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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Leo, Amelie, Lexie 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.
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Take My
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THE HEARTBREAKING TRUE STORY OF A YOUNG BOY TERRIFIED OF LOSING THE ONLY FAMILY HE HAS LEFT
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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

Back to Reality

Stepping off the plane, I breathed a sigh of relief as the cold air hit my face. I hated flying and I never truly relaxed until my feet were back on solid ground.

‘Glad to be home?’ asked my boyfriend Graham, squeezing my hand.

‘Not really.’ I smiled.

We’d just spent a blissful week in Turkey – it had been years since I’d had a holiday where I’d totally switched off. I hadn’t been abroad for a long time, but Graham had found a bargain last-minute break and it was exactly what I needed to recharge my batteries. I was currently in between placements, something that very rarely happened. My last foster child, eight-year-old Tom, had gone back to live with his father, and with no new children on the horizon or any booked in for respite care, I’d decided to take advantage of this quiet patch.

The week had gone so quickly and now on this chilly spring day, we were back on British soil. As we queued up at passport control, I pulled my cardigan around my shoulders.

‘Brrr, it’s a bit nippier here than in Turkey.’ I shivered.

We got through Immigration quickly and as we waited for our cases at the baggage reclaim, I finally turned my phone back on. As soon as it flickered into life, it began to beep and vibrate in my hand. I looked at the screen and my heart sank.

‘Seven missed calls,’ I gasped. They were all from the same number. It was my supervising social worker Becky from the fostering agency that I worked for.

‘Welcome back to reality.’ Graham smiled sympathetically.

‘It’s Becky,’ I told him. ‘I’d better ring her back as it must be important.’

‘Of course.’ He nodded. ‘I’ll get the cases.’

‘Thanks, lovey,’ I replied.

I’d been dating Graham, a physiotherapist in his forties, for years. I’d made it clear when I first met him that my fostering work always came first. He knew that, unlike a normal job, it was 24/7. On the whole he was very understanding, although I could tell he got fed up sometimes when I had a new child in or had a particularly challenging placement that meant I couldn’t see him for weeks on end. But generally our low-key relationship suited both of us; we enjoyed each other’s company and it was nice to meet up and go out for lunch or for a walk when we could.

I went over to a quiet corner and dialled Becky’s number.

‘At last!’ she exclaimed. ‘I’ve been trying to get hold of you all morning. Are you OK, Maggie?’

‘I’m so sorry,’ I told her apologetically. ‘I’ve only just got off the plane.’

‘Ah, I must have got my dates mixed up,’ she sighed. ‘I thought you were due back yesterday.’

‘Well, we were supposed to be,’ I replied.

I explained how our original flight had been grounded due to a mechanical fault. We’d had to spend the night at a hotel near the airport as there wasn’t another flight until today.

‘Is everything OK?’ I asked her.

‘I was ringing to talk to you about an emergency placement,’ said Becky. ‘But don’t worry, I didn’t realise that you’d just got back.’

‘It’s fine,’ I reassured her. ‘You didn’t know that we’d been delayed. What is it?’

Becky explained that Social Services had three children that urgently needed a foster carer.

‘All I know is that there are two girls and a boy and they’ve come into the care system very suddenly,’ she told me. ‘Sorry to be so vague but you know how it is, Maggie. Their social worker Alex is at court now waiting for them to issue an EPO.’

An EPO is an Emergency Protection Order and it was used by Social Services to take a child into care who they felt was at immediate risk.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll try someone else,’ she added. ‘It doesn’t feel fair asking you to take them if you haven’t even got home yet.’

‘Honestly, it doesn’t matter,’ I told her. ‘Graham’s just collecting the cases, so all being well, I should be back within the hour. I’d be happy to take them.’

I couldn’t turn my back on three children in need just because I hadn’t done my unpacking. Plus, I knew it was always hard to find someone with enough space to take on a larger sibling group. I hated the idea of them having to be split up and sent to different foster carers on top of the trauma of being taken into care.

When a new placement was arriving, I liked to be as organised and prepared as possible, but in reality it usually didn’t happen that way. A lot of children were taken into care suddenly, and they turned up on my doorstep scared and bewildered, often having nothing with them apart from the clothes they were standing in. I’d been fostering for so long that I’d built up a stash of clothes and shoes for all ages and I had a huge cupboard of toiletries so I could generally cobble things together until I had chance to get to the shops. I had two spare rooms that I used for fostering and I always made sure that there was clean linen on the beds precisely for situations like this.

