing to take Daisy’s mind off her father’s no-show. So I told
  all the children we would be having another new baby in the afternoon. Then I took Daisy aside.

  ‘And Daisy, I’d like you to help me look after her when she comes. Will that be all right?’ I smiled to encourage her.

  She paused for a moment, then smiled back. ‘Yes please.’

  I prepared the cot for baby Laurel and piled up some soft, white nappies, ready for use. Then I took Daisy to choose a cuddly toy from my secret store. She chose a floppy dog
  and I lifted her up to place it lovingly into the cot.

  When the social worker arrived with baby Laurel, Lizzie had all the other children outside in the garden, but Daisy was with me as I opened the door. The social worker handed Laurel over to me
  and I knelt down for Daisy to stroke the baby’s downy hair.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
The Cast-Off Kids

Trisha Merry

with Jacquie Buttriss

4

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto - New Delhi
A CBS COMPANY






