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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Hannah 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


Introduction

Shelley paced up and down the living-room floor, feeling sick from the fear churning in her stomach as every worst-case scenario that she could think of ran on a loop through her head. It would be getting light in a few hours and there was still no sign of her fifteen-year-old daughter Hannah.

Shelley felt helpless and didn’t know what to do. She’d tried everything – called the local hospitals, rang Hannah’s friends – but no one had seen neither hide nor hair of her. She’d even phoned the police but she knew that realistically a teenager who had sneaked out of her bedroom window to go partying and hadn’t come home wasn’t going to be top of the list of their priorities. It wasn’t as if this was the first time she’d contacted them about Hannah either and she couldn’t even say it was out of character anymore.

She must have nodded off on the couch because just before 3 a.m., Shelley heard a crash by the front door. She leapt up to the window and peered out into the darkness. A car, headlights dazzling, screeched off down the street. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness again, she saw someone collapsed on the doorstep.

‘Oh my God, Hannah!’ she gasped.

As she pulled open the front door, the figure didn’t move.

‘Hannah!’ she repeated, shaking her, desperate to see some signs of life. ‘Where the hell have you been?’

Her daughter moaned as Shelley pulled her up to a sitting position. She reeked of cigarettes and alcohol and there was vomit all down her clothes, and her neck was covered in what looked like bites.

‘Hannah, where have you been? You’ve got school tomorrow. I’ve been worried sick.’

But her daughter was so drunk, she could barely talk.

Using all of her strength, Shelley managed to pull Hannah off the doorstep and into the house. The teenager was as floppy as a rag doll as she heaved her onto the couch. She had done this so many times now, and as a nurse, she knew she couldn’t risk putting Hannah to bed in this state in case she choked on her own vomit. So, like countless nights before, Hannah lay passed out on the couch while Shelley curled up in the armchair next to her, barely sleeping a wink, one eye continually on her daughter to make sure that she hadn’t been sick and was still breathing.

By the time dawn was breaking, Shelley had given up trying to get any rest. Her youngest daughter Molly would be getting up for school soon and she was due into work that morning. Hannah should also have been going to school but given the state she’d been in when she’d arrived home, it was clear wasn’t going anywhere until she had slept off the events of the night before.

As Shelley stood by the window watching the sky slowly turn from inky black to a hazy blue, she made a decision. Her family couldn’t go on like this. She couldn’t go through this again.

Something had to change before it was too late. If something happened to Hannah, Shelley knew she’d never be able to forgive herself. She had tried everything she could to try to control Hannah’s wild behaviour and get her beloved little girl back, but now, as she looked down at her daughter curled up looking so dishevelled and vulnerable, she knew there was nothing more she could do. They needed help and they needed it now, before her daughter ended up dead.


ONE

Desperation

The woman sitting in my kitchen was broken. Her hands were shaking as she spoke, there were deep worry lines etched into her forehead and her bloodshot eyes were ringed with dark shadows.

‘Do you mind if I nip outside for a cigarette?’ she asked.

‘Not at all,’ I told her. ‘I’ll open the patio doors for you.’

I led her through to the garden, watching as she lit up. As she took a deep drag on a cigarette, her body sagged with relief.

‘I can see she’s had a tough time,’ I sighed as she paced up and down outside.

‘Yes,’ nodded Emma, the social worker. ‘She’s a single mum too, so I think this has been extra difficult for her trying to cope with it all alone.’

I’d never worked with Emma before today. She was small with long dark hair and was so fresh-faced and youthful, I had assumed she must be recently qualified. So I’d been surprised when she had mentioned how she’d worked for another local authority previously.

‘Thank you for agreeing to foster Hannah,’ she added.

‘It’s not a problem,’ I told her. ‘It’s going to be hard for everyone but I can see that it’s the right thing to do to keep Hannah safe.’

Two days ago I’d had a call from my supervising social worker Becky at the fostering agency that I worked for. She’d been contacted by Social Services about a fifteen-year-old girl called Hannah.

‘Sadly it’s the kind of case that you and I have seen many times before,’ Becky explained. ‘Teenager gets in with the wrong crowd and goes off the rails. Hannah’s been skipping school and staying out all night. When she comes home, she’s usually drunk, and her mum Shelley is worried that she might have been taking drugs too.’

‘Is there a boy involved?’ I’d asked.

‘It seems likely, but we don’t know for sure,’ Becky sighed. ‘Mum has never met these new friends but she doesn’t think they’re connected to school and Hannah refuses to tell her anything. Shelley has been in touch with the police but she says they’re not interested and they don’t treat it as a priority as Hannah always comes back in the end.’

