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			Author’s Note

			At present, there are over 100,000 children in care in the UK. A further 50,000 are considered ‘at risk’ and 300,000 ‘in need’. These children are still living with their families and the parents are given support and monitored by the social services. Some parents are able to make the necessary changes so their family can stay together, but others can’t, and the children have to be removed. I felt with Janie and her three children that it could go either way. This is their story.

		

		
			Chapter One

			Early One Morning

			It was still dark as I parked outside 32 Bridge Street. There were no lights on in the ground-floor maisonette I was visiting, which wasn’t a good sign. Janie was expecting me. She and her three children should be up by now, getting ready to leave for school on time, which they hadn’t been doing. Janie had received an official letter warning her that if she didn’t ensure her children attended school regularly and on time, she could be prosecuted. It wasn’t an idle threat. Over 10,000 parents are prosecuted for their children’s non-attendance at school in England every year, resulting in fines and even imprisonment.

			I opened my car door and got out. The chilly early-morning air hit me. It was 7.40 a.m. on a grey, overcast day in late January. The two-bedroom maisonette where Janie and her children lived was in a row of similar properties. Most of the occupants were local authority housing tenants; Janie didn’t know any of them. A low brick wall and small patch of lawn separated each front door from the pavement. Janie had been given help finding this property, having fled an abusive partner. She was in receipt of financial support in the form of various benefits, and practical support in the form of me.

			Having decided to retire from full-time fostering the year before, I was now working part-time as a family support worker (FSW), as well as doing occasional respite fostering. I’d been a foster carer for thirty years and felt I had something to offer. The local authority had felt so, too, for the role of FSW had been their suggestion. I’d taken a few months off last year after my last foster child had left, to spend more time with my family, catch up with friends and, with the help of my youngest daughter, Paula, redecorate most of the house. I’d then received the referral for Janie and, after an initial meeting, had begun visiting her six weeks ago. Janie was struggling and at present I wasn’t sure if I was making a difference or not. It seemed to be one step forward and three back. But I was trying to stay positive and work out new strategies that might help Janie to keep her children with her and out of foster care.

			I pressed the doorbell and waited. Janie, age twenty-six, wasn’t a bad person but her parenting was giving cause for concern. She hadn’t had much positive parenting herself, so had no role model. A number of unsuccessful relationships hadn’t helped her confidence or self-esteem. Riley, seven, her eldest son, exploited the lack of firm and consistent boundaries, as many children would. His school had raised concerns and at home he’d put himself in charge and challenged or refused to do most things his mother asked of him. He’d also been in trouble with the police. Jayden, five, copied his older brother and together they presented a united front that overrode their mother. Lola, three, was cute and Janie’s obvious favourite, which wasn’t helping the boys’ behaviour. As parents or carers, we can’t have favourites and it was something I would work on with Janie at a later date. But for now, we just needed to get the boys to school on time and Lola to nursery.

			I pressed the bell again. I could hear voices coming from the apartment above but nothing from Janie’s. I pressed the bell for a third time, holding it down for what seemed like ages. As I released it I heard Riley shout: ‘Mum! Door!’

			It went quiet, then a light came on in the hall, a bolt slid and Janie opened the door. Yawning, dressed only in pants and a T-shirt and with sleep-dishevelled hair, it was clear she’d just got up.

			‘Oh, it’s you. My alarm didn’t go off,’ she said, yawning again, and went back down the hall.

			‘Do you know it’s nearly quarter to eight, love?’ I said, following her into the small kitchen-diner. It was a mess. Open takeaway pizza boxes containing the bits no one wanted (strings of onion, etc.), empty crisp packets, beer cans, chocolate biscuit wrappers, paper plates Janie bought to save washing up and other debris littered the small table and work surface. A bottle of lemonade lay on its side, its sticky contents on the floor. Janie stepped in it before I could stop her.

			‘Shit!’ she said. ‘I told the kids to be careful!’

			Why were they unattended in the kitchen? I thought but didn’t ask. The children being unsupervised had already resulted in a number of minor accidents, which had added to the social services’ concerns.

			Riley appeared in his pyjamas.

			‘Hello, love,’ I said, smiling.

			‘Mum, Lola’s done a poo. It stinks,’ he said, disgusted, and disappeared out of the room again.

