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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Shazia, Michael 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.


Sold
To Be A
Wife

ONLY A DETERMINED FOSTER CARER CAN STOP A
TERRIFIED GIRL FROM BECOMING A CHILD BRIDE

MAGGIE HARTLEY
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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 all this 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 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

Truth and Lies

Squeezing the bottle over my head, I rubbed the oily liquid into my scalp.

‘The joy of children,’ I mumbled to myself as I made sure every strand of my shoulder-length brown hair was coated.

I’d just done a respite placement, looking after a six-year-old boy called Jake for a few days to give his permanent foster carer a break. Jake had gone now, but he’d kindly left me with a few little visitors to remind me of him.

Nits.

I’d felt the familiar tell-tale itch earlier that morning and sure enough, after a few moments of examining my scalp in the bathroom mirror, I’d found the evidence. I’d seen enough nits on children over the years to easily recognise them. So earlier today I’d rushed out to the chemist and bought a few bottles of expensive nit lotion and now I was smothering myself in it. Once I’d washed it out, I had my nit comb ready to give myself a thorough comb through.

My heart was already sinking at the thought of having to do the same thing on Michael, the wriggly 18-month-old I was fostering. I could barely keep him still long enough to change his nappy, never mind cover his gorgeous curls with nit lotion. He’d been with me for the past nine months since his mum Kerry had had a breakdown. After a spell in a psychiatric hospital, she was now thankfully back at home and the hope was that eventually Michael would be able to go back and live with her full time.

I knew the other occupant of my house wasn’t going to be very happy about the nit situation either. Louisa was twenty, always immaculately made up and fashionably dressed, so she was going to be mortified at having to douse her glossy dark bob in nit shampoo. She’d lived with me since her parents had been killed in a car crash eight years ago and she was like my own daughter. She was out at work – she was a nanny for a local family – so I would have to break the bad news to her when she got home later.

While the lotion did its work, I decided to get on with some chores. I’d only just picked up the iron when my mobile rang.

‘Maggie,’ said a familiar voice. ‘Can you talk?’

It was my supervising social worker Becky from the fostering agency that I worked for. We’d worked together for years now, so we knew each other well and she’d supported me through so many placements.

‘Are you in the middle of something?’ she asked.

‘Only my ironing, so I’ll gladly be disturbed,’ I laughed. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘I wanted to see if you were available to help with an emergency placement,’ she said. ‘It’s a fourteen-year-old girl who Social Services have just got an EPO out on in the past hour. They need someone to take her for at least the weekend.’

An EPO is an emergency protection order designed to protect children whom Social Services felt were at immediate risk. It was Friday afternoon but there was always a judge on duty 24 hours a day who could issue one quickly. As was often the case with my placements, I knew I would have to make a quick decision based on little or no information. I was only fostering Michael at the moment and I had another spare bedroom.

‘Yes of course,’ I told her. ‘I’d be happy to help out.’

‘I’m afraid I don’t know much about what’s happening,’ said Becky. ‘All I know is that some sort of information has come to light while the girl has been at school today and Social Services don’t feel it’s safe for her to go home this weekend to her parents. She’s still at school now and that’s where the social worker wants you to go and collect her from. The social worker is called Rachel Myers, and she’ll be able to fill you in on the specifics when you get up there.’

I grabbed a pen while Becky gave me the name and address of the school.

‘That’s about half an hour’s drive from me,’ I said. ‘When do they want me to get her?’

‘Ideally, as soon as possible,’ said Becky. ‘Are you OK to go now?’

I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror and suddenly remembered the nit lotion. My hair looked like an oil slick.

‘I can, but I’m afraid I look a bit of a state,’ I told her.

Becky laughed as I explained about the nit lotion.

‘Can’t you quickly wash it out?’ she asked.

‘Becky, this stuff costs £10 a bottle,’ I said. ‘It’s only been on for ten minutes and you have to leave it on at least an hour for it to work. I don’t want to fork out for another lot.’

‘Oh Maggie, you do make me chuckle,’ she laughed. ‘I’m sure nobody’s going to care how you look.’

I knew she was right, but that didn’t stop me from feeling slightly silly as I got into the car with my slicked-back greasy hair with its overpowering chemical smell. Michael wasn’t due to be dropped off for another couple of hours so at least it gave me plenty of time to get up to the school and back.

As I drove, I thought about what Becky had told me. I had no idea what sort of situation I was about to face, and I was intrigued to know what had happened to this girl. A lot of carers shy away from fostering teens, but I had always enjoyed the challenge and I found them very interesting. It was also helpful having Louisa around when I was fostering a teenage girl as they tended to look up to her.

