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Dedication


This book is dedicated to Robyn and Quinn, and all the babies, 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.




Please Give My Baby Back


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 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 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 because new carers are always desperately needed.


Maggie Hartley




One


Painful Goodbyes


Edie looked at me, gave me a huge gummy smile and then threw her plastic beaker onto the floor.


‘No, flower,’ I told her. ‘We don’t throw things. Nana doesn’t like this game.’


But Edie clearly did because as soon as I put the beaker back on the tray of her highchair, she threw it down again, this time uttering a squeal of delight.


‘Ooh, you’re a little monkey,’ I told her, but I couldn’t help but smile at the cheeky grin on her face.


I loved every minute I spent with my granddaughter. She was eleven months old now and was a gorgeous chubby little thing with silky brown curls and big blue eyes that meant she could wrap me around her little finger.


It was Friday afternoon and I was looking after her while her mum and dad, Louisa and Charlie, had gone to do some shopping. Louisa worked full-time as a nanny and luckily she was able to take Edie with her. But I knew the long days were tiring and it was nice for her and Charlie to have a day off together to buy some presents for Edie’s first birthday, which was coming up in a few weeks.


Edie wasn’t my biological granddaughter but, to all intents and purposes, she felt like she was my own flesh and blood. Louisa had come to live with me when she was thirteen after both her parents had died tragically in a car crash. Angry and alone, Louisa came to me as a foster child and had been through a lot, but she’d lived with me right up until she and Charlie had got married a few years ago. It was lovely to see her so settled with a husband and a baby and she was such a great mum to Edie.


I was just wiping the highchair down when Louisa came round to collect her. As soon as I opened the door to her, Edie held out her arms to her mum.


‘How’s she been?’ she asked, taking her from me.


‘Mostly adorable,’ I smiled. ‘We had a bit of a hideous nappy and she’s been showing me her new game where she throws her beaker on the floor.’


‘Oh yeah, she’s going through that stage where she thinks it’s hilarious to chuck anything and everything on the floor. You’re lucky it wasn’t her dinner.’


I went over to Edie who was still in Louisa’s arms and covered her cheeks with kisses.


‘Bye bye, poppet,’ I smiled. ‘Nana will see you soon.’


I was helping Louisa strap her into her buggy in the hallway when I heard my phone ringing in the kitchen.


‘You get that,’ Louisa told me. ‘It might be important. We’ll see ourselves out.’


‘OK lovey,’ I smiled. ‘See you soon.’


I quickly ran through to the kitchen and grabbed my mobile just in time.


‘Hello?’ I gasped.


‘Hi Maggie, it’s Becky,’ said a familiar voice.


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


I’d been expecting her to call as I’d been waiting for some more information about a new placement. Jan, a fellow carer, was fostering an eight-year-old girl called Caitlin. Jan’s daughter, who lived in Australia, was about to have a baby and Jan was going to Sydney for three weeks to meet her new grandchild. It was a long way to take Caitlin and also it was term time and Social Services weren’t keen for any child to be taken out of school, so Caitlin was coming to stay with me while Jan was away. As soon as the baby was born, Jan was going to book her flights but it wasn’t due for a few weeks yet.


‘Has Jan’s daughter had her baby?’ I asked Becky.


‘Not yet,’ she told me. ‘Actually Maggie, I’m not ringing about that. I’ve just had a call from Social Services.’


Becky explained that a social worker had just called her from the Accident and Emergency department at the local hospital.


‘They wondered if I had anyone who might be able to take a three-week-old baby,’ she told me. ‘A little boy called Quinn.’


‘Three weeks,’ I sighed. ‘That’s tiny. What on earth’s happened to him?’


Becky explained that all she knew was that unexplained marks had been found on him and that he needed to come into the care system.


‘Mum is apparently at the hospital with him,’ she added. ‘But while they investigate, they need somewhere for him to go.’


‘Poor little mite,’ I sighed.


‘What do you think?’ asked Becky. ‘I know newborns are a lot of work so I understand if you don’t think you can manage it.’


‘Well I’ve got the room and it could be weeks until Caitlin comes to me so, yes, I’d be happy to help,’ I told her.


I didn’t need to think about it for long. I loved everything about babies – the cuddles, their sweet smell. I didn’t even mind the nappies or the sleepless nights. I’d looked after babies straight from the hospital when they were only days old, so a three-week-old baby didn’t faze me.


