Emergency shelter becomes the only home of some children

Those who look at the hopeful smiles of these children can’t imagine the abuse, pain and abandonment that they’ve already gone through in their short lives. They’re children with biological parents but orphaned of love - something they ended finding in this institution.

It’s Thursday afternoon. The children start to arrive home from school. They walk room and replace their dirty shoes with the comfort of their slippers. While some of them have a shower, others await their turn watching TV or playing some games. It looks like a normal home but it’s not. It’s the Temporary Shelter of the Association for Child Well-Being in Vialonga which currently shelters 21 children that, for several different reasons have been taken away from their families and now await a new future to be decided for them.
‘It’s so beautiful! Can I live here forever?’. Vítor Cardoso, the director, still remembers the words of the first boy that arrived in the shelter when it opened on the 30th of December, 2004. It might be full of laughter but it’s still inhabited by children with dramatic life stories who are still too young to understand them. From physical abuse – even torture, in some cases – to socio-economic needs and abandonment, there is a little bit of everything. Each one of these boys and girls carries a heavy past but is still hoping for a brighter future. The shelter is meant to be a transitional home for these children while their future is not yet defined. According to the director, no child is supposed to stay there for longer than six months. Yet, some of these children have been here since the beginning of the institution.
Most families don’t keep in touch with the children.
Families can visit the children every week, more than once if they want, for an hour per visit. However, the majority of the families never show up. Some of the children spend weeks or even months without getting any visitors. There are also the ones that come to visit their child and don’t even stay for the whole hour. ‘It’s as if they’re coming here because they feel obliged to’, comments Vítor Cardoso.

The Playstation that the director gave the children as a Christmas gift is one of their most popular toys. Especially because of the Karaoke, something that keeps them entertained for hours after school. In the Activities Room, the ‘play chest’ is full of clothes, shoes, necklaces and other objects that they use to play make believe. All rooms are painted with bright vivid colours and the walls exhibit the children’s artwork. Outside, there’s also plenty of room for fun. The garden has a barbecue and an oven that the older children use to bake their own bread. When the warm weather comes, the inflatable swimming pool is one of their favourite places. Going out is also frequent. The children visit the Zoo at least once a year. They also go to the movies, to the theatre or even just out in the countryside for long walks.
None of the children have problems admitting they’re happy in the shelter. A big smile comes with that sentence. However, it’s not easy to get adapted to a new life. The institution has registered to attempts to escape. Both of them happened in the first couple of weeks of their stay there. ‘It’s something you can only solve with a lot of dialogue’, explains Vítor Cardoso. ‘Not just us talking to them but also making them talk to each other, share experiences and make them realise they’re not alone’. Whenever is possible, Vítor – as the boys call him - has dinner with all of them. ‘It’s when they feel they can talk to me as if I’m one of them’, he adds.

One month – that was the shortest a child has spent in the shelter. That child was Pedro, a young boy that was physically abused by his parents and that stayed in the shelter just long enough for the institution to arrange a flight to Africa, so that Pedro could go live with his grandparents. A boy that, despite not having stayed there for long, the staff will not forget. Cláudia Henriques is a social assistant that has been working in the shelter for the past two years. Cláudia takes the children to their medical appointments and attends the parent-teacher meetings at school. Her memory is full of stories she wishes she had never heard of. ‘There was a little newborn that I never forgot. We picked him up straight from the maternity hospital because his mother had tried to strangle him. You could still see the marks on his little neck’, remembers Cláudia. 

The entrance in the shelter marks the beginning of a new life. ‘From the moment a child walks through that door, it’s all about forgetting the past and working on the future’, says Vítor Cardoso. For him, every time a child enters and leaves the institution, there’s ‘an inner struggle’. ‘It’s really hard to see them go away but at the same time I’m happy to know they’re going to have a good life’, he comments. That brand new life can either be with a new family, in an institution or even with the biological family, depending on the court’s decision.

It won’t be long before the sun starts disappearing behind the clouds. A big weekend is ahead – three days because it’s Easter. When they get out of the shower, their clean clothes are lying on their beds waiting for them. Their bags are packed and the children leave for the weekend, with families that have arranged to come and get them. They’re called ‘Friendly Families’ and they’re volunteers that welcome these children in their homes, on weekends and holidays, to show them, even more, what it’s like to be loved.
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