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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Kirsty, Ryan and Louisa and all the children and teenagers 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.


Who Will
Love Me
Now?

NEGLECTED, UNLOVED AND REJECTED.
A LITTLE GIRL DESPERATE FOR A HOME TO CALL HER OWN.

MAGGIE HARTLEY

[image: image]


Contents

Dedication

Title Page

A Message from Maggie

ONE   On the Cards

TWO   Questions

THREE   Tantrums and Truths

FOUR   A Meeting

FIVE   Rejection

SIX   Fall Out

SEVEN   On the Run

EIGHT   A Love Letter

NINE   Time to Say Goodbye

TEN   Calm Before the Storm

ELEVEN   Crisis Point

TWELVE   The Hardest Decision

THIRTEEN   Bye Bye, Baby

FOURTEEN   A New School

FIFTEEN   Peeling Away the Layers

SIXTEEN   New Beginnings

SEVENTEEN   Testing the Boundaries

EIGHTEEN   Breaking the News

NINETEEN   A Rollercoaster Ride

TWENTY   Forever Families

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

A Message from Maggie

Exclusive Sample Chapter

Also by Maggie Hartley

Copyright


A Message from Maggie

I wanted to write this book to give people an honest account of what it’s like to be a foster carer. To talk about some of the challenges that I face on a day-to-day basis and some of the children that I’ve helped.

My main concern throughout is to protect the children who have been in my care. For this reason, all names and identifying details have been changed, including my own, and no locations have been included. But I can assure you that all my stories are based on real-life cases and are told from my own experiences.

Being a foster carer is a privilege, and I couldn’t imagine doing anything else. My house is never quiet, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. I hope perhaps my stories will inspire other people to consider fostering, as new carers are always desperately needed.

Maggie Hartley


ONE

On the Cards

The woman carefully shuffled the pack of cards and fanned them out, face down, in front of me.

‘Pick seven,’ she told me.

After I’d done as she’d asked, she put the cards I’d chosen back down on the table and turned them over one by one.

She smiled.

‘What is it?’ I asked. ‘What can you see?’

‘Ooh, lots of things,’ she said. ‘What would you like to ask me, my dear?’

To be honest, I wasn’t sure, as I’d never done this before. My friend Vicky, who was also a foster carer, had convinced me that having a tarot card reading at home one morning would be a bit of fun.

‘Marjorie’s meant to be really good,’ she’d told me. ‘My sister-in-law swears by her. She sees her every six months.’

I thought it was all mumbo jumbo but she’d persuaded me and so here we were. Vicky was in the kitchen, waiting to have her reading after mine. I don’t know what I was expecting but Marjorie was an ordinary-looking lady in her fifties. It was hard to believe that this woman in jeans, a jumper and fake UGG boots could predict my future, but I was willing to give it a go.

‘I’ve got a question for you,’ I said. ‘When will I be getting more children to foster?’

Marjorie picked up the first card, which had a picture of a king holding a gold disc on it.

‘Ah, this suit of the tarot cards is all about your work and I can see that you love what you do very much,’ she said. ‘In fact, it’s more of a vocation than a job for you. The good news is the cards are telling me that a new child will be arriving soon.’

‘Ooh, how soon?’ I asked.

‘The cards are saying that there’s a child on the way to you as we speak.’

‘Really?’ I gasped. ‘Right now?’

Marjorie nodded.

‘Is it a girl or a boy?’ I asked. ‘How old are they?’

‘That, I’m afraid, I don’t know,’ she said. ‘But if the cards are right then it won’t be long before you find out.’

There were no other surprise revelations in the rest of my reading but I was excited at the possibility that I might be getting a new foster placement.

‘What did she say?’ Vicky asked when I went to get her from the kitchen for her reading.

‘Well, I’m not going to win the lottery or meet the man of my dreams, but apparently there’s a new foster placement on its way to me right now.’

‘That’s brilliant news,’ she said.

