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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Coco, Lola and Amena and all the children who have passed through my home. It’s been a privilege to have cared for you and to be able to share your stories. And to the children who live with me now: thank you for your determination, strength and joy and for sharing your lives with me.
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ONE

A Waiting Game

Looking across the table at Graham, I chinked my glass with his.

‘Cheers,’ I said, before I took a sip of my white wine. ‘It’s great to see you again.’

‘It’s been a while, hasn’t it?’ he smiled, his blue eyes twinkling.

Graham and I had known each other for years and we’d dated in the past. But we had gradually come to the realisation that we were both so busy that neither of us could commit to anything serious. We still cared about each other though and we liked to meet up from time to time for a walk or, like tonight, a meal out, but lately that’s as far as it went. My fostering meant that I rarely had the time or indeed the energy for a night out. Graham had his own commitments too. He was a physiotherapist and during the week he mostly worked away at his friend’s practice on the other side of the country. He also had family abroad so he liked to use his holidays to go and visit them. It had been months since we’d managed to meet up but it was lovely to finally spend some time together again.

‘So,’ he asked, taking a sip of his red wine. ‘Are things as busy as usual?’

‘Yep,’ I smiled.

It always was when it came to fostering. Sadly, the number of children being taken into care was only increasing while the number of foster carers was declining so there were never enough homes for them to go to.

‘Who have you got with you at the moment?’ he asked. ‘Although I know you’re probably not allowed to say much.’

Graham had known me long enough to understand that for confidentiality and child protection reasons, I would never disclose any personal information about a child or why they’d been taken into care.

‘Well, you’ve actually caught me at a quietish time,’ I explained. ‘I’ve just had a sibling group of four kids leave.’

‘Four?’ he gasped. ‘No wonder I’ve not heard much from you in a while.’

‘Yep, three girls and a boy,’ I replied. ‘It has been pretty full-on, to be honest.’

Riley, five, and his sisters Lula, six, Katie, seven, and nine-year-old Maddie, had been with me for the past six months. Their mother, Carlie, was a single parent who had been preyed on by a series of abusive men who had seemingly just used her and her flat as a place to take or deal drugs. All of the children had different fathers and slowly, with drugs all around her, Carlie had eventually been sucked into that lifestyle too. When the children had been taken into care, Carlie had just found out she was pregnant with twins who, more than likely, would be taken away from her at birth.

In the past year, as Carlie’s drug addiction had worsened, the children had largely been left to look after themselves. By the time they’d come to me, they were dirty, hungry and traumatised. It had been a hard few months but consistency, boundaries and a routine had given them safety and security, and gradually they’d started to trust me and their behaviour had improved.

Eventually, Carlie’s mother and sister, both of whom she’d been estranged from for years, had taken on the four children between them under an arrangement that was known as Kinship Care, where relatives or other adults who have a close connection to a child agree to care for them. They lived hundreds of miles away at the other end of the country but it was the fresh start the children needed. Sadly, Carlie had stopped coming to contact sessions to see them and had refused to cooperate with Social Services any more. In fact, at this point in time, they didn’t even know where she was.

Children this age were never going to be healed overnight but with family around to love and support them, hopefully the four of them could start to work through it.

Even though it had been an intense few months, the house seemed so empty and quiet without the four of them tearing around. Riley had been wild when he had first come to me but slowly, a loving little boy had emerged and the girls really looked after their little brother.

‘I don’t miss the noise and the constant mess but I miss their little faces,’ I told Graham wistfully. ‘But I’ve already got a new placement.’

As usual there had been no time to mope. Literally hours after they had left, I’d got a call from my agency asking if I could take on another child. Amena was fifteen and a refugee from Somalia. She and her mother, Hodan, had been in the UK for several years but her aunt had suddenly become seriously ill in France and Hodan had gone to look after her. Amena had been with me for a couple of weeks and she was a sweet girl. Even though she was a teenager, I didn’t feel comfortable leaving her on her own in the house at night because she hadn’t been with me that long. Babysitters had to be over twenty-one and police-checked, so I’d asked my long-term foster daughter Louisa to come round and sit with her.

‘I’ve left her with Louisa,’ I told him. ‘So I can’t be late back, I’m afraid, as she’s got work in the morning.’

‘How is Louisa?’ asked Graham.

