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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Halima, Natalie 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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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

Into the Unknown

I couldn’t help but smile as I opened the front door to find Louisa standing on the doorstep, but my delight soon turned to worry at the sight of Louisa’s ashen face.

‘Are you OK, lovey?’ I asked, concerned. ‘Has something happened to Charlie?’

‘No, no,’ she muttered vaguely. ‘Charlie’s fine. I just wanted to talk to you about something. Can I come in for a chat? Are you busy?’

‘Of course you can, flower.’ I smiled, ushering her into the hallway. ‘I was just catching up with some paperwork but that can wait.’

Louisa first came into my life as a foster child when she was thirteen, after both her parents had been tragically killed in a car crash. She’d lived with me up until three years ago when she’d married her boyfriend Charlie. To all intents and purposes, she felt like my own daughter and I loved the fact that their flat was only ten minutes away. Louisa worked as a nanny for a local family and I knew today was her day off.

‘You look like you could do with a cuppa,’ I said to her as she followed me into the kitchen.

‘Yeah, that would be good,’ she said, grinning weakly.

She looked as if she’d got the weight of the world on her shoulders, but I decided to hold off on the questions until we both had a steaming mug of tea in our hands.

‘So,’ I said when I finally sat down at the table beside her. ‘What’s going on? And don’t say nothing, because I can tell there’s something.’

She looked away but I could see that her eyes were filled with tears.

‘Louisa, lovey, you know you can tell me anything,’ I urged, starting to get really worried now.

She hesitated, then took a deep breath.

‘I got a bit of a shock this morning.’ She paused. ‘Maggie, I think I’m pregnant. I did two tests and they were both positive. I keep thinking it must be a mistake, but they’re not normally wrong, are they?’

‘What?’ I gasped, my mind struggling to take in what she was telling me. ‘But–but that’s wonderful news, isn’t it?’

To my surprise, Louisa just looked like she was about to burst into tears.

‘I don’t know,’ she sighed. ‘I haven’t even told Charlie yet. Maggie, I don’t think he’s going to be happy. We want children, but we always said it was something for a few years down the line when we had more money. The flat’s tiny and what on earth am I going to do about work?’

‘You’ll manage,’ I reassured her. ‘I can help out with childcare and I’m sure Charlie’s parents will too. Nannies can often bring their own child to work with them, too.’

Louisa exhaled, but I was relieved to see that she was looking a little calmer now.

‘I am pleased – it’s come as a bit of a shock that’s all,’ she sighed. ‘I’ve been feeling rubbish for a few weeks, but stupidly, I didn’t even think. Maybe we just need some time to get our heads around the idea.’

I nodded.

‘Of course you do.’ I smiled, squeezing her hand. ‘It’s a big life change.’

I could see that just telling someone else had made Louisa feel better, and I couldn’t help the rush of excitement at the thought of a new baby.

‘I’d love a little boy, Maggie.’ She smiled as she sipped her tea. ‘Can you imagine a mini version of Charlie in some denim dungarees?’

‘I can.’ I grinned. ‘I bet he or she is going to be very cute.’

We chatted a bit more and by the time she got up to leave, Louisa seemed a lot calmer.

‘Now you look after yourself,’ I told her. ‘Make sure that you’re eating properly and start taking folic acid straight away.’

‘Yes, Mum,’ she joked, rolling her eyes. ‘Or should I say Granny?’

‘Hey, I’m way too young to be someone’s granny,’ I laughed. ‘I think I’ll be a nan or a nanna.’

I gave her a big hug at the door.

‘I’m so happy for you, flower.’ I smiled. ‘And I’m sure Charlie will be too when you tell him.’

‘I really hope so,’ she said nervously. ‘I’m going to meet him after work and break it to him then.’

As I watched her walk down the path to her car, my heart was bursting with excitement for her.

Louisa was going to have a baby.