I’d been on the available list with my fostering agency for the past couple of weeks but, so far, nothing had come up.

‘I hope she’s right,’ I told Vicky. ‘I’m ready for a new challenge.’

At that time I had two children living with me. Louisa had been with me since her parents had been tragically killed in a car crash five years ago. Alone and struggling to cope with her grief, she’d been painfully shy at first but she had turned into a strong, confident, determined young woman who I was very proud of. She’d recently turned eighteen so she was now an adult and officially out of the care system. Even though I wasn’t legally fostering her any more, she would always be part of my family and she knew she could live with me for as long as she wanted to. She had finished a course in childcare and had just got a job as a nanny for a local family, which she was really enjoying.

Then there was baby Ryan who was upstairs having his morning nap. He was six months old now and had been with me since he was two weeks old when his teenage parents had taken him to hospital, saying that he’d rolled off the sofa and bumped his head. Staff had been suspicious of this explanation as a baby that young doesn’t roll and X-rays had shown he’d also got a fractured rib. An emergency protection order had been issued and he’d immediately been taken into care. The Crown Prosecution Service was still looking into whether there was enough evidence to charge his parents with hurting him. The plan was that Ryan would eventually go for adoption and I was looking after him until then. I had leapt at the chance to care for Ryan. It was heartbreaking to think that a tiny baby had gone through such pain and cruelty at the hands of the two people who were supposed to love him the most. It wasn’t hard to get attached to babies and Ryan was a lovely smiley little boy. He had a lovely thick mop of blond curls and bright blue eyes that made him look like a little cherub. Thankfully, so far he didn’t seem to have been affected by the traumatic start that he’d had to his life.

You might think that I had my hands full with a teenager and a young baby to look after, but the truth was, life was a bit too quiet for me. Louisa was at work all day or out with her friends and Ryan was an easy baby. I liked the noise and the chaos of having several children living with me and I had plenty of room in my six-bed house. My other long-term foster placement, Lily, had gone back to live with her birth mother several months ago and I’d said goodbye to teenage mum Jess and her baby Jimmy around the same time, as they now had their own place along with Jimmy’s dad Darren. Since they’d all left I’d had a few respite placements but now I was hoping for something a bit more long term.

Although I always liked the challenge of stroppy teenagers, my ideal was a child or children under twelve. I found that age group particularly interesting – I liked the endless questions, the funny things they said and the way their minds were like little sponges soaking up everything around them.

Yep, life is a bit too quiet and organised for me at the minute, I thought as I flicked the kettle on to make everyone a cup of tea.

I was putting some digestive biscuits onto a plate when my mobile rang. I recognised the number flashing up on the screen – it was Becky my supervising social worker from the fostering agency I worked for. She’d been my link worker ever since I’d joined the agency well over a year ago and we got on really well.

‘Hi, Maggie,’ she said. ‘I’m not disturbing anything, am I?’

‘If I told you what was going on at my house at the minute you’d think I was mad.’ I smiled, thinking about the tarot card reader in the front room. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘I’ve just had a call from a social worker called Kate Lewis who said she’d worked with you in the past.’

She was at the local authority that I’d worked for before I’d moved to the agency. She’d been the social worker on a couple of placements I’d had way back when I’d first started fostering. I remembered Kate because she was very well spoken and was always perfectly turned out with swishy hair and expensive-looking clothes.

The cases we’d worked on together had been two troubled teens – one of them had threatened me with a gun and the other was a persistent runaway so they had both been a challenge, to say the least.

‘Gosh that was years ago,’ I told Becky. ‘I’m surprised she remembers me.’

‘Well, you must have made an impression as she asked for you specifically,’ she replied. ‘She needs someone to take an emergency placement and she said you were good with tricky cases.’

‘Ah, it’s one of those, is it?’ I asked, wondering exactly what ‘tricky’ meant in this situation. ‘Have you got any more details about the child or how long they’re likely to be with me?’

‘All I know is that it’s a ten-year-old girl and Kate needs an answer ASAP as she has to be placed today.’