‘She’s great,’ I nodded. ‘Can you believe Edie is two already?’

I’d taken Louisa in as a teenager after both her parents had died in a car accident. She was all grown up now – she worked as a nanny, was married to Charlie and they had a daughter called Edie. Although I’d never formally adopted Louisa, she was for all intents and purposes like my biological daughter and Edie called me ‘Nana’.

‘She’s the sweetest little thing,’ I smiled. ‘She’s talking now and she’s so funny. She likes bossing me around as she knows she’s got me wrapped around her little finger.’

‘Have you got any photos?’ he asked.

‘Are you joking?’ I laughed. ‘I’ve got a phone full of them.’

I’d just got my mobile out of my bag to show Graham a picture of Edie when it started buzzing in my hand.

‘Oh,’ I laughed. ‘That made me jump.’

I glanced at the number on the screen.

‘It’s my fostering agency. I’m so sorry, I’d better answer this.’

Graham nodded. We’d been in this situation all too frequently before when our dates had been cut short by a call from Social Services or my agency.

I’d been with my agency for years and I pretty much knew all of the staff there. One of the duty workers, Janet, was calling.

‘Hi Maggie,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry to disturb your evening but Social Services have just been in touch. They’re urgently looking for a placement for two young children who’ve just been taken into care tonight.’

Not all agencies took on emergency placements but mine was one of the few in my area that did. Janet didn’t have many details at this stage but I listened as she explained more.

‘I’m afraid I’ve only got the briefest of details but sadly it looks like a neglect case,’ she said. ‘Police arrested the mum and it turns out that she had two kids who had been left home alone.

‘It’s two little girls,’ she added. ‘I’m afraid I don’t have their names or ages but the social worker will be able to tell you more.’

Social Services needed somewhere for them to go tonight while they assessed the situation and the police interviewed their mother.

It was nearly 9 p.m., and the thought of two little ones not having anywhere to go on a dark, freezing February night made me feel sick. I had two designated bedrooms for my fostering – Amena was in the smaller one, which meant I had a larger room with bunk beds and a single bed sitting there empty. I knew I couldn’t say no.

‘Poor little things,’ I sighed. ‘I’d be happy to help. Where are they now?’

Janet explained that they were currently with the out-of-hours social worker – a woman named Arti – at their mother’s flat. The children were being taken into care under an Emergency Protection Order, known as an EPO. This was reserved for children who Social Services felt were most at risk and needed to come into the care system as soon as possible. Judges were available 24/7 to issue EPOs but it could take anything from an hour or more for the paperwork to come through.

‘I’ll ring Arti back and tell her that as soon as the EPO comes through, to bring them straight to you,’ Janet added.

‘OK,’ I replied. “I’m out at the moment but I’ll get home as soon as I can.’

As I hung up and put my phone down on the table, I could see the disappointment in Graham’s eyes.

‘I’m sorry,’ I sighed. ‘An emergency placement has come in – two little ones who’ve just been taken into care.’

‘It’s OK,’ he replied. ‘I know it’s part and parcel of the job. Let’s catch up another time.’

I nodded, but I think we both knew that that probably wasn’t likely to be anytime soon. I gave him a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek and grabbed my handbag.

As I rushed out of the pub to my car, I felt incredibly guilty. This was why it was so difficult as a single foster carer to ever meet anyone or hold down a serious relationship.

But as I drove the twenty-minute journey home, all I could think about were those two little girls. I didn’t know their names or ages yet, but I could imagine their fear at being taken away late at night by strangers.

I went through the usual checklists in my head. Thankfully I always had the bedrooms made up with clean bedding for situations like tonight. All those years ago in my early twenties when I’d started fostering, I’d learnt that children came into care suddenly and at all times of the day and night. Being as prepared as possible really helped to save time. I had a huge cupboard of essentials, such as clean towels, toothbrushes and flannels. I also had underwear, socks and pyjamas and a few basic clothes in as many sizes as I could store. I tended to grab stuff from the supermarket or the shops when there was a sale on. I didn’t know these girls’ ages yet but I was sure I would have something that would tide them over until the following day when I could get to the shops. I also had nappies and a few baby essentials in the loft but I hadn’t got the impression from the duty worker that these girls were babies.

Finally, I was home.