I loved everything about babies – the cuddles, their sweet smell, their tiny little clothes. I didn’t even mind changing nappies. I was bursting to tell my friends Vicky and Carol but I knew I couldn’t. It was early days and it wasn’t my news to share. But as I cleared away the mugs, I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face.

The sound of my phone ringing in my handbag on the back of the chair brought me back to the present.

‘Hi, Becky,’ I said as I saw the name of my supervising social worker pop up on the screen. ‘How are you?’

‘You sound very chirpy, Maggie,’ she laughed.

‘Oh, I’ve just had some good news,’ I told her lightly. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘I’m actually ringing about a placement,’ she replied.

And just like that, all thoughts of babies were forgotten and it was back to reality. I got a notebook and pen out of the kitchen drawer so I could write down some details if I needed to.

‘Go on then,’ I said, pen poised. ‘Tell me more.’

Becky explained that she’d just had a call from a social worker in another county.

‘She’s desperately trying to find an emergency placement for a young girl who was found trying to get into the back of a lorry at a service station earlier today,’ she explained. ‘They think she’s a refugee because she doesn’t speak any English. They’re currently trying to find out where she’s come from and where her family are.’

‘Gosh,’ I gasped. ‘Poor kid. She must be terrified.’

‘By all accounts she is,’ sighed Becky. ‘She was completely on her own, she had no shoes on and hardly any belongings with her. They suspect that she’s been sleeping rough for a while.’

‘How old is she?’ I asked.

‘They don’t know exactly but at a guess they think thirteen or fourteen.’

It was a lot to take in.

‘So what do you think, Maggie?’ asked Becky. ‘Are you willing to take her on as an emergency placement? They’ve been contacting carers in their county but no one has the space to take her today.’

‘Yes,’ I said, without hesitation. ‘Of course I’ll take her.’

My conscience wouldn’t let me turn away a frightened young girl. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what she must feel like being alone in a foreign country where no one spoke her language.

‘Thanks, Maggie,’ sighed Becky. ‘The social worker dealing with it is a woman called Penny and I know she’s going to be so grateful.’

The girl was currently having a medical to assess if she was well enough to go into foster care.

‘I’ll phone Penny back now but I’m not sure what time they’ll arrive with you,’ she told me. ‘Obviously she’s coming from out of the area so it’s probably going to be at least an hour’s drive. Are you OK to wait in for the rest of the day?’

‘Yes, that’s fine,’ I told her. ‘Nat’s at drama after school today and one of her friend’s mums is dropping her back here, so that won’t be a problem.’

Natalie was the eleven-year-old girl who had been with me for the past two months. She’d been raised by her grandmother, Peggy, as her mum, Donna, had left when she was a baby. Donna was an alcoholic and she had gone out one day and never come home. She’d got in touch from time to time over the years, but Natalie didn’t have a proper relationship with her. Peggy was her world but unfortunately, earlier this year, she was diagnosed with motor neurone disease at the age of sixty-five. She was doing OK so far but there would come a point where she couldn’t walk or talk and would need full-time carers, which meant that Natalie had had to come into care. She was devastated at being separated from her beloved gran, but she went round to see her three times a week and had settled in well with me.

Natalie was currently my only placement. I had a second spare bedroom that I used for fostering so I had room for another child.

‘Thanks so much, Maggie,’ said Becky. ‘I’ll pass your number on to Penny so she can let you know if there are any problems.’

‘Before you go, do you know this girl’s name?’ I asked her.

‘I’m afraid no one knows that at this point,’ sighed Becky. ‘Either she doesn’t understand what they’re asking her or she doesn’t want to say. But hopefully Penny will know more by the time she gets to you.’

‘OK,’ I said.

As I put the phone down, I was filled with trepidation. Sometimes I didn’t have much information before a child came to me, but normally at least I knew their first name and how old they were. In this case, I had absolutely nothing but a head full of questions.