			Lola was still in nappies and all three children shared the double bedroom. Janie had the single room. It was cramped but this was all the council had available at the time. The boys slept in a bunk bed, and Lola a small cot bed. Now the door to their bedroom was open, I could smell poo.

			‘I need a coffee,’ Janie said.

			‘I’ll make you one and clear up the lemonade while you see to the children. Remember, they need to be eating their breakfast by 8.15 so you can leave for school at 8.30. Have they got their star charts?’

			‘Somewhere,’ she said, rubbing her eyes. ‘Liv was asking about them yesterday.’

			Liv was the family social worker and the star charts, also known as reward charts, had been her suggestion. I’d helped Janie make them. The idea was that each time a child completed an age-appropriate task, like getting dressed, they were rewarded with a star.

			‘Liv was here yesterday?’ I asked, looking around.

			‘Yes, after school. Don’t worry, the place was tidy then – I knew she was coming, not like before.’ Social workers make both planned and unannounced visits. ‘I think it went OK,’ Janie continued, making no attempt to get the children ready for school. ‘When Liv went me and the kids celebrated with a takeaway and some beer.’

			‘Mum, it stinks!’ Riley shouted from his bedroom.

			‘Janie, get the children ready,’ I said. ‘Then we can talk. The children need time for breakfast.’ One of the issues the school had raised was that the children had been arriving hungry. They were all quite thin, as was Janie. I’d tried to put in place a morning routine to allow time for them all to have breakfast.

			‘Mum!’ Riley shrieked again at the top of his voice.

			‘I’m coming!’ Janie yelled back and finally went to them.

			Careful not to tread in the pool of sticky lemonade on the floor, I opened the cupboard under the sink to get a bucket and cloth. I knew they were there, along with some cleaning products, as I’d taken Janie shopping to buy them, among other items. It had been decided I would help Janie budget as she was finding it difficult to make her money last. I was also showing her how to make simple, cheap and nutritious meals. She’d agree that in order to help save money she’d limit takeaways to a treat at the weekend, but it was only Wednesday and I knew the pizza, beer and lemonade would have made a big hole in her budget.

			I filled the bucket, and on my hands and knees began cleaning the floor. I don’t like housework any more than anyone else does, but it had to be done and Janie’s social worker would note how clean her home was and that there was food in the cupboard. As I cleaned, I could hear chaos breaking out in the children’s bedroom. Janie was now in the bathroom cleaning up Lola and the boys were in their bedroom fighting rather than getting dressed. We’d already agreed they would have their baths in the evening when there was more time. Janie was shouting at them to get a move on, and they were shouting back that they couldn’t find their clothes and that the other one was kicking and punching. The boys were either working together against their mother or fighting each other.

			‘I can’t go to school!’ Riley shouted. ‘You haven’t washed my uniform!’

			‘Get it out of the machine then!’ Janie yelled back.

			I looked hopefully at the washer-dryer. One of the many reasons Janie had given for the boys not going to school was that they didn’t have clean clothes to wear. The washer-dryer was full and silent, so I hoped it had completed its cycle during the night and the contents were ready to wear. My hope was short-lived. I paused from cleaning the floor and opened the door of the machine. It hadn’t been turned on and was full of dirty washing including the boys’ school uniforms. I’d been here on Monday and done a load, but with a young family it needed to be done every day. Riley ran into the kitchen followed by Jayden, both in their underpants.

			‘Be careful, the floor is still wet,’ I said.

			Riley pushed past me and began pulling the clothes from the washer-dryer. ‘That’s yours,’ he said, throwing some items of school uniform at Jayden. Then he found his and began sniffing them. ‘Not too bad,’ he said.

			Jayden copied him. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. A seven- and five-year-old sniffing their dirty clothes to make sure they weren’t too smelly. There was nothing I could do now, there wasn’t time. The boys went off to get dressed while I finished cleaning the floor and then filled the kettle for Janie’s coffee.

			Once dressed, Riley and Jayden reappeared and went to the cupboard where the cereal was kept.

			‘Watch them while I get ready, will you?’ Janie shouted from the bathroom.

			‘Yes!’ I called back.

			Over the six weeks I’d been visiting, I’d talked to Janie about the importance of routines and she had accepted that it was better if she was up, showered and dressed before the children. It made for a more relaxed start to the day, and also meant she could oversee them getting ready. It happened occasionally, but more by chance – when Janie couldn’t sleep and got up early to watch television.