I walked through the front door to find Louisa watching TV in the front room.

‘Oh, you’re back early,’ she said. ‘You must have eaten quickly.’

‘I didn’t even have time for dinner sadly,’ I told her.

I explained about the call from Social Services and that two children were on their way to me that night. Louisa had grown up around my fostering throughout her teenage years so she was used to kids coming and going at all times of the day.

‘Poor things,’ she sighed. ‘They must be so scared.’

She’d always been empathetic to what other children were going through in a strange new environment as she’d been through it herself all those years ago. But having Edie had given her a deeper understanding of how terrified little ones must feel.

‘I can stay a while, so is there anything I can do to help you get sorted?’ she asked.

‘That’s really kind of you, lovey, but there isn’t really much I can do at this point,’ I told her. ‘You know me, the beds in the big bedroom are already made and I’ve got PJs and toothbrushes in the cupboard. I’ve got enough stuff that we can make do tonight.’

I wasn’t sure if the girls would be coming with any belongings. Sadly, when it came to neglect, most children arrived with either nothing or a black bin bag of tatty, dirty clothes.

‘I’ll leave you to it then,’ said Louisa. ‘Let me know if there’s anything I can do. I can always nip out to the big supermarket for you.’

‘Thanks, flower,’ I smiled. ‘That’s sweet of you. I’ll drop you a text tomorrow.’

She explained Amena was upstairs reading.

‘She’s been no bother,’ she told me. ‘She’s such a sweet girl.’

‘I’d better go and tell her what’s going on,’ I said.

I stood on the doorstep and waved Louisa off. As I was closing the front door, my phone beeped with a text.

Hope it all goes OK. It was lovely to see you (briefly!). Graham x

I still felt guilty for leaving so abruptly when we hadn’t seen each other for ages.

Sorry, I replied. Let’s try and meet up again another time x.

Now I had to focus on the girls who would soon be arriving on my doorstep.

I went upstairs to see Amena who was on her bed listening to music.

‘How are you doing?’ I asked her.

‘Good,’ she said. ‘Me and Louisa watched some TV then I came up here. I got a phone call from my mum too.’

‘Oh that’s good,’ I replied. ‘How’s your aunt doing?’

‘Not great,’ she said sadly. ‘But I know she’s glad to have Mum there.’

I told her about the girls.

‘I’m expecting them to arrive anytime soon,’ I told her.

‘Oh no, that’s really sad,’ she sighed. ‘I bet they’re really scared.’

‘It’s very late for little ones,’ I nodded.

I imagined that they’d be so exhausted they’d just want to sleep, but I wasn’t sure what kind of a state they would be in.

When children suddenly came into the care system because of neglect, they often arrived in the most awful conditions. I’d experienced all sorts of distressing things from children whose hair was crawling with so many lice you could see it moving, to skin that was red-raw and covered in sores because they’d been left to sit in their own excrement.

Even though it was late, there was the possibility they would need a bath. I also dug out some nit shampoo, just in case, as it was always a good temporary measure before I had a chance to get out the lotion and nit comb the following day.

I made myself a sandwich and a cup of tea, all the while listening for the sound of a car pulling up outside.

But by 10.30 p.m. there was still no news.

‘Bed time, lovey,’ I told Amena.

‘When are the new children coming?’ she asked me.

‘I don’t honestly know,’ I shrugged. ‘I’d hoped they’d be here by now but you’ve got school tomorrow and you can see them in the morning.’

‘OK,’ she nodded.

With Amena in bed, I got myself another cup of tea and went into the front room. I was as ready as I’d ever be and there was nothing more that I could do now.

I curled up on the sofa and sat there in the cosy glow of the lamp. I thought of putting the TV on but I knew I wouldn’t be able to focus on anything.

Something told me that I was in for a long night. All I could do now was sit and wait for that knock on the door.


TWO

Clean and Tidy

That knock on the door finally came at 11.30 p.m.

‘Coming,’ I called, jumping up off the sofa.

As I walked out into the hallway, I could feel the adrenalin pumping through my body. I took a deep breath and tried to mentally prepare myself for what I was about to face. I’d fostered many neglected children over the years but it was something that you could never not be affected by. I didn’t think I could ever become hardened to the horrors that some children had been put through by the very people who were supposed to love and protect them. Some of the things I’d seen were just utterly heartbreaking but I always made sure that I kept my emotions in check in front of the kids themselves.