Compared to when I had started fostering many years ago, there were increasing numbers of child refugees coming into the care system who had sadly arrived in the country as unaccompanied minors. So many, in fact, that some carers were now being taken on specifically to be trained to care for them. I’d fostered a couple of refugees in the past but they had both been male. Social Services had taken them in as they’d said they were teenagers. However, it had become increasingly obvious to me and their social workers that they were young men who were too old to be in the care system and were using it as a way to get accommodation. Social Services needed to be sure before they transferred them to the council.

While I waited for the new arrival, I tried to get as much ready as I could. Natalie was in the smaller single bedroom so the new girl could have the larger room, which had bunk beds and a single bed in it. The beds already had clean bedding on them as I liked to be prepared; after countless years fostering, I knew children could arrive without any warning. Even though the room was painted very neutrally, as I looked around it, I realised it was still a bit babyish for a teenage girl. The last children I’d had sleeping in there had been a three-year-old and a five-year-old who had stayed with me for three weeks while their mother was in hospital, so I moved the basket of toys, the pile of picture books and the dolls’ house and put them back into the loft. Then I added a few things to try and make it feel like a more grown-up space. I put an old CD player and radio in there, as well as a pretty purple throw on the single bed and some matching cushions. I also got a navy striped rug out of the wardrobe and lay that on the floor next to the bed.

‘There,’ I said aloud to myself. ‘That looks a lot better.’

Even just those little bits had helped to make it look more teenager than toddler. My next job was to try and dig out some clothes from my cupboards. I often picked up clothes in a few different sizes when I saw stuff on sale. When a child arrived to stay with me, I tended to take them shopping so they could choose their own things as Social Services provided them with a basic clothing allowance. But I always had spare pyjamas and underwear, and I dug out a pair of leggings and a T-shirt that were age thirteen. I also got out some clean towels, a new toothbrush and a selection of toiletries and put them on the chest of drawers in the spare room. Everything was as ready as it could be. All that was left to do now was sit and wait.

I thought I was in for a long afternoon but just after 3 p.m. there was a loud rapping on the front door. I jumped up and ran to answer it to find a tall, broad woman, who looked to be in her fifties, standing on the doorstep. She was clad in a flowing black blouse and black trousers, with a bright statement necklace and voluminous grey hair.

‘You must be Maggie.’ She smiled, offering me her hand and shaking mine so enthusiastically that I felt like my bones were going to break. ‘I’m Penny, the social worker. Thank you so, so much for agreeing to take her on at such short notice.

‘Here she is,’ she said, stepping to one side to reveal a small figure cowering behind her. The girl looked back at me with huge dark frightened eyes. She was hunched over with her arms folded protectively across her chest.

‘This is Halima,’ she told me. ‘At least, we think that’s her name. Come on, pet,’ she told her loudly. ‘Let’s go in and Maggie will show you round.’

‘Come in, sweetie,’ I said gently.

The girl was incredibly thin and frail with straggly long dark hair, and she was wearing a bizarre mish-mash of clothes that were way too big for her. A ‘Race for Life’ T-shirt, grey tracksuit bottoms that were so huge round the waist they looked like they were about to fall down any moment and a pair of flat, ballet-style black pumps that again were several sizes too big so she had to shuffle along.

‘Poor love – her clothes were filthy and damp, so we cobbled together a few things that we had at the office,’ explained Penny, who had obviously noticed my curious glance at what Halima was wearing.

Halima didn’t seem to understand what we were saying so I held out my hand to her and beckoned her inside. She took it and as I led her into the hallway, I could feel her whole body shaking. She was absolutely petrified.

Normally when a new child arrived, especially an older one, I would take them into the living room and settle them down in front of the TV so I could talk in confidence to the social worker. But in this case, Halima probably didn’t understand what we were saying, and she was so scared and bewildered that I didn’t want to leave her on her own in another room.

I took her and Penny through to the kitchen where I signalled for her to sit down on the sofa. Penny sat down next to her and Halima curled up in a ball.

