
[image: cover]


Dedication

This book is dedicated to Nancy, Sid 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 to talk about some of the children that I’ve helped.

My main concern throughout all this is to protect the children that 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


CHAPTER ONE

A Waiting Game

I paced up and down the shiny floors for what felt like the umpteenth time, retracing my steps past the rows of uncomfortable plastic chairs and the out-of-order vending machine until I got to the double doors with the sign marked ‘labour ward’.

I peered through the glass panels, desperate to know what was going on behind them, but they remained well and truly closed.

I glanced at my watch. Two hours earlier, I’d driven my heavily pregnant foster daughter, Louisa, and her husband, Charlie, to the hospital. By the time we’d got here, her contractions had been so strong I was worried she was going to give birth there and then in the back seat of my car. Thankfully a midwife had come to the rescue with a wheelchair and the last time I’d seen Louisa, she was being wheeled through these doors. Since then, I hadn’t heard a peep.

No news is good news, I told myself over and over, desperately hoping that in this case it was true.

Occasionally the doors would open and I’d look up expecting to see a midwife or a doctor coming out. Then my heart would sink again as they walked straight past and I realised they weren’t coming out to speak to me.

We already knew the baby was a girl but she was four weeks early and I knew Louisa was worried. It was understandable given everything that she’d been through. Over a year ago she’d given birth to a boy called Dominic. At the twenty-week scan, they’d found out he had abnormalities that meant he wouldn’t survive, so heartbreakingly she’d had to be induced and gave birth to him before he died in her arms.

She’d been terrified when she’d got pregnant again a few months later. Even when regular scans showed the baby was healthy and growing fine, Louisa had never truly relaxed so I hoped and prayed that this time around everything was okay.

Just then my phone pinged with a text.

Any news yet?

It was my friend Vicky. She was a foster carer too and she’d known Louisa as long as I had. Louisa had come to live with me at the age of thirteen, after both her parents had tragically died in a car accident. I’d brought her up ever since and that scared, grief-stricken girl was now a strong, caring woman and I couldn’t have been more proud of her than if I’d given birth to her myself. I knew she was going to make a brilliant mum and I just hoped everything was going well behind those double doors.

Still waiting. No news, I replied to Vicky.

I’d just put my phone back into my bag when the labour ward doors suddenly opened and a midwife walked out. I looked up and my heart started thumping as I realised that she was walking towards me.

‘Maggie?’ she asked.

‘Yes,’ I nodded, rising to my feet. ‘Is everything OK? How’s Louisa?’

‘Come with me,’ she smiled.

I quickly followed her through the double doors, down the corridor and into one of the rooms. Sitting up in the bed was an exhausted-looking Louisa. Her long dark hair was plastered to her forehead with sweat and her cheeks were flushed, but she had the biggest smile on her face. In her arms, wrapped in a blanket that I’d knitted, was a tiny but perfect baby girl. Charlie was sat by her side looking slightly shell-shocked but equally as happy.

‘Come and meet your granddaughter, Maggie,’ she grinned, beckoning me over.

Charlie stood up so I could sit down on the plastic chair next to the bed. I peered at her in amazement.

‘Oh my goodness,’ I gasped, my eyes filling with tears. ‘She’s absolutely beautiful.’

Tears of happiness and relief filled my eyes as I stroked her soft pink cheek.

‘I’m so glad you’re both OK,’ I sighed. ‘I was so worried.’

‘She took a while to come out but Louisa was incredible, and the baby cried straight away once she was born,’ smiled Charlie. ‘She’s five pounds, which the midwife said was a decent weight, even though she’s early.’

‘Have you given her a name yet?’ I asked.

‘She’s called Edith Violet,’ Louisa told me proudly. ‘Edith was my mum’s middle name after her grandma and Violet was Charlie’s gran’s name. We’ll probably call her Edie for short.’

‘That’s beautiful,’ I smiled.

‘Would you like to hold her?’ asked Louisa.

‘Are you sure? I don’t want to take her away from you.’

‘Of course,’ she grinned. ‘One of the midwives is bringing me a cup of tea and some toast and I don’t want to risk spilling it on her. I’m starving after all of that!’

Nervously, Charlie picked up Edie and gently placed her in my arms. She squirmed and squawked a little bit but then she quickly settled down again. I tucked the blanket around her and her tiny fist curled around my finger.

‘Hello there, Edie,’ I whispered. ‘It’s your nana here. We’ve been waiting such a long time to meet you.’

Louisa smiled.