I opened the door to see a petite woman who looked to be in her forties standing there in the darkness. She was wrapped up in a coat with a furry hood and a woolly hat.

‘Hi Maggie,’ she said in a soft voice, showing me her ID. ‘I’m Arti, the duty social worker.’

I could see her warm breath in the cold air and the pavement was already twinkling with frost.

‘Lovely to meet you,’ I smiled but I was distracted by the two little girls standing either side of her. They both had wispy blonde hair and even though they each had a blanket wrapped around them, I could see they were shivering.

‘Come on in,’ I told them gently. ‘It’s freezing out there.’

As they shuffled into the hallway, I could finally see them properly in the light. The girls stared up at me suspiciously with scared green eyes.

‘Maggie, this is Coco and Lola,’ Arti told me. ‘Coco is seven and Lola is three.’

‘It’s lovely to meet you,’ I told them gently. ‘It’s very late and you must both be really tired.’

‘I’m not tired,’ said Lola defiantly.

‘Where’s our mummy?’ asked Coco. ‘Why did the police take her away?’

Arti and I exchanged looks.

‘Remember we talked about this at the flat, Coco,’ she reminded her gently. ‘The police need Mummy to answer a few questions so while she’s doing that, you’re going to stay here with Maggie tonight.’

‘Mummy come back soon?’ asked Lola, looking confused.

‘We’ll know more in the morning, girls,’ I told them gently. ‘We need to get you to bed tonight, then hopefully Arti can talk to Mummy tomorrow.’

Bless them, I thought. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what was going through their little heads right now.

‘Let’s all go through to the kitchen and I’ll get you a beaker of warm milk each and a biscuit,’ I told them.

As I heated the milk up in a pan, something struck me. I’d expected these girls to be dirty and unkempt. Admittedly, I couldn’t see what they were wearing under the blankets but, on the face of it, they looked and smelt clean. Some children who arrived on my doorstep were so dirty that the second I opened the door, I could smell them. Coco and Lola were thin but their faces weren’t gaunt and their eyes didn’t have that blank, dull look that a lot of neglected and abused children had.

When the milk had warmed, I tipped it into two plastic beakers and put a couple of chocolate biscuits on a plate.

‘Here you go, sweetie,’ I said to Coco as I handed her the cup.

‘Thank you,’ she replied in a quiet voice.

Lola also said thank you as I handed her the milk and I was struck by their lovely manners.

‘You have your milk, girls, while I have a quick chat with Arti,’ I told them.

We stood in the kitchen area while they sat on the sofa over the other side of the room. When children have been taken into care, they behave in many different ways. If they’ve had no boundaries or routine at home then within a few seconds of being in my house they can be opening drawers, pulling out the contents of cupboards and jumping on the furniture. Some children are very fearful and quiet. Coco and Lola just sat there, quietly sipping their milk and looking around with a bewildered expression on their faces.

I put the kettle on and made Arti and I a cup of tea.

‘Sorry it took us so long to get you,’ she told me in a low voice. ‘We were waiting for the paperwork to come through from the courts.’

‘That’s OK,’ I replied. ‘To be honest, I thought you’d be a lot later.’

I looked across at Coco and Lola, who were still sitting nicely on the sofa.

‘What gorgeous girls,’ I sighed. ‘And they’re both very well mannered. When Janet told me it was a neglect case, to be honest I was expecting the worst.’

‘Well, as you and I know, Maggie, neglect can take many different forms and it definitely looks like neglect to me,’ sighed Arti. ‘They’d both been left home alone and, from what we can glean so far, I don’t think it was a one-off.

‘Mum is apparently a prolific shoplifter by all accounts,’ she continued. ‘The police threatened to take her down to the station and she panicked and eventually told them about the girls being left alone.’

‘What was the flat like?’ I asked her.

‘It wasn’t dirty as such but very bare,’ sighed Arti. ‘What little furniture there was, was old and threadbare. There were no proper beds – the girls were sleeping on the sofa cushions on the floor. They were frozen to the core. They had piles of blankets but there was no heating or even lights. The electricity bill had obviously not been paid for a while.

‘There were a few candles around. They weren’t lit but who knows what could have happened if the girls had got hold of some matches?’