Eventually I pulled up into the car park of the school – a huge modern secondary on the other side of town. I had a quick glance at my greasy hair in the rearview mirror and then walked across the car park to the front entrance where there was an office behind a glass front. As I approached the hatch, a woman got up and came over to me.

‘I’m Maggie Hartley,’ I explained. ‘I’m a foster carer here to see a Rachel Myers from Social Services.’

‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘They’re expecting you. They’re with Mrs White – she’s the head teacher.’

I followed her down a corridor where she knocked on a door.

‘Come in,’ said a voice.

‘This is Maggie Hartley, the foster carer,’ she explained.

A woman in her early thirties was sat behind a desk. She looked very business-like in a trouser suit and shirt and she seemed young to be the head of such a large secondary school.

‘I’m Anna White, the head here,’ she smiled, shaking my hand.

I knew instantly the other woman must be the social worker. She had that slightly frazzled look that many social workers have and was dressed a lot more casually in black trousers and a grey waterfall cardigan. I could tell from the familiar colours of the lanyard she was wearing around her neck that she was from the local Social Services.

‘Hi, I’m Rachel, Shazia’s social worker,’ she said, standing up and shaking my hand vigorously. ‘Thanks so much for getting here so quickly.’

Shazia. At least I had a name now.

‘No problem at all,’ I said. ‘I’m happy to help.’

‘So Maggie, we’d better fill you in on what’s been happening,’ said Rachel.

‘Yes, it’s been quite a morning,’ sighed Mrs White.

Rachel explained that Shazia was a Muslim and her parents were originally from Pakistan.

‘This morning Shazia’s best friend Zeena went to their form teacher and said that Shazia had locked herself in the toilet and was refusing to come out,’ Mrs White explained.

‘When Mrs Roebuck asked why, Zeena said it was because Shazia was scared as her parents were taking her to Pakistan this weekend and she was being forced into an arranged marriage with her cousin.’

Gosh, that hadn’t been what I was expecting. I’d heard of forced marriages, of course, but naively I didn’t think it was something that happened to young women living in our ordinary city.

‘Zeena said Shazia didn’t want to go to Pakistan, and when she told her parents that, her dad and one of her brothers beat her up,’ Mrs White continued.

She went on to explain that after a lot of coaxing, the teacher had managed to persuade Shazia to come out of the toilet.

‘She refused to answer mine or Mrs Roebuck’s questions,’ she said. ‘In fact she wouldn’t say anything. However, we did see bruises on her neck and face and that’s when we decided to call Social Services.’

‘Have you talked to Shazia?’ I asked Rachel.

She nodded.

‘Yes, although she’s not saying much. She swears that she made the whole thing up and was only joking.’

‘What about the bruises?’ I asked.

‘Reckons she accidentally walked into a kitchen cupboard,’ shrugged Rachel. ‘That might explain the bruising under her eye, but it wouldn’t account for the marks on her neck. When I said we would have to call her parents to discuss what had happened, she became extremely panicky and upset and said they were going to go mad. She was begging me not to.’

Rachel explained that she had spoken to Zeena too.

‘She’s very concerned about her friend and she swears that Shazia’s telling the truth about the forced marriage.’

At this point in time, forced marriage in the UK wasn’t a crime, although the police could intervene. Marriages that take place overseas are not legally recognised in the UK.

‘My manager spoke to the police a few hours ago and they’ve confirmed that three flights have been booked in Shazia and her parents’ names to leave tonight for Pakistan,’ continued Rachel. ‘They were open tickets with no return and the school knew nothing about this.’

Mrs White shook her head.

‘We therefore have to take this seriously,’ said Rachel. ‘We need to know Shazia is safe over the weekend while we look into the allegations a bit more.’

‘Poor girl,’ I sighed. ‘She must be terrified.’

‘She’s still insisting that she made it all up,’ said Mrs White, shaking her head.

It was horrendous to think that a fourteen-year-old girl could be taken to another country and forced to marry someone against her will. She was practically still a child.

‘What have her parents said?’ I asked.

‘They’ve denied everything,’ Rachel replied. ‘They said they had an argument with Shazia this morning and that she’s made up this story to get back at them.’

‘But what about the bruises and the flights?’ I asked.

‘They said they didn’t know anything about the bruises,’ shrugged Rachel. ‘They admitted that they were due to go to Pakistan this weekend for a family wedding and said they hadn’t told the school as Shazia was only going to be off on Monday and Tuesday.