I filled up a glass of water and took it over to her.

‘Would you like a drink?’ I asked, offering the glass to her.

She looked up at me with frightened eyes and quickly shook her head.

‘She’s hardly said a word,’ sighed Penny. ‘Poor, poor love. God knows what terrible life she’s escaped from. She was in such a state when she was found. No shoes, dirty clothes. We think she’s been sleeping rough for a few days – thank God it’s summer and it’s been warm at night.

‘It’s OK, sweetheart,’ she said to Halima loudly. ‘Maggie’s going to look after you now. You’ll be safe here.’

Halima looked terrified as her dark eyes scanned the room.

‘Do you have any idea at all about where she might have come from or where her family are?’ I asked.

Penny shrugged.

‘At first she wouldn’t say a thing to us,’ she told me. ‘We got a world map out and pointed to some countries but she didn’t respond. Then when we took her for the medical, one of the receptionists said Halima looked like she might be from a Middle Eastern country, so she spoke to her in Arabic and there was a definite flicker of recognition on Halima’s face.

‘The woman asked her in Arabic what her name was and where she had come from. All she would say was that her name was Halima, she was fifteen and she was originally from Iraq. She refused to say anything else.’

‘Well at least that’s something.’ I smiled.

I was no political expert, but the unrest in Iraq and Syria had been on the news in the UK for many months and I couldn’t begin to imagine what life must have been like there.

‘I’m currently trying to sort out an Arabic translator,’ added Penny. ‘I’m hoping that will be sorted by tomorrow and she can come round here and try and talk to her again.’

‘That would be great.’ I nodded.

It would also be a chance for me to learn a few basic words in Arabic to help us communicate.

‘How did her medical go?’ I asked.

‘Well as you can see, she’s very frightened and traumatised,’ sighed Penny. ‘It was a female doctor but Halima refused to let her anywhere near her. The doctor said it’s very likely she’s underweight as she’s small for her age and doesn’t look well nourished. When she’s a bit more settled then perhaps we can look at organising another medical, and hopefully she will feel more comfortable by then.’

‘And what about school?’ I asked. ‘Do you want me to contact the local secondary or shall I hold off for a while?’

‘I’m happy for you to get the ball rolling, but yes, I think let’s get the poor child settled in a bit first before we send her off to school.’

I nodded in agreement. It was a big enough change settling in any foster child into a new school in a new area, but Halima was from a completely different country and she didn’t speak the same language as her teachers and peers.

‘Let’s get today out of the way and get Halima settled, then I’ll come back tomorrow and see how it’s all going,’ added Penny.

I nodded.

‘Has she got anything with her?’ I asked.

‘Just that bag, but she won’t let anyone look inside it,’ said Penny. ‘It’s too small to have anything much in it.’

I’d noticed that when Halima came in, she was clutching a small, dirty-looking pink nylon rucksack.

‘Well I can sort her out with a few things, and we can pick some other stuff up tomorrow.’ I smiled.

‘Maggie, I’m afraid I’m going to need to get back to the office as I’ve got to do a report for the police and sort out a few more things,’ she told me. ‘But I’ll leave you my number so please do give me a call if there’s anything that I can help with. I’ll be in touch tomorrow and I’ll come round and see Halima then.’

She stood up and gave Halima a wave.

‘Bye, sweetheart. I’m going now but I will be back tomorrow, OK?’

Halima looked back at her blankly.

I walked Penny to the front door.

‘Good luck, Maggie.’ She smiled. ‘I know it’s hard when you don’t speak the same language.’

‘We’ll get by,’ I told her. ‘There’s a lot to be said for sign language and pointing.’

I didn’t have any choice really, I just had to get on with it. But as I closed the door to Penny, I was filled with apprehension. This poor frightened girl needed comforting but we had no way of communicating. To be honest, I didn’t have a clue where to start.
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