Poor little mites, I thought. All alone in the dark on such a bitterly cold night.

Just then, Lola started to cough.

‘Are you OK, sweetie?’ I called over to her. ‘Would you like a glass of water?’

She shook her head.

‘She seems to have a bit of a nasty cough,’ nodded Arti. ‘So it’s something to keep an eye on.’

‘What happens now?’ I asked her.

Arti explained that their mum, Zoe, had been taken to the police station.

‘Child neglect is obviously a lot more serious an allegation than shoplifting so they’ve taken her in for questioning. I’m waiting to hear what’s happened and if she’s been charged with anything.’

‘Is there a dad around?’ I asked.

‘I only had time for a brief chat with Mum before the police took her off and she was very upset,’ she told me. ‘But from what I can gather it’s just her and the girls. A dad hasn’t been mentioned.’

She’d checked Social Service’s records and Mum wasn’t previously known to them. Over the next few days, the EPO would give Social Services the chance to talk to Zoe, the police, Coco’s teachers and anyone else involved with the family to try to start building up a picture of their home life.

‘The girls will be assigned a social worker tomorrow so I imagine they’ll get in touch with you in the morning.’

‘OK,’ I nodded.

‘I’m afraid I’d better head back to the office now but you’ve got my number so please give me a call if you need anything else this evening,’ she told me.

‘Thanks so much,’ I replied.

I knew all I could do tonight was to try and settle the girls as best as I could and hopefully they would be able to get some sleep.

‘I’m assuming they didn’t come with any belongings?’ I asked Arti as she put her coat and hat back on.

‘Oh, actually they did,’ she said. ‘Thanks for reminding me. Mum begged the police to let her quickly pack a few things for the girls so they’ve got a bag in the car. I’ll go and get it.’

A minute later, Arti came back in.

‘I’ve left it in the hallway,’ she told me.

She turned to Coco and Lola.

‘Bye-bye, girls,’ she told them. ‘I’m going to go now as it’s very late and you need to try to get some sleep. But Maggie will look after you.’

They didn’t say a word and they looked even more scared as they watched Arti leave.

‘Don’t worry, I can see myself out,’ she told me.

It was nearly midnight by now and I wanted to start trying to get them settled.

‘Right then,’ I smiled. ‘Let’s go upstairs and I’ll show you the bedroom where you’ll both be sleeping as you must be very tired.’

‘When’s Mummy coming back?’ Coco asked me.

‘Remember what Arti said before?’ I said gently. ‘Mummy’s talking to the police at the moment. You’re going to sleep here at my house tonight but we’ll know a bit more in the morning when we talk to your social worker.’

They still looked very confused.

‘Your mummy packed you some things so let’s bring them upstairs with us.’

‘Mummy was sad,’ sighed Lola. ‘She was crying. The polices made her sad.’

‘I’m sure Mummy’s feeling better now and hopefully you can see her very soon,’ I told them. ‘Let’s go and get your bag and have a look at your bedroom.’

I walked out into the hallway expecting to find a bin bag or carrier bags, particularly as it had been so rushed, but there was a large holdall by the front door.

I carried it upstairs and the girls followed me.

‘I’ve got a big girl called Amena staying with me at the moment and that’s her room,’ I told them, pointing to the other bedroom door. ‘So if you hear anybody in the night going to the toilet then that will probably be her.

‘And that door there is my bedroom,’ I added, pointing down the landing. ‘So if you need anything at all in the night, or you’re worried or scared, you can shout for me or come and get me.

‘And this is the bedroom where you’ll be sleeping,’ I told them, pushing open the door.

They followed me in nervously but I could see that they were curious.

‘Coco, you could sleep on the top bunk if you want and Lola on the bottom?’ I suggested.

Coco shook her head.

‘I might fall out,’ she said.

‘That’s OK,’ I replied. ‘There’s another bed over there so neither of you need to have the top bunk.’

On each of the beds, I’d put a towel, a toothbrush and a teddy to make them feel more at home. Now they’d put their blankets down, I could see they were both wearing pyjamas. Both pairs were very worn and faded and Coco’s were much too small for her – the legs and the sleeves were too short and her belly was peeking out from below the top. But they seemed clean and from where I was stood, I could smell the fresh scent of washing powder.