Sometimes in fostering, especially when it’s an emergency placement, you have to make a decision based on only the scantiest of information.

‘OK,’ I said. ‘Tell Kate I’ll take her.’

I’d been hoping for a child under twelve and because Kate had asked for me personally I felt obliged to help.

‘Either Kate or I will be in touch when we know more about when she’ll be arriving,’ she said.

‘No problem,’ I said. ‘Speak soon.’

As I hung up, Vicky came into the kitchen with Marjorie the tarot card reader.

‘You won’t believe this, but that was my link worker from the fostering agency offering me a new placement,’ I told them. ‘It’s a little girl. She’s coming today.’

‘You see,’ said Marjorie. ‘The cards are never wrong.’

She left with a big smile on her face, clearly delighted that one of her predictions had come true. Ryan was still asleep so Vicky stuck around for a cup of tea and a chat.

‘Do you need a hand getting the bedroom ready?’ she asked me.

‘I don’t think there’s much to do,’ I said. ‘I’ll probably put her in Lily’s old room.’

I’d recently done a respite placement for a weekend for three siblings so there were bunk beds in there now, as well as a single bed.

‘Do you think I should take the bunks down?’ I asked Vicky. ‘There’s more room in there when it’s just a single.’

‘I’d leave it until you know a bit more about her,’ she said.

She was right. For all I knew, the girl might only be with me for a few days, depending on the circumstances.

‘I’ll be off now, so you can get ready for your new arrival,’ said Vicky. ‘As the cards predicted.’

‘A coincidence, if you ask me.’ I smiled. ‘I’m still not sure I believe in all that and, besides, it’s not exactly a surprise when I’ve been on the vacant list for weeks.’

When Vicky had gone, I woke Ryan up from his nap and began making his lunch. He was such a happy boy and even though I’d disturbed him from a deep sleep, he grinned up at me with his big blue eyes. Ryan was used to having all my attention when Louisa was at work and I hoped the little girl who was on her way to us liked babies and would grow to love him as much as I did. He’d recently started on solids so I was busy mashing some carrot and swede up for him when my phone went.

‘Hi, Kate, it’s nice to hear from you after all these years,’ I said, recognising the well-spoken voice on the other end of the line. ‘My link worker Becky said you’d be calling.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’ve got a case I thought you might be able to help with. It’s a ten-year-old girl called Kirsty.’

‘Becky said it was an emergency placement so I’m assuming she’s about to be taken into care today?’ I asked.

‘Actually, she’s already in care,’ Kate explained. ‘She’s been fostered long term by the same couple since she was a toddler.’

‘Oh, I see,’ I said, surprised.

This case was getting more intriguing, and confusing, by the minute.

‘I haven’t got huge amounts of time to fill you in now but the gist of it is that Kirsty’s lived with Pat and Mike since she was nine months old.

‘This morning she was at home with Pat when she collapsed. Kirsty rang Social Services as she wasn’t sure what to do and found the number on Pat’s phone.

‘One of my colleagues phoned an ambulance and Pat was rushed to hospital.’

‘Oh no,’ I said. ‘That’s terrible. How is she?’

‘All I know is that the doctors think it was a heart attack and Mike is up at the hospital with her now.

‘They’re obviously both very shocked so we need someone to look after Kirsty until we know what Pat’s prognosis is and what’s happening.’

‘The poor girl,’ I said.

It must have been terrifying for her to see her foster mother keel over like that in front of her and then be rushed off in an ambulance.

While Kate was explaining all this to me, I could hear someone shouting and carrying on in the background.

‘Who on earth’s that?’ I asked.

‘That’s Kirsty,’ she told me. ‘She’s a bit – how can I put this? – lively.

‘Would you mind having a quick word with her, Maggie? She’s insisting that she talks to you.’

‘I wanna speak to her,’ I heard a voice say. ‘Gimme the phone.’

‘Here you go,’ I heard Kate say.