			As I helped the boys get their cereal and milk, Lola wandered in barefoot but dressed and sucking a security blanket. I picked her up. Her hands and feet felt cold. In fact, the flat didn’t feel warm. I felt the radiator and it was cold. I checked the thermostat on the wall and it had been turned off, presumably to save money.

			‘Janie, can I put the heating on for a bit?’ I called. My role wasn’t to take over but to support and assist Janie.

			‘I need to top up the card,’ she replied.

			Janie’s home had a pay-as-you-go meter, so energy was paid for in advance using a smartcard. She got help towards her fuel, but the cost was going up. I left the heating off but went in search of socks and a cardigan for Lola. Then I made her some hot oat breakfast cereal, which I knew she liked. I talked to the children as they ate, taking every opportunity to praise them, although Lola didn’t need praise from me as her mother continually told her what a good girl she was, how beautiful she was and how much she loved her, whereas the boys were continually told off and spoken to negatively. Praising them was something I was working on with Janie. I’d once heard Jayden ask his mother if she wished he hadn’t been born, which was very sad.

			By the time Janie came out of the bathroom the children had finished eating and she had just enough time for a coffee, but not breakfast.

			‘Make sure you have something to eat when you get back,’ I said, as she rushed around trying to leave on time.

			I did what I could to help. The star charts hadn’t materialized and when I asked Riley if he knew where they were he said he’d ripped them up and thrown them in the bin. I didn’t know if it was true, but he got another telling-off from Janie, who threatened to tell his teacher and social worker and told him what a bad boy he was. I saw him grin mischievously at Jayden, apparently satisfied that they’d wound her up again.

			Yet despite the chaos and lack of routine, somehow the children were ready to leave at 8.30, so at least they wouldn’t be late for school today, but the morning hadn’t gone well. I was disappointed and I felt we’d taken another step back. I said goodbye to them all on the pavement and wished them a nice day. It wasn’t part of my role to go with them to school.

			‘Are you coming tomorrow?’ Janie asked.

			‘I could, although it’s supposed to just be Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays now,’ I reminded her. The first four weeks I’d come early every weekday morning to help Janie establish a morning routine, but then it had been agreed that I’d just do three. At some point Janie would have to show she could manage alone or with minimum support.

			‘Don’t worry then, I’ll be OK,’ she said, distracted by Riley and Jayden, who were now poking each other. ‘Stop it!’ she shouted at them.

			‘I think it might be an idea if we got together again for a chat to go over a few things, when the children are at school and Lola is at nursery,’ I suggested.

			‘If you like,’ Janie replied tensely, glaring at the boys.

			‘Good. I’ll collect you tomorrow at ten o’clock. We can get your food shopping and have a coffee, then I’ll drop you off after to collect Lola from nursery at twelve.’ My role was pretty flexible, although I’d include a note of our meeting and anything significant that came out of it in my records.

			‘OK, text me a reminder,’ Janie said. Then to the boys, ‘If you don’t stop it now, you won’t play on my Xbox.’ Which was something else I needed to talk to her about.

			Riley and Jayden were underachieving at school and were often too tired to concentrate on their lessons. Riley had told his teacher more than once that he’d been up until midnight (after his mother had gone to bed) playing on the Xbox. He’d then described some very inappropriate adult material, which the teacher had noted.

			I drove home wondering what else I could do to help Janie establish better routines and boundaries so that her children would flourish, and she could enjoy them as well as keep them safe.

		

		
			Chapter Two

			Fighting

			That afternoon I visited my daughter, Lucy, and my little baby grandson, Theo, who was just three weeks old. Lucy had come to me as a foster child and I’d adopted her. She couldn’t have been more loved and cherished if I’d given birth to her, and I tell her story in Will You Love Me? Lucy saw her birth mother, Bonnie, about once a year, and in some ways Bonnie’s chaotic lifestyle reminded me of Janie’s. Bonnie hadn’t been able to make the necessary changes to successfully parent Lucy and had agreed to the adoption.

			As I sat in Lucy’s living room with little Theo in my arms, I knew how lucky I was to have such a wonderful family. I’d been given kind and loving parents, now sadly dead, and although my husband had left when my children were little, they’d grown into well-adjusted, caring, compassionate adults of whom I was incredibly proud. I saw Lucy, her partner, Darren, their daughter, Emma, age four, and Theo as much as possible. Also, my son, Adrian, his wife, Kirsty, and their newborn daughter, Sophia. My youngest daughter, Paula, lived with me and was happy; she was doing well in her career working in the offices of a local manufacturing firm. She’d taken a bit of a dip during the lockdowns of Covid, like many young people, but now that time had passed she was back on track.

