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Dedication


This book is dedicated to Amy, 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.




The Lost Boy


By 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




Introduction




Chapter One


New Year Nightmare


What do they say? New year, new start. And as I looked around my living room on this December 31st, I really hoped that the coming year was going to be a good one for each and every one of us.


I’ve never been a big fan of New Year’s Eve so tonight had been very low key and quiet. I’d invited Louisa and Charlie round, we’d tucked into lasagne and garlic bread and now we were all crashed out on the sofa, watching a bit of telly, with eleven-year-old Natalie, who I was currently fostering.


I’d fostered Louisa since she was thirteen, after her parents had been tragically killed in a car crash. She was in her twenties now, married to Charlie, and I couldn’t have loved her any more if she was my biological daughter. Their flat was only ten minutes away from me so she popped in regularly and we’d remained really close.


It had been a terrible year for the two of them, though, and I still got a lump in my throat when I thought about all that they’d been through. Louisa had been desperate to become a mum, but heartbreakingly, their first baby, Dominic, was born with a number of serious conditions, which meant that he had died shortly after birth, a few months ago.


The whole experience had been extremely traumatic and they were still grieving for their little boy. Louisa had fallen pregnant again a few months after Dominic’s death, and was now almost twelve weeks pregnant, but understandably she was very anxious. Although the consultant had said what had happened to Dominic was extremely rare and tests had shown it wasn’t genetic, she was still fraught with anxiety about this pregnancy. I knew she wasn’t sleeping properly and she looked exhausted.


‘I’m sorry, Maggie, I don’t think I’m going to be able to make it until midnight,’ she yawned, nestling into the crook of Charlie’s arm. ‘A cup of tea and a ginger biscuit is about as rock and roll as I’m going to get tonight.’


‘Don’t you worry, lovey,’ I told her, squeezing her hand. ‘You go home and have an early night. You look like you could do with one. I don’t think Nat and I will be going wild either.’


‘But I want to watch the fireworks, Maggie,’ sighed Natalie, who was sat beside me.


Louisa had braided Natalie’s long blonde hair for her and she had the sparkly jumper on that I’d bought her for Christmas.


‘Please,’ she begged. ‘You said I could stay up until midnight, Maggie, you promised. I’m not a baby.’


‘OK then,’ I smiled. ‘I have to warn you though, I’ll probably be snoring away next to you.’


I’d been fostering Natalie for the past nine months. She’d been brought up by her grandmother, Peggy, as her mum, Donna, was an alcoholic who had left when Natalie was just a baby. Donna got in touch from time to time but Natalie didn’t have a proper relationship with her, so her grandmother Peggy was her world. Unfortunately earlier this year, Peggy had been diagnosed with motor neurone disease at the age of sixty-five. She’d deteriorated quickly and needed full-time carers so Natalie had come into the care system and moved in with me. She still visited her nan several times a week, but I knew how upsetting it was for her to see Peggy now, confined to a wheelchair and struggling to speak. Christmas had been particularly hard as, just a month before, Peggy had got a chest infection. But incredibly, after weeks in hospital and against everyone’s expectations, she’d pulled through and was now being cared for back at home.


It had been a stressful few months all round, so we were all in need of a quiet New Year.


‘But if everyone’s leaving, what about my special cake?’ wailed Natalie. ‘Aren’t we going to eat it?’


Nat had made a chocolate cake and I’d got a sparkler to put on top of it to try and create a bit of a party mood.


‘Before you go, let’s all have a slice,’ I suggested to Louisa and Charlie, who agreed.


We went into the kitchen and I lit the sparkler.


‘Happy New Year!’ I smiled as the golden sparks showered onto the cake stand. ‘I hope it’s going to be a really good one for everyone.’


Louisa exchanged glances with Charlie and he put a protective arm around her.


‘Let’s all make a wish,’ grinned Natalie.


I had two wishes and I closed my eyes and willed them to happen.


Please let Louisa and Charlie have a healthy baby. Please let Peggy live for just a little while longer so Natalie can spend more precious time with her nan.


As we put the sparkler out and tucked into the cake, I prayed that both my wishes would come true.


And as for me? I wasn’t really sure what I wanted this the new year to bring. The lead-up to Christmas had actually been quiet for once. Currently, I was only fostering Nat, as my last placement, Halima, had left. She was a refugee from Iraq who had come to this country with nothing. Thankfully she’d been reunited with her brother Muhammad and they now had their own flat in another town a few hours away from here. She texted me every so often and they were doing OK. Since then, I’d done a respite placement for another foster carer who was recovering from an operation, but nothing long term. I was enjoying the peace and spending time with Natalie on her own, because past experience told me that it wasn’t going to stay this way for long.