‘Hello, is that Kirsty?’ I asked. ‘I’m Maggie. I hear you’re coming to stay with me while your foster mum’s in hospital.’

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Have you got any pets? I love animals, especially dogs, which I love more than cats.

‘Will I have my own bedroom? I hope so. And will there be lots of toys for me to play with? I love toys.’

She hardly paused for breath as she fired off one question after another without giving me the time to answer. She certainly wasn’t the traumatised, scared little girl that I had expected. She sounded excited, like she was going on a holiday or a big adventure.

‘I’ve got two cats called Billy and Mog,’ I told her when I finally managed to get a word in edgeways.

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Well, I suppose I’ll get used to them. I like rabbits too. Have you got any rabbits? I also like hamsters and gerbils but not mice. Don’t like their tails.’

‘Kirsty, please give me the phone back now. I need to speak to Maggie,’ I heard Kate say.

She must have managed to grab her mobile off her as she finally came back on the line.

‘Hi, Maggie. Sorry about that,’ she said.

‘Well that was, erm, interesting,’ I said. ‘She certainly sounds lively. Isn’t she at all upset by what happened today?’

‘Apparently not,’ sighed Kate.

It was all very odd. However, I’d been doing this job long enough to know that trauma and shock could manifest themselves in lots of different ways. Kids often reacted entirely differently from how you expected them to.

Kate explained that she was helping Kirsty to get some of her things together.

‘She’s not being that helpful at the minute,’ she told me quietly. ‘But hopefully we’ll be with you in an hour or so.’

‘That’s no problem,’ I said. ‘I’m in for the rest of the day so turn up whenever. I’m sure Becky gave you my address.’

In fact, it was a whole three hours later when the doorbell rang at just after 4 p.m. I picked up Ryan and went to answer it.

It was a freezing cold January day so it was already dark outside as I opened the door. On the doorstep was an extremely harassed-looking Kate. She was exactly as I’d remembered her – albeit slightly older and a bit more dishevelled. Standing next to her was a chubby little girl with long light brown wavy hair, dressed in leggings and a jumper, with a smug look on her face.

‘Sorry we’re late,’ said Kate, giving me a weary smile. ‘Things took slightly longer than I was anticipating.’

‘No problem,’ I told her.

‘And you must be Kirsty,’ I said, turning to the little girl. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’

She grinned at me.

‘Oh, you’ve got a baby!’ she yelled as she saw Ryan wriggling around in my arms. ‘I love babies. Can I hold him?’

I hung onto him for dear life as she tried to grab him from me.

‘That’s probably not a good idea, lovey,’ I told her gently. ‘He’s a lot heavier than he looks. Why don’t you come in and let him get used to you first and then perhaps you can have a cuddle later on.

‘Would you like a drink or anything to eat?’ I asked as they came into the hallway.

‘No thanks,’ said Kirsty. ‘Kate bought me an ice cream on the way here.’

‘An ice cream?’ I questioned, surprised.

It was a chilly winter’s day, not exactly traditional ice cream weather.

‘I had to stop and get her one,’ Kate muttered, rolling her eyes. ‘It was the only way I could persuade her to get in the car with me.’

I could tell that Kate had had a long, exhausting battle getting this child to my house. Kirsty, meanwhile, seemed full of energy and was as chirpy as she had been when I’d spoken to her on the phone earlier.

‘Where’s my room?’ she asked. ‘Can I see my room? I hope it’s not pink. I hate pink. I can’t sleep in a pink room. Are there any toys up there? I didn’t bring any with me.’

It really was quite bizarre. I would have expected that a child her age who had seen their parent collapse in front of them before being taken to stay with a stranger would be weepy or anxious, or at least a little bit quiet and subdued. Kirsty, however, seemed full of life and entirely unaffected by the day’s traumatic events.

‘I need to have a quick word with Kate in the kitchen so I’ll put the TV on and you can watch a cartoon while we have a chat,’ I told her. ‘I’ll show you your bedroom later.’