‘Are you sure you’re willing to take them?’ asked Becky again.

‘I’m absolutely positive,’ I told her.

‘Thanks, Maggie,’ she sighed, sounding relieved. ‘I know Social Services will be very grateful.’

‘Please give the social worker my address and tell her that I should be there in an hour,’ I added. ‘Oh, and do you know how old the kids are?’

‘I’m afraid I don’t,’ replied Becky. ‘I don’t know names or ages, just that there’s three of them and that all this has happened today.’

‘Not to worry, I guess I’ll soon find out,’ I said.

After Becky had put the phone down, I wandered over to where Graham was waiting with our suitcases.

‘Everything OK?’ he asked.

‘You were right about getting back to reality.’ I grinned. ‘I’ve got a new placement on the way. Three children who’ve just been taken into care.’

‘Already?’ he gasped, raising his eyebrows in surprise. ‘Wow, we’d better get you home ASAP then.’

On the drive back, my mind whirred with countless questions. What had happened to these children? What had they been through? Where had they come from? What sort of state were they in? Without knowing their ages, I didn’t have a clue what to expect. They could be toddlers or teens or anything in between.

We were a few miles from my house when suddenly the traffic ground to a halt.

‘Come on,’ I muttered, looking nervously at my watch as we crawled along.

At this rate, it was going to take us well over an hour to get back. I hated the idea of the social worker arriving with three potentially distressed, frightened children and me not being there. I knew EPOs could be rushed through the courts very quickly – there was always a judge on standby to issue them if needed.

‘What area are these kids coming from?’ Graham asked, obviously sensing my panic.

‘I don’t know,’ I told him. ‘Hopefully it will take them a little while longer to sort out all the legal stuff.’

Thankfully the traffic eventually started moving again and twenty minutes later than planned, Graham turned into my road. My heart was thumping as we got closer to my house, but when we pulled up outside, I was relieved to see there was no one waiting on the doorstep.

‘I’d invite you in, but I don’t know how long I’ve got before these children turn up,’ I told him.

‘Don’t worry, Maggie, I understand.’ He smiled. ‘You go in and get yourself sorted.’

It felt like such an abrupt end to what had been a wonderful break.

‘Thanks for a lovely holiday,’ I told him, giving him a quick kiss. ‘I’ll ring you when I can.’

I grabbed my case from the boot and walked up the front path. As I waved him off, I still felt really guilty, but I knew I needed to put that aside and focus on preparing as much as possible before the children arrived.

I turned my key in the lock and wheeled my case into the hallway. While I’d been away, my friend Carol had been round to check the house for me and she’d piled all the post on the hallway table.

I went into the living room and as I pulled open the curtains on the front window, I saw a car pull up outside, swiftly followed by another one behind it.

Blimey, they were here already.

I didn’t have time to question why there were two cars. I had only a few seconds to put down my handbag and take off my cardigan before there was a knock at the door. I took a deep breath and opened it. A short, grey-haired lady in her fifties stood on the doorstep. She was wearing a creased black trouser suit and shirt, and she looked tired and harassed.

‘Hi, I’m Alex the social worker,’ she said, showing me her ID on the lanyard around her neck. ‘You must be Maggie.’

‘Nice to meet you,’ I replied.

‘Where are the children?’ I asked, puzzled.

‘I’ve left them in the car while we had a quick chat,’ she explained. ‘I’ve got two of them with me. The other one was driven here by her teacher. Poor Amelie hasn’t been very well so Miss Hughes kindly offered to help me bring her over to you.’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘Tell her to bring her in and she can lie down on the sofa.’

‘We’ll get Amelie in first, then I’ll go and get the other two,’ added Alex. ‘I’m afraid they’re in a bit of a state.’

I didn’t even have a chance to ask what the names of the other two children were or what she meant by a ‘bit of a state’ before she’d disappeared back down the path. She went over to the other car, opened up the passenger door and lifted a little blonde girl out of the car seat. She looked to be four or five and had long blonde hair in curly ringlets and was wearing a school uniform.

A young woman who I assumed was Miss Hughes got out of the driver’s seat.

‘Come on, sweetie,’ she said, taking Amelie’s hand and leading her towards the front door.

The poor little mite was as white as a sheet and looked very wobbly as she walked towards me, clutching a carrier bag.

I crouched down to speak to her and was struck by the overwhelming smell of vomit.