‘They’re absolutely furious at the idea of her being taken into care, particularly when I explained that I was unable to find a Muslim carer who would take her at such short notice.’

Wherever possible, children in care are placed with foster parents of the same ethnicity or religious beliefs.

‘I did explain that it would be easier for them to work with me and that we could either take Shazia into care with their consent while we looked into things further or else we would apply for an EPO. They made it very clear they weren’t willing to work with us, hence the EPO.’

‘How’s Shazia now?’ I asked.

‘Understandably very scared and very bewildered,’ sighed Rachel. ‘I’ll take you through to see her now.’

‘She’s with Mrs Roebuck,’ Mrs White added.

She led us down a long corridor and into a classroom. An older woman with curly blonde hair whom I assumed to be Mrs Roebuck sat at a desk at the front and gave us a nod of acknowledgement as we entered. At the back of the class, a girl was leant on a desk, her head in her hands. She looked up as we came in, staring at us with huge brown eyes. I could see the dark shadow of a bruise under one eye and on her cheekbone.

She had long dark hair tied back in a ponytail and despite the fact that it was a warm summer’s day, she was wearing thick black leggings under her school skirt. She was very thin, and her arms and legs were like twigs.

‘Who’s this, Miss?’ she asked Mrs White when she saw me. ‘What’s happening?’

She looked terrified.

‘It’s OK, Shazia,’ Rachel reassured her. ‘This is Maggie. She’s the foster carer that I was telling you about. You’re going to stay at her house for the weekend.’

‘But I told you it wasn’t true,’ she cried, her huge eyes filling with tears. ‘I was only joking and stupid Zeena believed me. I want to go home.’

‘Shazia, we’ve already been through this,’ Rachel told her gently. ‘We can’t let you go home until we know that you’re safe. We have to take allegations of forced marriage very seriously and we can’t risk that happening to you.’

‘But I’m not marrying anyone,’ she sighed. ‘My parents are going to kill me. I was making it all up, I swear.’

I sat down on the desk next to her and gave her a reassuring smile.

‘I know you must be scared,’ I said. ‘But all that’s going to happen is that you’ll come to my house this weekend while Social Services speak to your parents. Do you want me to tell you a bit about my house and who lives there?’

Shazia shrugged and although she didn’t look too interested, I carried on.

‘Do you like babies?’ I asked her.

‘Sometimes,’ she shrugged.

‘Well, there’s Michael who’s eighteen months old,’ I told her. ‘He’s very cute, but he’s always getting into mischief. He loves cars and is obsessed with his toy garage. Then there’s Louisa. She’s twenty and she works as a nanny.’

‘Have you got a husband?’ she asked.

‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s just me, Louisa and Michael.’

‘You’ll have your own bedroom,’ I explained. ‘It’s a nice big room and there are bunk beds and a single bed in there so you can choose which one you want to sleep in.’

‘But what will I wear?’ she asked. ‘I haven’t got anything with me.’

‘Well, on the way home we can stop at the supermarket and I’ll get you a few toiletries and you can pick out some underwear and pyjamas and a few other bits and pieces,’ I told her. ‘Does that sound OK?’

Shazia nodded, although she still looked like a rabbit caught in the headlights.

‘Don’t worry, Shazia,’ soothed Rachel. ‘It’s going to be OK. You’re going to be fine with Maggie and I’ll talk to you over the weekend and see how you’re getting on.’

‘Can I come back to school on Monday, Miss?’ Shazia asked Mrs Roebuck anxiously.

She looked at Rachel for guidance.

‘At this stage, I don’t see why not,’ Rachel nodded.

‘We had better start heading back soon, lovey,’ I told Shazia. ‘Michael’s mum will be dropping him home soon so I have to be there.’

Reluctantly, she picked up her rucksack.

‘Maggie, I’ll give you a ring later,’ Rachel told me as we left.

As we walked out of the classroom, a girl came out of another door further down the corridor. When she saw us, she came running over.

‘Shaz, where are you going?’ she gasped.

‘I’ve got to go to this lady’s house for the weekend,’ Shazia said glumly.

‘But are you coming back?’

Shazia shrugged.

‘Don’t know. Think so.’

Mrs White came out behind us.

‘Zeena, what are you doing here?’ she asked. ‘Go back to your classroom please.’

‘I was just going to the loo, Miss, but then I saw Shaz and I wanted to say goodbye.’

Zeena turned to Shazia with tears in her eyes.

‘I’m so sorry, Shaz,’ she said. ‘I only told because I didn’t want you to go to Pakistan and I could see how scared you were.’

