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Dedication


This book is dedicated to baby Joel, may you rest in peace, little one. Also to Paris, Michael 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.




‘Is It My Fault Mummy?’


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 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 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 that perhaps my stories will inspire other people to consider fostering as new carers are always desperately needed.


Maggie Hartley




Chapter One
Where’s Baby?


Big green eyes stared up at me, filled with fear. The little brown-haired girl stood in my kitchen, barefoot and in tatty My Little Pony pyjamas with her cheeks streaked with tears; she couldn’t have been more than four or five. She’d got a police blanket wrapped around her shoulders but she was still shivering. That was no surprise as it was a cold, damp autumn night and her poor feet were caked in mud and practically blue with cold.


With her was Anna, one of the social workers from Social Services who was on overnight duty. Anna and I had worked together several times over the past few years so it was nice for me to see a familiar face.


‘Paris, this lady is called Maggie,’ Anna told her gently. ‘Her job is to look after children and keep them safe. It’s very late and you must be very tired so you’re going to stay at her house tonight.’


The girl shook her head and started to cry.


‘But what about my baby?’ she sobbed, her bottom lip trembling. ‘I need to get my baby.’


‘Paris, the police are looking very hard for your mummy,’ explained Anna. ‘Once they find out where you live, we can go and get your baby for you.’


‘She’s obsessed by this dolly and keeps asking for it,’ Anna muttered to me under her breath.


I could see this poor little mite was completely bewildered and in a state of shock and it wasn’t surprising. I’d been woken up just before midnight by a call from my fostering agency asking if I could take an emergency case. The duty worker had explained a little girl had been found by a member of the public walking up the local high street, barefoot and in her pyjamas. I’d shuddered at the thought of this tiny little girl wandering the streets on this chilly night. He’d called the police and all she could tell them was that her mummy had gone out and she needed to get some milk from the shop. Now, a couple of hours later, Anna had brought her here to me.


‘Shall we have a chat now, Maggie, or do you want to put Paris to bed first?’ she asked me.


Anna was a tall, businesslike woman who had a bit of a brusque manner but having worked with her before, I knew she meant well.


I could see Paris was exhausted but she was also terrified and I didn’t just want to take her upstairs and leave her in a strange bedroom on her own.


I crouched down so I was on her level.


‘Do you want to sit and watch something on telly just for a little bit while I talk to Anna?’ I said.


Paris nodded meekly, her eyes glistening with tears. She followed me into the living room and I got her comfy on the sofa and covered her with one of my blankets that was softer and cosier than the one she’d arrived with. Then I put on a Tom and Jerry DVD.


‘Are you hungry?’ I asked her gently.


‘A bit,’ she nodded so I bought her a slice of bread and butter and a glass of milk.


‘I’m just going next door to talk to Anna now, is that alright?’


Her eyes were glazed over and she was glued to the TV. She didn’t answer but she seemed OK so I went back into the kitchen.


‘Poor little thing,’ I sighed. ‘She’s shell shocked.’


‘I’m not surprised,’ replied Anna. ‘We don’t know how long she was walking the streets for before she was found. She wouldn’t say a word to the police at first. Eventually she told them her first name and that she was five but she couldn’t tell them her surname or her address or show them where she lived. They drove her around the area near the shops for ages but she didn’t seem to recognise anywhere,’ she continued. ‘No one’s reported a child her age as missing, so all we can assume is that Mum’s gone out, left her home alone and she’s woken up and gone walkabout.’


‘She seems the most upset about this baby of hers,’ I sighed.


‘Yes, well once we find out where she lives and find Mum or Dad, we can sort out getting her baby doll for her,’ replied Anna. ‘Hopefully that will bring her some comfort.’


‘She was found close to a big estate where there are several high rises so as soon as it gets light the police are going to start knocking on doors to see if anyone knows her or where she lives. There’s also the possibility that in the meantime, Mum will come back and find her daughter missing and then she’ll call the police.’


It never ceased to both amaze and horrify me that some parents seemed to think it was OK to go out leaving small children home alone to fend for themselves.


‘Is there anything I can do to help in the meantime?’ I asked.


‘Not really,’ sighed Anna. ‘It’s just a case of keeping Paris safe and comfortable until we manage to find out where on earth she’s come from.’


I felt helpless but I knew Anna was right. All we could do was sit tight and wait for her parents to turn up or for the police to speak to someone who knew her and find out where she lived.


‘I’ll leave you my number and if there are any problems overnight then call me,’ she told me.


‘I’ve given it to the police as well so they’ve promised to keep in touch, and if Paris says anything at all that you think might help trace her parents then let me know.’


‘I will do,’ I said.


I saw her to the front door.


‘Bye Paris,’ she called out to her. ‘Sleep well and I’ll see you tomorrow.’


Paris, who was still curled up on the sofa, didn’t reply.