‘Hello, Amelie,’ I said gently. ‘I’m Maggie. I heard you’re not feeling very well.’

The little girl shook her head sadly.

‘I’m afraid she was sick a couple of times in the car on the way here,’ said Miss Hughes apologetically, gesturing to the carrier bag in the girl’s hand.

‘Do you feel sick again now?’ I asked Amelie, but she shook her head.

‘Come in and you can lie down,’ I told her.

I led her and the teacher into the living room. Amelie instantly lay down on the sofa and curled up. I covered her with a blanket and took the carrier bag off her.

‘I’ll just go and put this in the bin and then get you a bowl just in case you feel sick again,’ I told her gently.

She nodded.

‘Miss, where’s Lexie and Leo?’ she asked suddenly, looking worried.

‘Remember, they’re in the social worker’s car,’ Miss Hughes told her. ‘They’re just coming now.’

The two of us walked out into the hallway together.

‘I’m Maria Hughes by the way.’ She smiled. ‘I’m Amelie’s teacher.’

‘The poor little thing looks really pasty,’ I told her.

‘Yes, she’s got a bit of a tummy bug,’

There was no time to ask any more questions as there was suddenly a commotion outside.

‘No!’ screamed the child’s voice. ‘Don’t wanna go to the lady’s house.’

I looked out of the front door to see a little girl sitting on the path, kicking and screaming. She had the same blonde ringlets as her sister but was a few years younger. Alex had hold of her hand and was trying to pull her along.

‘Come on, Lexie,’ she urged. ‘Amelie’s inside waiting for you.’

‘N-o-o-o,’ she screamed. ‘Don’t. Want. To.’

Behind them, a figure climbed out of the back seat of the car. Given the girls’ ages, I’d been expecting another little one so I was surprised when I saw a sullen older boy in school uniform. He was elfin-faced with straight brown hair and was clutching a couple of grubby-looking rag dolls in his hand. He went over to his sister.

‘Lex, get up,’ he told her gently. ‘Amelie’s in there and she’s not feeling very well. She’ll be dead scared and wondering where we’ve gone. Let’s go and see her.’

‘But I don’t wanna go to the lady’s house,’ she screeched.

‘I don’t neither, but we haven’t got a choice,’ the boy told her.

Begrudgingly, the little girl got up, took her brother’s hand and stomped up the path.

‘This is Lexie and her big brother Leo,’ Alex told me.

‘Hello, you two, I’m Maggie.’ I smiled. ‘Come on in. Your sister’s in the front room having a lie-down. Do you want to go in and join her while I talk to Alex?’

They both scowled back at me, neither of them saying a word. I ushered them into the living room and reluctantly they sat down on the sofa next to their sister.

‘Are you OK?’ Leo asked Amelie quietly, looking worried.

‘I still don’t feel good,’ she whimpered, looking like she might cry.

I felt so sorry for her. All you wanted when you were ill was to be in the comfort of your own home, but here she was in a strange house being looked after by strangers.

All three of them looked shell-shocked. While Alex and Miss Hughes went into the kitchen, I tried to settle the children so we could have a chance to talk.

‘Would any of you like a drink and a biscuit?’ I asked.

They all shook their heads.

‘Can I put the TV on for you?’

Again they shook their heads.

Suddenly Amelie reached for the bowl and was violently sick into it.

‘Yuck,’ screamed Lexie.

‘I told you I weren’t feeling good,’ sighed Amelie, her face practically green.

I sat her up and went and got her some tissues and a glass of water and I cleaned out her sick bowl.

‘There you go, lovey,’ I said gently. ‘Hopefully that will be the last of it now. When Alex has gone I’ll get you cleaned up and we’ll get you into bed.’

‘What, we really have to sleep here?’ sighed Leo.

‘For tonight, yes,’ I told him.

‘For how long?’ he snapped.

‘I’m afraid I don’t know that,’ I replied. ‘But hopefully we’ll know more tomorrow. I need to go and talk to your social worker now so here’s the remote just in case you change your minds about the TV. If you need me, just shout for me, OK?’

Amelie was almost asleep, Lexie shrugged her shoulders and Leo scowled at me, his eyes as dark as the shadows underneath them. What on earth had happened to these children and why had they been taken into care? I had to talk to their social worker as soon as possible.

As I walked out of the front room, I saw my suitcase standing in the hallway where I’d left it. Lazy days spent relaxing in the Turkish sunshine suddenly seemed like a very long time ago.
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