My mind had already gone into overdrive thinking about all the things I’d need for such a young baby.


‘The social worker’s called Miriam,’ Becky told me and I grabbed a pen and paper so I could write down her number.


‘Shall I head up to the hospital now?’ I asked.


‘Yes please,’ said Becky. ‘Whenever you’re ready. I know Social Services are keen to get him settled somewhere tonight.’


‘I’ll get there as soon as I can,’ I told her. ‘I need to quickly get some newborn nappies and formula from the supermarket.’


I also wanted to drop by Louisa’s as I was sure that she still had Edie’s old Moses basket and pram that I could borrow.


‘Thanks Maggie,’ she said. ‘If you get a chance then text me later and let me know all is OK.’


Being a foster carer was always a very mixed bag. Some placements I was informed of days, weeks or even months in advance and I had plenty of time to prepare. Others, like this one, happened completely out of the blue and I just had to cobble things together as best I could. While I had big cupboards of children’s clothes of all sizes and nappies and wipes, I didn’t have much for a newborn.


I quickly rang Louisa.


‘Is everything OK?’ she asked me, concerned. ‘I’ve only just got in the door.’


I explained that it had been Becky on the phone.


‘There’s a three-week-old baby that’s come into care so I said I’d take him,’ I told her.


‘Poor little thing,’ she said. ‘What’s happened to him? Where are his parents?’


‘I don’t know at the moment, flower,’ I told her.


For confidentiality reasons, I didn’t feel it was my place to share anything with Louisa until I knew more myself.


‘I don’t know if he’s going to be coming with anything so I wondered if I could borrow some of Edie’s old stuff for him,’ I told her.


‘Of course,’ she replied. ‘You can have whatever you need.’


She had a Moses basket, a newborn car seat, a pram and a sling.


‘I’ve got a bag of newborn clothes in the cupboard too that you can have,’ she told me. ‘Some of it might be a bit girly and pink but most of it would do for a boy too.’


‘Oh I don’t mind, lovey,’ I told her. ‘I’m just grateful for the help.’


It would avoid a mad scramble to the shops in the morning with a newborn in tow.


After I’d quickly called into the local shop for nappies and wipes, I headed straight round to her place and she and Charlie helped me load everything into the car.


As I drove into the hospital, I spent a good twenty minutes searching for somewhere to park. Miriam had told me to give her a call when I got to A&E so when I’d finally found a space, I gave her a ring.


‘I’ll come outside to meet you,’ she told me. ‘I’ve got grey curly hair and I’m wearing a long brown coat.’


‘I’ll be the one carrying the car seat,’ I told her.


We spotted each other straight away. Miriam was true to her description – she was a small woman in her fifties with corkscrew grey curls and gold glasses and the telltale Social Services lanyard around her neck.


‘Nice to meet you, Maggie,’ she told me, shaking my hand. ‘Before we go through to see the baby, why don’t we sit out here and have a quick chat.’


For once, A&E was fairly quiet so we sat on a couple of plastic chairs in the corner near the entrance.


‘So tell me about Quinn,’ I asked. ‘What happened? Are the parents known to Social Services?’


She explained that Robyn was a first-time mum in her early forties. She was a single parent after her relationship with her boyfriend had ended before she found out she was pregnant.


‘The health visitor went round to see her this afternoon,’ Miriam informed me. ‘Mum had forgotten she was coming and the flat was in a state of disarray, Quinn was crying and Mum wasn’t dressed.’


‘That doesn’t sound too unusual for a new mum with a newborn,’ I shrugged.


The health visitor wanted to weigh the baby and as Robyn was taking his Babygro off, she noticed a bruise on his leg. Miriam explained how the health visitor had pointed it out to Robyn and asked how it had happened.


‘She said she had no idea,’ said Miriam. ‘The health visitor said she seemed very concerned and anxious about it but she couldn’t remember dropping Quinn or banging him on anything. She didn’t have any reasonable explanation for it.’


The health visitor had called her manager and, according to their procedure, as the mark was unexplained, she advised her to take Robyn and the baby to A&E so he could be checked over.


‘A paediatrician has examined Quinn but they can’t find any other marks or injuries,’ Miriam told me. ‘As you and I both know, Maggie, bruising in a young baby who isn’t yet mobile is very unusual.’
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