Their hair needed a brush but it wasn’t matted or dirty and their nails were clean and their skin pink and soft. The heating was on so they’d started to warm up and they looked clean and comfortable so I decided that a bath could wait until the morning.

‘Shall we go and brush your teeth, girls, and get you into bed?’ I said gently.

Coco grabbed her sister’s hand.

‘Come on, Lola,’ she told her in a sweet, almost motherly voice. ‘Let’s go and do a wee wee and brush our teeth.’

They both knew how to use the toilet and wash their hands without any help from me, then they expertly brushed their own teeth.

Afterwards I took them back to the bedroom and helped them both into bed – Lola had the bottom bunk and Coco had the single bed on the other side of the room. They both lay on their backs, looking around them with wide eyes.

I put on the little lamp that was on top of the chest of drawers and turned the ceiling light off so it was more cosy for them.

‘Do you want me to leave that on?’ I asked them.

Lola shook her head.

‘No, we’re used to the dark,’ Coco told me.

I tucked each of them in with the teddy that I’d left on the ends of their bed.

‘I know it’s been a really long, hard day for you both but try to get some sleep and we’ll find out more about Mummy in the morning, OK?’

Coco nodded. Lola didn’t say a word but let out a loud, rattling cough.

‘Do you want a glass of water, lovey?’ I asked her but she shook her head.

‘I’m going to go downstairs now but if you need me, just shout “Maggie”, OK?’

I hoped that they would settle quickly as I could see they were shattered. Often on their first night with me, children did tend to fall into a deep sleep as they were so exhausted after the trauma and the emotion of the day, but I also knew that every child reacted differently.

I turned the landing light on and left the bedroom door ajar. Then I went downstairs and gave my agency a call.

‘Janet, just to let you know that the girls are here,’ I told her as quietly as I could. ‘The social worker’s gone and I’ve just put them to bed.’

‘That’s good news,’ she said. ‘I’m glad it wasn’t too late. How do they seem?’

‘As you’d expect,’ I told her. ‘Very quiet and bewildered but physically they seem OK. They’re clean and they’re well-mannered and seem like lovely little girls.’

‘We’ll hopefully know more in the morning,’ she told me. ‘I’m sure Social Services will be in touch first thing when they’ve got an update on Mum.’

After I’d hung up, I did a bit of tidying up and then crept back upstairs. I peeped in through the door. Thankfully Lola was already fast asleep but Coco was still lying on her back, staring at the ceiling.

‘Are you OK?’ I whispered and she nodded.

‘Are you going to work now?’ she asked me.

I looked at her, confused.

‘No, flower, I’m not going anywhere,’ I replied. ‘I’ll be right here. Remember I showed you my bedroom just down the landing. Try to get some sleep but you can give me a shout anytime that you need me, OK?’

Coco nodded.

‘Night night,’ I whispered. ‘See you in the morning.’

Being left alone at night was clearly something no three- and seven-year-old should be used to but I knew now wasn’t the time to be asking questions. There was plenty of time for that.


THREE

Emergency Dash

It was the screams that woke me. High-pitched, blood-curdling screams that made me sit bolt upright in bed with my heart racing.

‘Mummy?’ yelled the voice. ‘Where are you? Are you back from work? Mummy, please come!’

I leapt up out of bed and ran onto the landing. In the darkness, I could just make out a figure standing there.

Coco.

I hadn’t had a chance to check the time but it was still pitch black outside and I could tell it was still the middle of the night.

‘Mummy!’ she screamed again, tears rolling down her cheeks. ‘Where did you go? Please come back, Mummy!’

I quickly turned on the landing light. I could see by the blank, glassy expression in Coco’s eyes that she was still half asleep. I put my arms around her shoulders, desperate to calm her down and hope that her screams hadn’t woken Lola or Amena up.

‘Coco, it’s Maggie,’ I told her gently. ‘Remember you’re staying at my house tonight? The social worker brought you here earlier.’

She looked up at me, confused.

‘Was it you?’ she asked. ‘Did you take my mummy away?’

‘Coco, your mummy is talking to the police,’ I reminded her. ‘They’ve taken her to the police station to answer a few questions. It’s the middle of the night now but tomorrow I’ll be able to talk to your social worker and find out more about where your mummy is.’

Coco
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