Miss Samantha Jones

                                                The-Children’s-Home
I remember the house well; the enormous, white front door which seemed strong enough to block the whole world out, yet, from being an insider, I knew that everybody was welcome. The narrow door window was always lit with a homely glow and in the cold, darkest of nights, could warm you in just seconds. Many times in my adolescent years, that yellow light held some importance. In moments of suspense or fear, it reassured me that I had reached home.  


I remember the exterior. There must’ve been at least a hundred houses dotted along the broad street, most of which were expensive and well-groomed with the occasional satin curtains pulled back to reveal the luxury within. I cannot lie; the Children’s Home was disappointing compared to those. Hung back behind overgrown weeds and tilted trees, it looked more like the orphanage it had been fifty years previously. But, being fourteen years old, I had learned that it was what was on the inside which counted. 


As I took my first steps into unknown territory, the sharp aroma of cooking filled my nose as the central heating surrounded me. It felt odd entering a place which smelled different to that of dog-piss and accumulating rubbish which was what I had grown used to. 


The first thing I spotted was a large, human-sized mirror pinned against the wall; the tool I’d eventually use to teach myself how to put make-up on. I couldn’t help but shy away from my reflection. I couldn’t stand the person staring back at me.


As welcoming introductions were made, I barely heard a thing as my pulse had begun pounding loudly against my eardrums; the nerves creating a simultaneous dance in my heart. I’d heard all of the rumours, you see; the poisoned lies which some insensitive individual had spread about Children’s Homes. It had grown to become a place which every child in foster care learns to fear. 

But, it seemed, there was nothing to be afraid of. The staff were dressed in ordinary clothes; nothing like the nun-costumes my brain had been warning me of. And there were no bars on the windows or any camera’s watching your every move. 

There had been nine or ten members of staff in total; the people I would remember for the rest of my life. The inside of the office was layered with several different personalities and it felt good to be in a place where differences were celebrated rather than mocked. 
Initially, my own personality clashed with the strict, checklist-followers who seemed to know every trick in the book. I got on well with the youthful, bubbly members who’d tell a joke or break into song on the saddest of days; the ones I could pretend were friends rather than carers. 


But, as months slowly trailed by, I began enjoying the company of the mature members who loved sharing special recipes and secrets on how to survive in the adult world. It was these people who taught me how to cook a meal and how to finance my money. 
The one thing which all of those personalities had in common though, was that they were the ones who moulded me into who I am today. 

As I was shown around the building, I admired the bright colours which defied my perception that everything would be grey. There were paintings hung up on the wall by ex-residents, as well as a large television and computer, which confirmed I could still have fun here. 


In the first few days which followed my arrival, I gradually began to unpack my belongings and make the bedroom my own. I slowly caught onto the characteristics of the staff team and, with the help of the other residents, learned the ones I could manipulate and bend the rules with, as well as the others who knew what mischief I was up to before I even knew myself. 


Like everyone in this world, I wasn’t the best behaved of teenagers. I navigated arguments and wrote thousands of complaints over the pettiest of things. However, the one thing which made it easier was that, unlike in foster homes, there was a new member of staff working everyday; a new leaf to be turned over. 

Luckily, I still had my school intact; something I recognised from my previous life. Yet on my first day back there, it felt strange somehow. 


To begin with, I was reluctant for anyone to know. My new ‘Child-from-a-Children’s-Home’ status made me ashamed, despite being reassured that it wasn’t my fault I’d been taken into care. It quickly began to grow into a dirty, little secret which, however much I tried, I couldn’t wash away. 


On the slow walk through the corridors, it felt like every kid I passed was whispering and greeting me with confused eyes. But that was nothing out of the ordinary; I’d always been an outcaste at that school. 


I couldn’t stand the sympathetic glances from the teachers either, they’d obviously been informed of my new ‘circumstances’ and had been told to cut me some slack. I couldn’t help but blush in embarrassment every-time my scruffy handwriting or late home-work was accepted, in the knowledge that they felt sorry for me. 

There’d been no rehearsed excuses for when my friends began wondering why my usual school walk home had been diverted. Instead, I just looked up at them all, burning in my own shame, until someone picked up on the awkward silence and changed the subject. 


I guess I was embarrassed at the state of my personal life. I was envious of my friends coming from un-broken homes with normal parents and normal lives, yet my own family were all screwed up and our house was falling apart. 


I had literally become Oliver Twist as we studied Charles Dickens in English. Of course, I knew that I wasn’t an orphan; I’d visit my parents once a week at the local contact centre. But I had grown up with my class-mates; I knew the taunts and nicknames they would hurt me with if they ever found out about my new lifestyle. 

As the first few months passed by, I gained a new-found confidence. I had always been a quiet, shy person with nothing to say, yet, pretty soon I had so many things to say, people were getting bored of my voice. It was a good sign that I could be myself around the staff-members who, just a few months before, had been strangers. 


However, I was also bitterly afraid that my parents would feel rejected about the new parental bond I had created with people other than them. Because of this, I refused to call the Children’s Home ‘Home’ and would constantly badger my social worker about my care order. Being young, I believed I’d had everything I wanted when I was under my parents care, but in reality despite having what I wanted, I didn’t have what I needed and that was the most important. 


I tried desperately to hide my improving grades or expanding smile, worried that people would think I was settling down and prevent me returning back to my parents. I now understand that no matter how much I tried to hide it, people could tell by looking at me that I was happy here. 

As changing years sailed by, I remained at the Children’s Home, despite barely being a child anymore. The staff witnessed me go through turbulent changes throughout my youth, some good yet others bad. But all in all, it was the place which saw me complete the transition of child to adult. 


Of course, it would be untrue to say I had a terrific childhood. No matter how much fun I had through the years, nothing could replace the uncertainty I had been faced with when I was forced away from my parents. However, it would be the complete opposite if I said I had had a bad childhood and everyone around me would know that wasn’t true. I have no regrets and if I could, I’d go through it all over again. 


Occasionally, I’ll catch an episode of Jeremy Kyle or read an autobiography. It amazes me how so many people use the fact that they were bought up in Children’s Homes as a justification for their bad behaviour, but I’m proof that it doesn’t have to be that way. 


Of course, I cannot deny that there are other stories which contrast to my own; other places where the children were mistreated or neglected. But from living at the Children’s Home I was sent to, I can honestly say, I was one of the lucky ones. 


I remember the final time I left that place. There was a different reflection in the hallway mirror than previously; a person who’d seen a better life, someone who’d shrieked real laughter. And I remember realising then, that I’d never find anywhere else which would ever feel quite like home. 