As I held this tiny, perfect bundle in my arms, I was overwhelmed by such a strange mixture of feelings. I was overcome with happiness at meeting my granddaughter but at the same time I felt a real sense of sadness remembering baby Dominic and how I’d held him for the first and last time in this very same hospital. I knew Charlie and Louisa must be feeling exactly the same, but for now, we were all full of joy and relief that everything had turned out well and we had this gorgeous new addition to our family.


Six weeks later

I collapsed into a chair, exhausted, and admired my handiwork. I’d spent the past few days painting one of the bedrooms that I used for fostering. I wanted to keep it neutral so it would work for any child, regardless of their gender or age, but I’d given the walls a fresh coat of off-white paint and it looked much fresher and cleaner.

My whole body was aching now though. It was gone 10 p.m. and I’d been at it since this morning and I was totally and utterly wiped out. As I went downstairs to the kitchen to wash out my brushes, I was looking forward to sinking into a nice, hot bath before I headed to bed.

For the first time in as long I could remember, I’d had the past six weeks off. In all of the years that I’d been fostering, I’d never had more than a couple of weeks in between placements. But when my last foster child had left just before Louisa’s due date, I’d asked my agency not to put me back on the vacancy list.

To be honest, I’d loved every minute of the past few weeks. I’d spent time with Louisa and helped her with Edie when Charlie had gone back to work. They were doing brilliantly and I’d loved getting to know my granddaughter and being able to be there for Louisa when she’d needed me. I’d also spent a bit of time with my boyfriend, Graham, a physiotherapist, and I’d spring-cleaned the house from top to bottom, sorted out the loft and decorated. All in all, it had been a lovely few weeks, I thought to myself as I turned the taps on for my bath.

I’d just got out of the bath and had padded downstairs in my dressing gown to get a quick glass of water before bed, when I heard my phone ringing from where it was charging in the kitchen. My heart sank. It was 11 p.m. In my experience, when your phone rings at that time of night then it’s generally not good news. I ran to it, worried that it was Louisa and there was something wrong with Edie but it was a number I didn’t recognise.

I managed to answer it just before it went to voicemail.

‘Hi Maggie, it’s Mary,’ said a voice. Mary was one of the social workers from the fostering agency that I worked for. I’m sorry to bother you so late but I’m on duty tonight and I was really hoping you might be able to help me with an emergency placement that’s just come in.’

‘Oh, I’m not actually on the vacancy list at the moment,’ I told her. ‘I’m having a bit of time off.’

‘I know, I realise that and I’m really sorry,’ she sighed. ‘I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t desperate. I’ve been ringing round but there aren’t any other carers who can help so I thought I would try you on the off-chance. I also think it’s one of those cases where we need an experienced foster carer. It’s really tragic . . .’

The local authority often used our agency to help them find foster carers for emergency placements when all of their carers were full.

I could hear the desperation in her voice and I had to ask what this was about. It was so late and my heart went out to any child or children that had to be taken into care at this time of night.

I took a deep breath.

‘What’s the situation?’ I asked.

‘Unfortunately, it’s a really distressing case,’ she sighed.

As she began to explain, I couldn’t quite believe what I was hearing. I’d been a foster carer for many years but I’d never come across anything like this before.

Mary told me that she was calling from a hospital where she was with an eleven-year-old girl called Nancy.

‘Earlier this evening, Nancy’s next-door neighbour heard screaming,’ she told me. ‘She found Nancy on the street in her pyjamas, covered in blood and absolutely hysterical.’

Mary explained how the girl had led the neighbour into her house.

‘That’s where she found him,’ sighed Mary.

‘Found who?’ I asked.

‘Nancy’s dad Martin,’ she told me. ‘He was lying on the kitchen floor with a knife stuck in his side.’

‘What?’ I gasped. ‘That’s awful.’

‘He was bleeding profusely and was losing consciousness.’

What had followed sounded like utter chaos. The neighbour had called the emergency services and had stayed with a hysterical Nancy by his side until Martin had been taken away to hospital and the police had arrived.

‘What on earth had happened to him?’ I asked. ‘Who stabbed him? Where’s Nancy’s mum?’

‘At this point, no one really knows,’ Mary sighed. ‘The police are still trying to piece it all together.’

She explained that, according to the neighbours, Nancy’s mum, Helen, also lived at the house but she had gone missing. There was no sign of a burglary or forced entry.

Martin had been rushed to hospital and was currently undergoing emergency surgery to stop his internal bleeding. Nancy had been taken to hospital too to be checked over.

‘How is she?’ I asked, my heart in my throat.