			Yes, I felt very lucky and blessed to have my family and sorry for those who didn’t enjoy what I did. I’d spent most of my adult life looking after vulnerable children and working with their parents, so I was aware of the challenges some families faced.

			Lucy and Darren were early-years practitioners, both working in the same nursery. It was where they’d met. Lucy was now on maternity leave and Darren would be home between 5 and 7 p.m., depending on which shift he was on. While Theo slept, I helped Lucy with some housework, then went to collect Emma from school. She was in her second term and her little face was a picture when she saw me. She gave a cry of delight, ran into my arms and we hugged. I carried her school bag, which seemed rather heavy for a little one, and as we walked we chatted about her day at school.

			Once home, I checked Lucy had everything she needed and then, kissing them all goodbye, I left. I knew Lucy had a routine she liked to keep to on school nights so that Emma had time to relax before dinner, after which she had a bath and bedtime stories. Darren helped once he was home. I’d see them again soon, but I didn’t ever turn up without checking first it was all right, as it could have appeared intrusive. The same was true of Adrian and his family, and I was hoping to see them soon.

			Still feeling the cosiness that came from being with my family, I got into my car and was about to start the engine when my mobile rang. Janie’s number showed on the display. Unlike some of the children I’d fostered whose parents hadn’t been given my contact details to protect the children, Janie and I had swapped numbers right at the start. She’d used it a few times, mainly to change an arrangement, and I assumed that’s what she was now doing. She should be home by this time, having collected Riley and Jayden from school.

			As soon as she spoke it was obvious something was wrong.

			‘You need to get here fast before I lose it completely!’ she cried, upset and angry. ‘You need to tell them to get off my back! I’m doing my best.’

			‘Are you at home?’ I asked, wondering if the boys were playing up and making her so agitated.

			‘No, I’m still at the friggin’ school! Can you come?’

			‘Yes, but why are you still at school?’ I asked.

			‘The bitch wants the police involved and I can’t have that. Can you tell them?’

			‘Tell who? What?’

			‘The headmistress. She’s with me.’

			‘Can you put her on?’ I asked, for clearly something had happened but Janie was too wound up to tell me. She sometimes reacted defensively, without forethought, taking a remark personally when it wasn’t intended.

			Ms Porter, the headmistress, however, was very level-headed. I’d met her at a team meeting when I’d first become involved with Janie’s family. All the professionals had met to draw up a care plan to decide what support was needed to help Janie and her children. I’d also seen Ms Porter in the playground when I’d collected Riley and Jayden from school when their mother had been ill.

			‘Mrs Glass.’

			‘Yes. What’s happened? Janie seems very upset.’

			‘I’m with her now. The boys are in afterschool club for the time being while I sort this out. Riley was in a fight with another child and the boy’s mother wants the police involved. She is with my deputy and I will speak to her again soon, and hope we can sort this out without involving the police.’

			‘Was the boy badly hurt?’ I asked, concerned.

			‘He’s got a bruise on his cheek. I think it would be a good idea if you came to support Janie and maybe see her home.’

			‘Yes, of course. I’ll come straight away, although it will take me about fifteen minutes.’

			‘Thank you. We are in my office. Come straight up.’

			With a heavy heart I started the car and headed for Riley’s school, the positive effects of a nice afternoon quickly vanishing. Janie was right, she didn’t need the police involved. In fact, she didn’t need this to happen at all. Although a child of Riley’s age cannot be held criminally responsible – i.e. be arrested and prosecuted – there were other measures the police could take, and the matter would certainly be reported to the social services. Aside from that, Riley shouldn’t be fighting in the first place, but this wasn’t the first time. Riley had a history of attacking other boys and it was thought that some of it was due to the domestic violence he’d witnessed at home during his mother’s previous relationship. That would almost certainly be a contributing factor. I was also concerned about the amount of aggression he saw on television and in the Xbox games he played. Young children’s minds are very impressionable.

			Now school had ended, the main gate at Riley’s school wasn’t security locked and I went straight in, through reception, and up a flight of stairs to Ms Porter’s office on the first floor. I knocked on the door.