‘She’s shattered,’ sighed Anna. ‘Talk to you in the morning Maggie, if not before.’


When Anna had gone I went back into the living room and turned off the TV. Paris didn’t say a word, in fact she looked like she was in a trance.


‘Let’s get you to bed sweetie,’ I said gently. ‘You can finish watching that in the morning.’


She looked so tiny and alone and my heart went out to her.


‘Shall we go and find you a teddy so that you’ve got something to cuddle tonight?’ I asked her.


She nodded sadly.


I took her over to the toy box. She rummaged through it and eventually pulled out a stuffed rabbit.


‘Good choice,’ I told her. ‘Mr Rabbit is very soft and lovely to cuddle.’


I held out my hand to her and her little fist curled round mine.


‘Anna told me that you’re five,’ I said, as I helped her up the stairs. ‘So do you think if I show you where the bathroom is you’re grown up enough to go in and do a wee on your own?’


‘Yes and I can wash my own hands,’ she said proudly.


‘That’s brilliant,’ I told her. ‘So you go to the toilet and give me a shout when you’re done.’


A minute later, a little cry of ‘finished’ came from the bathroom. I went in and gave her hands and face a quick wipe with a flannel as she was sticky from crying.


‘Do you want to brush your teeth?’ I asked and she shook her head.


‘I already brushed them tonight,’ she replied.


It was so late and I wasn’t going to push her because I could see she was exhausted.


‘And you’re already in your pyjamas so that saves us a job,’ I smiled.


They were a little bit grubby but I thought it might help to settle her if she was wearing something familiar. Her long brown hair was matted into rats’ tails but that was another job that could wait until morning. I didn’t want to give her a bath as she was so tired, but her feet were filthy and I knew I couldn’t send her to bed like that. So I filled the bath with a tiny bit of warm, bubbly water and got her to stand in it while I gave her feet a wash with a flannel.


‘Let’s go and have a look at where you’re sleeping,’ I told her as I gently patted her feet dry with a towel. I noticed a few little nicks on the soles of her feet where she must have caught them on a stone or gravel, but I was just thankful that she hadn’t walked on any glass.


When she was dry, she followed me obediently down the landing. At the same time I was fostering a one-year-old boy called Michael who was fast asleep in the small bedroom so I took her to the bigger room where there was a single bed and bunks. I always made sure they had clean bedding on them as I’d learnt from past experience that you never knew when a child was going to turn up.


‘Here you go lovey,’ I said, pulling back the duvet on the single bed.


She climbed in and lay down, clutching onto her stuffed bunny for dear life.


‘I’m going to turn the big light off but I’ll leave this little night light on so you’re not in the dark,’ I told her.


‘My bedroom is just next door so if you need anything in the night then you just call me, OK? Just shout “Maggie” and I’ll come straight away. Do you think you can remember that?’


Paris nodded. She still looked wide-eyed with shock and it didn’t feel right just going downstairs and leaving her.


‘Do you want me to sit on the end of the bed and wait for you to fall asleep?’ I asked her.


‘Yes please,’ she mumbled.


‘Night night, sleep tight,’ I told her, pulling the covers up over her. ‘I’ll be right here.’


All was quiet until a few seconds later when Paris suddenly sat up in bed.


‘Do you think they’ll find my mummy soon?’ she asked, tears filling her eyes once more.


‘I’m sure they will,’ I told her. ‘There are lots of people looking for her and as soon as they find her then they’ll ring me straight away and I promise I’ll tell you.’


‘And then I can get my baby?’ she asked, her little voice filled with concern.


‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘Then you can get your baby.


‘Come on now,’ I soothed. ‘Lie back down and close your eyes.’


I hoped that I’d reassured her enough so she could get some sleep. Paris settled back down and I watched her chest rise and fall and her heavy eyelids flutter. Within a few minutes her breathing got deeper and she was fast asleep.


I crept out of the room and went back downstairs. It was nearly 3 a.m. now but there was no way I could get back to sleep. All I could think about was poor little Paris. What must be going through her mind? At least she was safe and sound and not still wandering the streets on a chilly autumn night. She was lucky that she hadn’t been hurt or run over, and that someone decent had found her.


I glanced at the baby monitor while I flicked the kettle on. Thankfully Michael was fast asleep and hadn’t been disturbed by all the toing and froing. His mum had suffered a breakdown and had had to go into a psychiatric hospital but the hope was that eventually, when she felt stronger, he would be able to go back and live with her. The other person in my house was 20-year-old Louisa who had been with me ever since her parents had been killed in a car crash seven years ago. She’d been out of the care system for years but she lived with me permanently and she was like my daughter. As a nanny, she was also a great help with my fostering placements. She was staying at boyfriend Charlie’s tonight so I wouldn’t see her until the following day.

OEBPS/images/9781409177111_FC.jpg
MAGGIE HARTLEY

A little girl locked in a prison of guilt.
A loving foster carer determined to free her






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