‘I don’t like cartoons,’ she scowled.

‘Well, you can find something you do like for ten minutes,’ I said, handing her the remote.

Kate and I walked through to the kitchen.

‘She seems full of energy,’ I said, putting Ryan down in his playpen.

‘Yes, she certainly is,’ sighed Kate.

‘I’m afraid I’ve got to rush off somewhere now,’ she added. ‘So tell me, what do you need to know?’

She had put me a bit on the spot.

‘Oh, er, OK,’ I said. ‘Is she on any medication and what do I need to do about school?’

It was Thursday so I was assuming that she’d be going the following day.

‘She’s not on any medication and don’t worry about school,’ said Kate. ‘After everything that’s happened, she can have the day off tomorrow. I’ve already rung the school and told them.

‘Coincidentally they’ve got an inset day on Monday and anyway she’ll probably be back home by then.’

By the sounds of it, this was going to be another short respite placement.

‘By the way, Kirsty’s been with Mike and Pat for so long she calls them Mum and Dad,’ she told me.

‘That’s fine,’ I said. ‘Have you heard any more about how her mum is?’

‘When I leave here I’m going to give Mike a call so I’ll let you know if there are any updates,’ she said.

‘Before I go, shall we quickly take Kirsty up to her bedroom so I can check it?’ asked Kate. ‘I’m sorry, but you know it’s procedure now.’

‘Of course,’ I said.

Guidance had recently been brought in that said whenever a foster parent took on a new child, the child’s social worker had to check where they would be sleeping. This was because there had been reports about a couple of foster carers who, desperate to get more money, had squashed several children into one room with just mattresses on the floor rather than proper beds.

I picked up Ryan and we went to get Kirsty from the front room.

‘Maggie’s going to show us where you’re going to be sleeping,’ Kate told her.

‘Yippee!’ She smiled, jumping up.

We all trooped upstairs to the bedroom and Kirsty looked around.

‘This is a lovely room, isn’t it, Kirsty?’ said Kate. ‘I’m sure you’ll be very comfy here for the next few days.’

‘It’s OK,’ she huffed. ‘But I don’t like the pink blanket. Remember, Maggie, I told you I didn’t like pink? I’d be OK with a blue one or a red one cos I like red too. Or yellow. Just not pink, cos it makes me feel sick.’

This child certainly liked to talk.

‘That’s not a problem,’ I told her. ‘I can get you another blanket.’

‘Look at all these beds,’ she sighed. ‘Which one shall I sleep in? I like the bottom bunk, but I like the top bunk too cos you can see everything from up high, but then I might fall out and hurt myself.’

‘Right, well, I’d better be going,’ said Kate, interrupting Kirsty’s monologue.

‘I’ll come down with you and see you out then I can bring Kirsty’s stuff up,’ I said, wanting a few minutes alone with Kate.

‘She likes to talk,’ I said to Kate as I opened the front door.

‘Yes, it’s incessant,’ she said. ‘I think it’s when she’s anxious or nervous and I suppose it’s not surprising after what happened today.’

I really felt for Kirsty.

‘Keep me updated if you hear anything from the hospital,’ I told her.

‘I will,’ she said. ‘I’ll give Kirsty a call tomorrow.’

After Kate had gone, I went back upstairs with the small holdall that she had brought containing Kirsty’s pyjamas and a couple of changes of clothes.

I sat down on the bed with Ryan on my knee.

‘How are you feeling, Kirsty?’ I asked. ‘You’ve had a long day. It must have been so scary for you when your mum collapsed.’

‘She’ll be OK.’ She shrugged. ‘Kate said the doctors will make her better.

‘Can I have some tea now?’ She smiled. ‘I’m hungry.’

She didn’t quite seem to grasp the seriousness of what had happened. All I could hope was that Kate was right and Kirsty’s foster mum was going to pull through, because it was going to be one heck of a shock for this little girl if she didn’t.
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