			‘Come in,’ she called.

			I tentatively opened the door and went in. It was a large office and Ms Porter and Janie were sitting on stacking chairs in the carpeted area to the right of her desk. Lola was on the floor between them, playing with a toy. She looked up as I entered and I smiled at her.

			‘Thank you for coming,’ Ms Porter said, bringing over another chair. ‘Do sit down. My deputy has persuaded the child’s mother not to involve the police. Riley will apologize to the boy and he will also lose playtime tomorrow.’

			I nodded, relieved. Janie seemed less agitated too.

			‘But Janie has told me she is thinking of putting Riley into care voluntarily,’ Ms Porter continued. ‘She feels she can’t cope with him, and the situation at home would be more manageable if there was just Jayden and Lola. I’m inclined to agree.’

			This was the first I’d heard of it and I didn’t think it was such a good idea. I’m sure Ms Porter meant well, but she wouldn’t necessarily appreciate the implications, nor the way the social services worked. It probably seemed like a quick-fix solution, but the whole point of me supporting Janie was to keep her children out of care.

			‘I think that could make Riley feel very rejected,’ I said.

			‘Well, he should behave himself and do as he’s told!’ Janie said, immediately agitated again. ‘He takes a delight in being a little shit and winding me up. Liv says he could have oppositional defiant disorder.’

			Oppositional defiant disorder (ODD) is when a child is persistently angry, argumentative, resentful and defiant towards authority figures such as parents and teachers. They can also be deliberately vindictive to their peers. I didn’t think Riley had ODD, but I kept quiet as I am one of the old school that believes a lot of behaviour – good or bad – is learnt.

			‘You’ll need to discuss putting Riley into care with Liv,’ I said to Janie.

			‘As Janie doesn’t feel she is able to cope with the arrangements at present, are you able to put in more hours?’ Ms Porter now asked me.

			‘I could, but again we would need to talk to Liv first and discuss how much and what form it would take. Another option might be for Riley to have some respite care,’ I suggested.

			‘So he could stay with you at weekends?’ Janie asked, clearly having thought it through.

			‘Weekends and school holidays are the times when Janie feels she needs most help,’ Ms Porter added.

			‘It’s possible that Riley could have some respite care at the weekends and during the school holidays,’ I said carefully. ‘But it would be for the social services to decide the exact nature of it and which foster carer would best suit his needs.’

			‘As he knows you it would make sense if he came to you,’ Ms Porter said, again not fully appreciating the workings of the social services.

			‘I am registered for respite fostering,’ I said. ‘But it would be for the social worker to decide if coming to me is the best option.’

			‘I’ll ask Liv,’ Janie said.

			‘Yes,’ Ms Porter agreed. ‘And we also need to work on Riley’s anger management. His teacher has talked to him about it.’

			‘So have me and Cathy,’ Janie said. ‘But it doesn’t do any good. The ed. psych. [educational psychologist] sent Riley for therapy but it was boring so he didn’t go.’

			‘A pity,’ Ms Porter said.

			‘I can’t force him!’ Janie replied, taking it personally. ‘His place has been given to someone else now.’

			Which I knew would be true. There is a waiting list of children and young people needing to access NHS mental health services and it has risen in the aftermath of the pandemic.

			We talked about boundaries to encourage good behaviour at home and school, with a system of rewards and sanctions. Janie said she’d tried most things and hoped Liv would agree to Riley having respite care as she was desperate. Ms Porter then took us to collect Riley and Jayden from afterschool club. They were clearly enjoying themselves. Riley was painting and Jayden was playing a game with another child. Both were reluctant to leave. I assumed there’d been nowhere else for them to wait but it had rather rewarded Riley for his bad behaviour.

			‘Riley, Jayden. Time to go,’ Ms Porter said, and they both stopped what they were doing and came over.

			‘I wish they did what I told them first time,’ Janie said. Then to Riley, ‘You’ve got yourself into trouble again. You’re not having the Xbox tonight.’

			Riley shrugged as if he didn’t care, then he saw Ms Porter looking at him.

			‘Sorry, Miss,’ he said.

			‘You should listen to your mother, cooperate, and do as she says,’ Ms Porter said.

			‘Yes, Miss,’ Riley dutifully replied.

			Ms Porter saw us out of the building. ‘Tomorrow is a new day, so no more fighting, Riley,’ she said as we parted.