‘Well, thankfully she’s not injured,’ sighed Mary. ‘The blood she was soaked in was all from her dad.’

The poor, poor girl. I couldn’t even imagine how frightening that must have been for her.

‘Has she said anything about what happened?’ I asked Mary.

‘That’s the thing,’ she told me. ‘She literally hasn’t said a word since the neighbour found her. She was hysterical at first and now she’s just silent.’

I wasn’t surprised. I knew that shock and trauma could do that to people, especially a child.

‘The police have been to the hospital to speak to her because obviously they want to try to find out where her mum is and to get her account of what happened and who could have done this but she wouldn’t say anything – she just stared into space.’

‘The poor girl,’ I sighed.

‘All they know from what they’ve pieced together from the neighbours is that there’s no sign of Helen; she’s not answering her phone and her car has gone. The police have put out alerts to try to find her so they can question her.’

It was horrific. It sounded like something from a TV drama or a film, not real life.

‘And how’s her dad?’ I asked.

‘We don’t know yet,’ she sighed. ‘It’s touch and go. He’s lost so much blood and they think the knife perforated some of his organs.’

Awful.

The hospital had said that medically Nancy was fine and so there was no need to keep her in overnight, so Social Services had to find somewhere for her to go. When they couldn’t find anybody, they’d called my agency and spoken to Mary.

‘I’m here at the hospital with Debbie – the social worker from Social Services,’ she explained. ‘She’s liaising with the police so I offered to ring round our carers and try to find somewhere that Nancy can go.

‘It’s late, she’s exhausted and in shock and I just want to find a safe place for her but it’s proving quite difficult,’ she  sighed. ‘If we get desperate then the hospital may let her stay here but I didn’t want to leave her on her own on a noisy ward after everything she’s been through tonight.’

The other option was a children’s home but that would feel overwhelming for a child who had just been through such a traumatic ordeal. She needed one-to-one care after everything she’d been through tonight.

My heart went out to her. What on earth had happened in that house? What horrors had she seen?

‘She can come here,’ I said firmly. ‘That poor child has been through enough.’

‘Are you sure?’ asked Mary.

‘Yes,’ I told her. ‘I want to help.’

‘Oh thank you so, so much, Maggie,’ sighed Mary. ‘I know you’re not working at the moment but she just needs a safe place to go while the police find out more and we know how Martin is.’

She explained that the police were going to try to question Nancy one more time to see if they could find out any more information.

‘They’re being as gentle as they can with her but they do need to know where her mum is and try and get a sense of what happened to Martin,’ she told me. ‘Debbie is with her at the moment but she’s busy making calls, so as soon as the hospital discharges her, I’ll bring Nancy round to you. I know it’s late but it might be another hour or so.’

‘That’s OK,’ I told her. ‘I’ll be up and waiting for you.’

‘Thank you,’ sighed Mary. ‘And if anything changes then I’ll keep you posted. Thanks again, Maggie.’

‘I’m happy to help,’ I told her. ‘I’m happy to help.’

But, as I put the phone down, I wondered what on earth I had just agreed to take on.

I went back upstairs and got changed. Thankfully I’d decorated the smaller bedroom that I used for fostering a couple of weeks ago so that was all ready, down to fresh bedding on the single bed. I went into the huge cupboard on my landing and got out some clean towels, a flannel and a toothbrush. Luckily, I had a pair of age twelve pyjamas that I’d recently picked up in a sale so I put those on the bed too. They might be a little bit big for her but she could roll up the sleeves and the bottoms. Then I went downstairs and filled up a hot water bottle, which I put in the bed to make it nice and warm. Even though it was early summer, it was a chilly night and after everything Nancy had been through, I wanted everything to be as warm and comforting as possible.

I closed the curtains and put on the little lamp in the corner so it looked cosy. Then I went back downstairs and made myself a cup of tea.

All I could do now was wait and I didn’t know how long they were going to be. I sat at the kitchen table with my laptop and started a logbook, filling it in with all the information that I knew about Nancy so far. Even writing it down, it was still so hard to get my head around it, especially as there were so many unanswered questions.

My phone pinged with a text and disturbed my thoughts. I thought it might be Mary with an update, but it was Louisa.

Are you still up? Just feeding Edie x

She often texted me when she was doing a late feed as she knew I was a bit of a night owl.

Yep I’m here, I typed. Waiting for a new placement to arrive.

An 11-year-old girl. Will tell you more when I see you.

Ooh exciting. Me and Edie might have to go for a walk tomorrow and pop in. Good luck x

I think I might need it, I thought to myself, as I looked at the logbook in front of me.
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