Shelley had tried everything to keep her daughter in at night. She’d even got so desperate that she’d locked the girl in her bedroom, but she’d climbed out of the window to get out. Nothing had made any difference so she’d begged her daughter’s school for help. As it was a safeguarding issue, the school had been obliged to call in Social Services and yesterday there had been a case conference at the school. The recommendation was that Shelley gave her consent for Hannah to be taken into care voluntarily under a Section 20.

‘Understandably she’s scared and frightened for her daughter. She doesn’t want Hannah to be taken into care but she’s at the end of her tether as to what to do.’

I couldn’t imagine how this poor mother must be feeling and what a horrendous decision she’d had to make.

‘Shelley doesn’t have any experience of foster care and what it will involve, so Emma, the social worker, thought that meeting you and seeing the house beforehand might help to reassure her.’

‘Of course,’ I’d told Becky. ‘I’m happy for her to come round if you think it would help.’

Normally my address was kept confidential from parents for safeguarding reasons, but in this case, there were no issues of neglect or any suggestion of Shelley hurting her daughter, so there was no problem about her coming to my home.

So now, a day later, Shelley was here to see where her daughter would be living when she was taken into care.

‘Would you like to have a look round the house?’ I asked her when she came back in from the garden. ‘I can show you where Hannah will be sleeping if you’d like?’

‘Oh yes,’ she nodded. ‘As long as you don’t mind, I’d like that.’

As she followed me upstairs, I could see her looking around, taking everything in. I led her into one of the bedrooms that I used for my fostering. The last person who had been in this room was a seventeen-year-old called Rebecca, so it was already set up for a teenage girl. There was a lamp and cushions on the bed and a pretty rug on the floor. There was a CD player and a pile of CDs, and some books and magazines.

‘Oh, what a cosy room,’ Shelley said, sounding surprised.

‘I try to make it as homely as possible for the children who come and stay with me,’ I told her. ‘I like them to be comfortable and have nice things.’

I think a lot of people have misconceptions about a foster home. They think it’s going to be like something out of Annie with a line of iron beds – all very bare, cold and basic, but that couldn’t be further from the truth.

I showed her the bathroom and pointed out my bedroom and Louisa’s old room down the landing. I explained how Louisa had come to live with me when she was thirteen after her parents had been tragically killed in a car crash and that she’d lived with me right up until she was twenty-two. Louisa worked as a nanny now, and she and her husband Charlie had a flat ten minutes away from my house.

‘She hasn’t lived here for a couple of years so I suppose it’s silly keeping her bedroom,’ I told Shelley. ‘But sometimes if Charlie’s away she still stays the odd night here and I’m too sentimental to change things just yet.

‘And this is the twins’ room,’ I went on, as we passed the larger bedroom that I used for fostering. There was a bunk bed and a single bed in there.

Albie and Ethan were seven-year-old identical twins who had come to live with me seven months ago. Their mum Liz had had a breakdown and been hospitalised. Their dad Martin had also suffered with depression and had struggled to cope with the boys alone.

‘Thankfully, Liz is doing really well now and the hope is that within a few weeks, the boys might be able to go home,’ I told her.

‘It’s another lovely room,’ nodded Shelley.

‘As you might have guessed, the twins are football-obsessed,’ I smiled. ‘I got the football pitch rug from a car boot sale and I got a couple of Manchester United duvets on eBay for the bunk beds. They really love them.’

We walked back downstairs to the kitchen where Emma was waiting.

‘It’s a lovely house you’ve got here, Maggie,’ sighed Shelley wistfully.

I could see that reality had hit and it was dawning on her that in a matter of days, her daughter would be living here.

I made us all a cup of tea and we sat down at the kitchen table.

‘So how am I going to do it?’ asked Shelley, her eyes filling with tears. ‘When am I going to tell my daughter that I’m putting her in care and she has to go and live with a complete stranger?’

Hannah knew Social Services had come into her school, but she didn’t know the case conference was happening.

‘Don’t worry, Shelley, I can do that,’ Emma reassured her. ‘I will go through everything with her and explain why we’re doing it. You can be there if you want to.’

‘I know it will be horrendous, but I think I probably do need to be there,’ nodded Shelley.

‘She’s probably going to be very upset and angry but hopefully in the long run she’ll understand that you’re doing this for her to keep her safe,’ Emma explained gently.

Shelley nodded.

‘When will you tell her?’ she asked.

‘We don’t want to do it until the last possible minute,’ Emma replied. ‘If we give her any advance warning, then there’s a risk that she will abscond and we don’t want that to happen.’

In three days’ time, Hannah’s school was breaking up for a week for May half term.