			‘No, Miss.’

			Going home in my car, Janie told Riley off big time and threatened to put him into foster care if he got in any more trouble.

			‘I’m talking to Liv about it tomorrow,’ she said.

			‘Don’t care,’ Riley retaliated.

			But I’m sure he did. I caught a glimpse of his expression in the rear-view mirror and he looked hurt. I appreciated Janie was stressed and at the end of her tether, but threatening to use foster care as a punishment wasn’t helpful. As well as adding to Riley’s feelings of rejection, if he ever did go into foster care it would start off on the wrong foot.

			I pulled up outside their flat, saw them in, then continued home.

			That evening when my daughter, Paula, returned from work we had dinner and talked about the day we’d had. I mentioned the incident at Riley’s school and what had been said and asked her how she felt about giving Riley some respite care if we were asked. Fostering affects the whole family and would especially impact on Paula, as she lived with me. We’d recently looked after a little girl on respite and although she’d missed her mother there hadn’t been any significant problems and generally it had gone well. But Riley was very different and would present a number of challenges, which I talked through with Paula. Like most foster carers, I share information about the child with my family on a need-to-know basis.

			‘Yes, that’s fine with me, if you want to,’ Paula said.

			‘It might not happen,’ I pointed out. ‘Janie needs to talk to her social worker first. And if Liv does agree to respite care, she might think another family is more suitable, one with a father figure or siblings – I don’t know.’

			‘OK, but if we do have him perhaps start the weekend after next. We are going to see Adrian, Kirsty and little Sophia on Saturday.’

			‘Yes, I know, I hadn’t forgotten, and it won’t happen that quickly.’

			Famous last words! The following afternoon Liv telephoned to ask if I could look after Riley on weekend respite, starting that weekend.

		

		
			Chapter Three

			I Sense Hostility

			I could have said no, but when I heard what Janie had told Liv I couldn’t refuse. Janie was desperate and I felt some responsibility, as I was supporting her. She’d cancelled our meeting in the morning by text saying she was too tired, then Liv had phoned in the afternoon. Despite the promises Riley had made the previous day to try to control his anger and help his mother, he’d been confrontational and argumentative all evening. He’d refused to do what Janie had asked, swearing at her and goading Jayden to behave badly, and had then pushed over Lola. Janie had got angry with Riley and he’d answered back. She’d gone to bed, leaving Riley and Jayden watching the Xbox and they’d all been late for school in the morning.

			‘To be honest you’re the only foster carer free with the experience to manage Riley’s behaviour,’ Liv admitted. I knew there was a shortage of foster carers, and it was true I was experienced in looking after children with challenging behaviour. Often children on respite care are given to new carers as a way of easing them in gradually, but that didn’t seem to be an option here. If Riley was very challenging on respite it was likely to put them off fostering.

			‘What sort of arrangement are you thinking of?’ I asked Liv.

			‘Janie has asked for you to collect Riley straight from school on Friday and then take him into school on Monday morning. But I’ve suggested he goes home first on Friday and you collect him from home, say around five o’clock. Janie has to go to school anyway for Jayden. Then on Sunday you return Riley home around five o’clock. We can trial it for a month and see how it goes.’

			‘All right. I’m visiting my son and his new baby on Saturday so Riley will have to come.’

			‘Sure, but keep an eye on him around the baby,’ Liv said, which did nothing to ease my concerns.

			‘Liv, I would normally go to Janie early for the school run on Friday. Do you still want that to continue as I’ll be there again after school?’

			‘Yes, please, for now, and we’ll review. Janie needs all the help she can get at present.’ Which was certainly true.

			I messaged my family to let them know Riley was having respite care with us at weekends, and I checked with Adrian that he was happy for me to bring him.

			Of course, Mum. Looking forward to seeing you all, he replied.

			My children, now adults, had grown up with fostering and took it in their stride, welcoming each new arrival as family. But I could remember that some of the children we’d fostered had been very disruptive at family gatherings. I could understand why, as being with my family emphasized they weren’t with theirs, although they were always made very welcome. I could also remember the anxiety I’d sometimes felt when a child had been particularly demanding and disruptive. It didn’t exactly make for a relaxing time, but having said that, there are many positive aspects to fostering, which is why so many of us do it for so long. I hoped Riley wasn’t going to be too challenging and we could all have a nice afternoon. To be honest, I would normally let a child settle in first before visiting my family and friends, but I wanted to see little Sophia again. She was only two weeks old and babies grow so quickly.