We waved goodbye to Charlie and Louisa shortly after the cake, and I managed to keep my eyes open long enough to see the new year in with Natalie, who was thrilled by all the fireworks, but by the time I climbed into bed, I felt exhausted.


The next morning was a relaxed one. The late night meant that we’d both had a very rare lie-in, and I savoured it – I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept in past 6.30 a.m.


I was making us bacon sandwiches when my mobile rang.


‘Maggie?’ said a familiar voice.


It was my supervising social worker Becky from the fostering agency that I worked for.


‘Sorry for disturbing you on New Year’s Day,’ she told me.


‘Not all,’ I replied. ‘Happy New Year.’


Becky and I had worked together for years and we got on well.


‘I’m actually ringing about work,’ she told me. ‘I’m the agency on-call social worker today and I’ve just had a message from one of the duty social workers at Social Services. They’re looking for an emergency placement for a sixteen-year-old boy and as it’s New Year’s Day they’re really struggling. I know you’ve got space at the moment and I wondered if you could help?’


‘Oh…’ I stuttered.


I wasn’t expecting this and, to be honest, my first instinct was to say no. I didn’t tend to take on older teenage boys because often by that age, they were bigger and stronger than me. As a single carer, I had to think about my safety and I didn’t want to feel threatened in my own home.


‘I know what you’re thinking, Maggie,’ Becky told me. ‘I had the same concerns but I questioned the social worker and this lad hasn’t shown any signs of aggressive behaviour. Apparently he’s very quiet and withdrawn.’


‘I’ll have to see what Nat thinks about it, Becky,’ I told her. ‘I want her to feel comfortable with whoever else is staying in the house.’


‘Of course,’ replied Becky. ‘I understand that. I knew you had the space so I thought I would give you the option.’


‘Do you know anything else about him that might help me make a decision?’ I asked her.


The details Becky had were scant.


‘From what I can tell, it sounds as though he and his dad had a huge row early this morning and Dad threw him out,’ she explained. ‘A neighbour called the police because she saw the lad in the front garden sobbing with all his clothes spread out on the grass.’


What a horrible start to the new year.


‘Do we know what the row was about?’ I asked Becky.


‘That’s all I have at this stage, I’m afraid,’ she told me. ‘The police couldn’t resolve the situation, so they took the boy to the police station and called Social Services.


‘You know what teenagers are like. It could all blow over and be sorted out in a few days, so it might only be temporary.’


‘Let me talk to Nat and see what she thinks,’ I told her. ‘I’ll ring you straight back.’


‘Thanks Maggie,’ Becky said. ‘Don’t feel pressured to take him. I explained to the social worker that it might not be possible but I said I would try you on the off-chance.’


As I put the phone down, I sighed. I felt an overwhelming sense of sadness for this poor lad who’d found himself in care on New Year’s Day.


I walked back into the kitchen where Natalie was tucking into her bacon sandwich.


‘That was Becky from my fostering agency,’ I told her. ‘She was asking if I would be willing to let a teenage boy come and stay here. It might only be for a few days but I wanted to check what you thought about it before I said yes.’


‘How old is he?’ asked Natalie.


‘Sixteen,’ I told her.


She shrugged. ‘I don’t mind as long as he doesn’t smell.’


‘I’ll make sure he doesn’t,’ I smiled. ‘Don’t worry, I’ve got lots of deodorant in my cupboards.’


I was reassured to see that Natalie didn’t appear to be particularly bothered by the idea. She was very talkative and feisty, so I imagined that she would be a good match for a quiet, withdrawn teenager. She might even help to bring him out of his shell a bit.


I hated to think of this young man starting the new year in a children’s home if a foster carer wasn’t available. From what Becky had said, it sounded as though it might just be for a couple of days until the conflict with his parents was resolved, and if Natalie was happy with an extra person in the house, there wasn’t really anything else to think about.


With my mind made up, I called Becky back.


‘Natalie seems fine with it, so I’d be happy to help,’ I said.


‘That’s wonderful,’ she sighed, sounding relieved. ‘Thanks so much, Maggie. The duty social worker will bring him round a bit later today. Any problems though, Maggie, just let me know.’
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