‘It’s OK,’ Shazia sighed. ‘They’re going to sort it out.’

The girls gave each other a hug and Zeena went back into her classroom.

‘Well Shazia, you take care over the weekend and all being well we’ll see you on Monday,’ Mrs White told her gently.

‘OK, Miss,’ she said.

‘Thanks for your help,’ I smiled at the head before we left.

Shazia was very quiet as we walked to the car.

‘You’re lucky to have a good friend like Zeena,’ I said. ‘She obviously cares about you a lot.’

Shazia smiled for the first time.

‘Yeah, me and Zee have been besties since primary.’

She didn’t say much for the rest of the journey so I chit-chatted away to her to try and break the ice.

‘I’m sorry about my greasy hair,’ I said. ‘I had to put nit lotion on it earlier as a boy I was looking after earlier in the week gave me nits.’

‘Yuck,’ said Shazia, wrinkling her nose. ‘That’s gross.’

At least it gave us something to talk about.

There was just enough time to call into the local supermarket before Michael was due back.

‘Let’s quickly sort you out with a few bits and pieces,’ I said, pulling into the car park. ‘We need to get you some clothes for the weekend.’

‘What do you normally wear at home?’ I asked.

‘A shalwar kameez,’ she said. ‘You know, the long tunic top over trousers?’

‘Yes, I know what you mean,’ I said. I knew we weren’t going to find it in Sainsbury’s.

‘You’re probably only going to be with me for the weekend so let’s see what we can get,’ I told her. ‘We can wash your school uniform and have it ready for Monday.’

‘What about food?’ I asked. ‘Are you vegetarian?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘But I only eat halal meat and no pork.’

I’d fostered children before who ate halal meat and I knew most of the supermarkets stocked it now. As a carer, I know that it’s massively important to respect a child’s religious beliefs and their customs.

‘How about halal chicken and chips tonight and maybe pasta and a tomato sauce tomorrow?’ I asked. ‘Would you eat that?’

‘Yeah,’ she laughed. ‘Course I’d eat that. My mum would never cook that at home, but I eat stuff like that at school all the time.’

At the supermarket we picked up some toiletries, a pair of slippers, knickers and pyjamas. The closest we could get to a shalwar kameez was a couple of pairs of leggings and two cotton tunic tops with long sleeves.

‘Will these be OK for the weekend?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, I really like them,’ she smiled, seeming pleased.

We drove back to the house and Shazia followed me nervously up the front path.

‘Come on in and I’ll show you where you’ll be sleeping,’ I told her gently as we walked into the hallway.

‘Where’s the baby and the other girl you were telling me about?’ she asked anxiously, looking around.

‘Michael’s seeing his mum and she’s going to drop him back here in a little while and Louisa’s still at work,’ I explained. ‘She normally finishes a bit early on a Friday so you’ll be able to meet them both later.’

I picked up the supermarket bags and she followed me upstairs to the spare bedroom. I really liked this room. It was light and bright and it overlooked the garden at the back of the house. It was painted a neutral cream colour and I’d cosied it up with a couple of lamps, a bright stripy rug and some pretty floral curtains that my friend Vicky had made.

‘As I said, you can decide which bed you’d like to sleep in,’ I told her. ‘They’ve all got clean bedding on them.’

‘That one,’ she said, pointing to the top bunk. ‘I’ve always wanted a high bed like that.’

She seemed quite excited at first, but as I put the things we’d bought from the supermarket into the chest of drawers, she sat down on the bed and suddenly looked like a frightened little girl.

‘How long am I going to be here?’ she asked, her big brown eyes full of worry.

I sat down on the bed next to her.

‘I wish I could tell you but I don’t honestly know, sweetie,’ I said. ‘Definitely the weekend though. On Monday Rachel’s going to talk to your parents again and try to get to the bottom of what’s been going on.’

‘But why?’ she frowned. ‘Why does she have to talk to them? I’ve told you, I was making it all up. Why can’t I just go home?’

‘I’m afraid it’s not as simple as that,’ I told her. ‘I know it’s hard, but the school was worried enough about what you told Zeena to call Social Services. And it’s Social Services’ job to keep all children safe. So until we know that you’re safe, we can’t risk letting you go back home. OK?’

‘But I am safe,’ she sighed. ‘I made it all up. That’s the truth. Why won’t anyone believe me?’

I could see she was upset but to be honest, I didn’t know who or what to believe. She was saying one thing, her friend was saying another and her parents were denying everything. It was going to take a while to get to the bottom of this mess.
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