			Friday morning, bright and early, I was at Janie’s flat again to help her with the morning routine. It was better than last time. They were up, Riley was dressed, Jayden was getting dressed, and Janie was changing and dressing Lola. I waited in the kitchen while they got ready, and washed some dishes. Riley appeared first.

			‘I’m coming to stay with you!’ he said, running in, upbeat and positive.

			‘Yes, for the weekend,’ I said, with a big smile. ‘We’re looking forward to having you. Has someone explained what’s happening?’

			‘The social worker,’ he said, leaping onto the cabinet to reach the cereal. I took down the bowl. ‘What’s your house like?’

			‘I can show you some photographs,’ I said.

			If there’s time, a child pays a preliminary visit to the new carer’s home so it isn’t so strange, but that hadn’t been an option here. I sat with Riley while he ate his cereal (dry) and showed him some photos of my house and garden on my phone. He was interested and asked questions. He liked his bedroom, which Liv had already told him would be just for him. I knew that when Liv had spoken to Riley about coming to stay with me it would have been in a positive light, and I hoped he picked up my enthusiasm too.

			Janie was also looking forward to Riley coming to stay with me but said things like, ‘Peace and quiet for a whole weekend! I can’t wait,’ or, ‘No aggro for two whole days!’ It wasn’t said with a smile, as a joke; it would be hurtful to Riley and do nothing for improving their relationship. I’m sure Janie had no idea how it sounded to her son – as though she couldn’t wait to get rid of him. I appreciated she was looking forward to the break as she was struggling to cope and appeared continually stressed, but what she could have said, and what I would be saying, was, ‘Mummy needs a bit of extra help.’ Or, ‘Cathy hasn’t got any young children to look after so she can spend more time with you.’ Or, ‘Cathy is helping Mummy out.’ Or similar.

			Riley, of course, retaliated. ‘I can’t wait to get away from you!’ he shouted, sticking out his tongue, which was covered in bits of cereal.

			Jayden copied his older brother and stuck out his tongue at his mother.

			‘See what I have to put up with!’ Janie exclaimed to me. Then to Jayden, ‘If you don’t behave you can go to Cathy’s too.’ Again, using the threat of foster care as a punishment.

			With one eye on the clock, I steered the conversation onto safer ground and asked Riley what he liked to eat. I was going shopping and would buy some of his favourite food.

			‘Burger and chips,’ he replied.

			‘You can have that for dinner tonight,’ I said.

			‘And pizza,’ he added. ‘Chicken dippers and chocolate ice-cream.’

			‘That’s a new one, I haven’t heard of that before,’ I said. ‘Chicken dippers with ice-cream.’

			‘No! Not at the same time!’ Riley said, then he realized I was joking and grinned.

			Janie smiled too, which was nice to see as she didn’t often smile.

			They were ready to leave the house on time and outside we said goodbye and see you later. I stopped off at the supermarket on the way home and bought the groceries we needed. I was unpacking the shopping when my phone rang. It was Rania, my new supervising social worker (SSW). Every foster carer – including those who just offer respite care – have a supervising social worker. The role of the SSW is to support, monitor, advise and guide the carer and their family in all aspects of fostering. I’d had a number of SSWs in the past and had met Rania a couple of times. Although she wasn’t directly involved in the support I was putting in to Janie’s family, she was aware of it. Liv had now informed her that Riley was coming to me for respite care at weekends. As a respite carer I was still expected to attend training and meetings, complete appropriate records, have an annual review, follow the ‘safer caring policy’, and have a DBS (Disclosure and Barring Service) check for any criminal record.

			Rania and I talked a bit about Riley and what I had planned for the weekend. She said she’d phone next week to see how it had gone, and reminded me that if I needed help or advice over the weekend to contact the duty social worker. There was now a social worker available out of hours to support foster carers, as in the past too many carers had been left without the help or advice they needed until the offices opened again.

			Rania wished me a pleasant weekend and I finished unpacking the groceries, then I checked Riley’s bedroom. I’d redecorated it a few months ago with Paula’s help and had now put a duvet cover showing animal pictures on the bed. He should be bringing his clothes for the weekend, but I had extras in my box of spares – built up over years of fostering – if he forgot anything. I wasn’t expecting him to bring toiletries; I would supply those.