‘In a way, it’s an ideal time,’ continued Emma. ‘I can come round to your house on Friday after school and tell her what’s going to happen. I’ll bring her straight round here and she’ll have a week to settle into Maggie’s before going back to school.’

‘What, she’ll have to go straight away, there and then?’ Shelley asked.

‘I’m afraid so,’ nodded Emma. ‘If you could have a bag packed for her, that would be brilliant.’

Shelley looked completely stunned.

‘I know it’s a lot to take in. It’s going to be hard, and Hannah will probably be upset and angry, but it’s the safest way,’ Emma told her.

‘Can I come here with her and help her unpack?’ asked Shelley, desperately.

‘I think it would be better if I bring her on my own,’ Emma told her gently. ‘But I will make sure that contact is all sorted out so you know you can see her in a few days. Maybe we could arrange for you to call Maggie on Friday night if you’d like that?’

Shelley nodded.

I could see how upset and bewildered she was at the idea of springing this devastating news on her daughter.

‘She’ll hate me,’ she sighed, shaking her head. ‘And what about Molly? She’s going to be gutted. Despite everything that’s gone on, she loves her older sister to bits.’

‘I think it’s best if you don’t mention anything at all to Molly until Hannah has been told,’ Emma told her gently. ‘I know it’s hard but we really don’t want to risk Hannah running away or going missing.’

Emma turned to me.

‘We’ve also been talking about schools, Maggie, and Shelley and I both agree that it’s in Hannah’s best interests not to go back to her current school,’ she explained.

‘I’ve spoken to the local education authority and they have agreed to an immediate transfer to a secondary school fifteen minutes from here. Hannah can start a week on Monday after the half term.’

‘That sounds like a sensible plan,’ I nodded.

‘Hannah’s going to be devastated,’ sighed Shelley.

‘I know it’s going to be a lot for her to take in but we both know that it’s for the best in the long run if we want to try to get her away from this group of people that she’s been hanging round with,’ Emma told her.

Shelley nodded but the look on her face was one of utter bewilderment.

‘Before we go, do you have anything you want to ask Shelley, Maggie?’ Emma asked me.

I smiled. ‘Well, it would be great if you could tell me a bit about Hannah,’ I replied. ‘Is there anything in particular that she likes to eat? What does she like doing? What kind of music does she like listening to?’

Shelley shrugged her shoulders.

‘Six months ago I could have told you the answer to all of those questions, but now I just don’t know,’ she sighed. ‘She used to love my lasagne and we’d get fish and chips on a Friday after swimming as a treat. She loved dancing in the kitchen with Molly to songs in the charts.

‘She liked hair slides and going shopping in town with me and curling up on the sofa and watching a cheesy film.’

Shelley smiled at the memories.

‘But now …’

She paused.

‘Now it’s make-up, big gold earrings, mini skirts and cropped tops. She’s given up gymnastics and swimming and the only things she’s interested in is her phone and how much money I can give her.

‘And as for food, she hasn’t eaten with us for weeks. I cook but she doesn’t come home for dinner and if she is in, she shuts herself in her room and won’t talk to me or Molly.

‘Everything has changed. Her clothes, her attitude, even her underwear. She’s painfully thin.

‘So to be honest, Maggie, I can’t really tell you anything at all about Hannah because I just don’t know my daughter anymore. I feel like I’m living with a stranger.’

‘I’m really sorry,’ I told her, putting my hand on her shoulder. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

So often in fostering, I sadly found myself coming into contact with many parents who didn’t care about what their children were getting up to, but I could hear the desperation and the worry in Shelley’s voice. It was clear that she really loved her daughter and that it was tearing her apart having to have Hannah taken into care.

‘It’s OK,’ sighed Shelley, her voice breaking with emotion. ‘I don’t know what to do. I’ve tried everything. I don’t know these kids she’s hanging around with. I’ve asked her who they are, if she’s got a boyfriend but she won’t tell me anything. It’s taking its toll on my health now, and her little sister’s.’

She described how thirteen-year-old Molly was so worried about Hannah that she was staying awake at night, waiting for her to come home.

‘It means she’s exhausted too and she can’t concentrate in school. It’s not fair on her,’ added Shelley.

‘It’s going to be OK,’ I promised her. ‘I think what you’re doing is really brave and by asking for help, I can see how much you care about your daughter. We’ll all work together to make sure that Hannah is safe, and hopefully she will start to open up to us about what’s going on.’

‘That’s all I want,’ she sniffled, her hands shaking again as she reached for a crumpled tissue to dab her eyes. ‘I just want her to be safe and to be able to come back home again.

‘I just want my little girl back, Maggie,’ she sobbed. ‘Do you understand?’

I nodded. But deep down I wasn’t sure if that was ever going to be possible.
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