			Even after thirty years of fostering I’m still slightly anxious before a new child arrives, hoping they will be happy with us and that I can help them and their family. Riley and I knew each other from the support I was already involved in, but staying with me was a new experience for him. I wanted it to be positive and fun, as well as giving his mother a much-needed break. I was planning on taking him to the park in the morning to run off some energy before going to Adrian’s in the afternoon. Then on Sunday I’d ask him what he wanted to do. I assumed he’d also have some schoolwork to complete over the weekend.

			Satisfied I was as prepared as I could be, I spent a pleasant afternoon with a friend, before going to collect Riley at five o’clock.

			Riley, wearing some of his school uniform, answered the door, clearly excited and eager to be on his way. He shot straight past me and headed for my car.

			‘Just a minute!’ I called after him. ‘We need to say goodbye. And where’s your bag?’

			‘Forgot it!’ he cried, and ran back, leaping over the doorstep and disappearing inside.

			‘Janie?’ I called, going in.

			‘In here!’ she replied from the living room.

			I went in. A man with long hair in a ponytail was sitting on the sofa, looking at his phone. Lola and Jayden were next to him eating biscuits and watching a children’s cartoon on the television.

			‘Lola’s dad, Bowie,’ Janie said, nodding in his direction. I knew Lola saw her father, but I hadn’t met him before.

			‘Hello,’ I said, assuming Janie had told him who I was.

			He ignored me and concentrated on his phone. I sensed hostility.

			‘Bowie doesn’t like foster carers,’ Janie explained. ‘His two older kids are in care.’

			‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ I said, feeling uncomfortable, but not knowing what to say.

			He didn’t look up or in any way acknowledge me. Jayden and Lola continued to chew on their biscuits and watch television.

			‘We’ll be off once Riley has his bag,’ I said. ‘Does he have schoolwork to do?’

			‘You’ll have to ask him,’ Janie replied. She was reading the instructions on a packet of microwave rice.

			Riley appeared carrying a well-used plastic supermarket carrier bag, which I assumed contained what he needed for the weekend.

			‘Got everything?’ I asked him.

			‘Yep.’

			‘What about your school bag with you weekend homework?’ I checked.

			‘Forgot it,’ he said, unfazed.

			Janie sighed and glanced at Riley, but really at his age she should have checked he had his school bag when she’d collected him from school. There wasn’t anything I could do about it now, so I told him to say goodbye.

			Jayden left the sofa, came over and gave his brother a hug, which was nice. Lola was going to do the same, but her father stopped her by placing a restraining arm across her. ‘Stay where you are,’ he said gruffly, as if I might kidnap her into foster care. Clearly his experience hadn’t been a good one.

			‘Bye,’ Janie managed to say as he left.

			I felt sorry for Riley, leaving without a proper goodbye, although he didn’t seem bothered – his enthusiasm was undented.

			I opened the car and Riley jumped into the back. I checked his seatbelt was properly fastened, then got into the driver’s seat.

			‘Can we go swimming and to the cinema, and bowling?’ he asked very excitedly, as I started the car and pulled away. ‘A kid at school lives with foster carers all the time and he does loads of stuff with them.’

			‘Good. He’s happy then?’

			‘Yes.’

			Many children who come into care have had very little experience of family outings and activities, so it can seem like a bonanza. I explained my plans for Saturday – park in the morning and Adrian’s in the afternoon, ending with, ‘So you can choose what we do on Sunday.’

			‘Bowling,’ Riley said.

			‘Fine, I’ll book us a time slot. Have you ever been before?’

			‘Yes, lots of times,’ he said at first, then, ‘Not really. My mum keeps forgetting. She’ll take us when she remembers.’

			I glanced at him in the rear-view mirror and my heart went out to him. Like so many children whose families were involved with the social services, he was loyal to his mother despite her shortcomings. She was and always would be his mother. I think it would help parents with children in care to know this and that foster carers don’t try to replace the parents; they just want to help.

		
OEBPS/Images/1.jpg
THE MULTI-MILLION COPY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

CATHY
GLASS

Velpless

Are Riley and his two little
siblings in danger?

H A R P E R

element





OEBPS/Images/Cover.png
Are Riley
and his two
little siblings

in danger?

THE MULTI-MILLION COPY BESTSELLING AUTHO§





