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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Leanne 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.


The Girl No One Wanted

By Maggie Hartley
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A Message from Maggie

I wanted to write this book to give people an honest account about 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 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 my stories inspire other people to consider fostering, as new carers are always desperately needed.

Maggie Hartley


Chapter One
Late-Night Mission

As I spread out the picnic rug, Louisa started getting our food out of the cool box.

‘Maggie, this is all very nice but do I have to stay long?’ she asked. ‘I said I’d go round to Charlie’s later.’

‘It’s only a picnic, love,’ I told her. ‘I thought you’d enjoy coming along and seeing Vicky and some of the other foster carers you know. You can go to Charlie’s afterwards.’

Every few months my fostering agency put on a social event so carers could all get together. There was always a big party at Christmas and Halloween and now, in the spring, they organised a picnic in the park. I’d just finished a couple of respite placements and, unusually, I didn’t have any children living with me at the minute so I’d persuaded Louisa to come along to keep me company. But, like most teens in love, she was much keener to spend time with her new boyfriend than come to a picnic with old me. I opened a bag of crisps and started tucking into a ham sandwich.

‘Hi, ladies,’ said a voice and I looked up to see Becky – my supervising social worker from the fostering agency I worked for. ‘Are you having fun?’

‘Well I am,’ I told her, grinning. ‘Madam over here seems more eager to go and meet her new boyfriend.’

Louisa rolled her eyes at me.

‘I’m only teasing,’ I said.

Louisa had been with me since her parents had been killed in a car crash six years ago. She was about to turn nineteen and even though she wasn’t in the care system any more she knew she could live with me as long as she wanted. She’d been with me for so long, she was like my daughter. As a nanny, she was also a great help with my fostering placements and a brilliant support to me as a single foster carer.

‘If I buy you an ice cream would that cheer you up?’ I said, handing her a couple of pounds.

‘Thanks,’ she smiled.

She might have been nineteen but a Mr Whippy with a chocolate flake in it was still a favourite of hers.

I watched Louisa stride confidently across the grass to the ice cream van – so different to the scared, timid girl who had turned up on my doorstep with a social worker all those years ago. She was so tall, and her willowy frame was shown off by the high-waisted jeans and cropped T-shirt she was wearing.

I was lost in thought when Becky sat down next to me on the rug.

‘Just quickly before I go and mingle, remember the new buddy system we talked about at the meeting the other week?’ she asked.

I nodded.

‘Well remind me later on to introduce you to Trudy,’ she said. ‘I thought I might partner you up with her. She’s a fairly new foster carer and I think her latest placement is proving quite challenging. Like you, she’s a single foster carer so it would be useful for her to have someone to bounce ideas off.’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I’m more than happy to help if I can.’

The idea of the buddy system was to partner up a more experienced foster carer with a newer one so we could swap tips and advice.

‘I’m not sure I’ve got all the answers,’ I said. ‘But I’m happy to have a chat with her.’

‘Thanks,’ said Becky, getting up. ‘I’ve told her about you and she seemed keen to meet you.

‘In fact …’ she said as she stood up. ‘She’s sitting over there.’

She gestured to a short blonde woman in her forties.

‘The girl with her is her placement Leanne. She’s just turned eleven and she’s proving to be a bit of a handful.’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘I’ll wander over later and say hello.’

‘Thanks, Maggie, I appreciate it.’ Becky smiled as she left to go and chat to the other families.

I looked across the grass to where Trudy and Leanne were sitting. Leanne certainly didn’t look like a handful. In fact she looked very sweet. She was a petite little thing with brown curls and pale skin and was sitting quietly next to Trudy on a picnic rug, watching the other children play.

Louisa came back with her ice cream while I tucked into my picnic and chatted to my friend Vicky, who was sitting next to us with the two sisters she was fostering – three-year-old Teegan and Janie, five.

Fifteen minutes later I heard a real commotion coming from the other side of the grass. People were turning round to look.

‘Blimey, that girl’s kicking off,’ said Louisa.

I looked over and realised it was Leanne – the girl that Trudy, the carer that Becky wanted to buddy me up with, was fostering. She was looking decidedly embarrassed as Leanne began to shout at her.

‘I ain’t eating that,’ she screamed, kicking the cool box. ‘Why didn’t you bring any food that I liked, you silly bitch?’

It was colourful language for an eleven-year-old but I’m sure most of us foster carers had heard much worse. Trudy, however, didn’t seem to be handling it well.

‘Sit down, Leanne,’ she hissed, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

‘I ain’t siting down,’ roared Leanne with a defiant look on her face. ‘Not until you get me something that’s not crap.’

She kicked the sandwiches from the blanket and flung away the carton of apple juice Trudy had given her.

‘Leanne, I said sit down right now,’ said Trudy, sounding more and more upset.

But Leanne ignored her and I could see Trudy wasn’t going to be able to calm her down.

‘I’m going to go over,’ I said.

‘Are you sure that’s not going to make it worse?’ asked Vicky.

‘I wouldn’t normally intervene when someone’s child is kicking off but I think a distraction might help,’ I replied.

I wandered over to where they were sitting. Leanne was still shouting and swearing at Trudy.

‘Oh, hello,’ I said, ignoring Leanne. ‘You must be Trudy. I’m Maggie. We’ve got the same supervising social worker, Becky. She thought it would be nice for us to meet up for a coffee sometime so I thought I’d come over and introduce myself and give you my number.’

‘Oh, er, yes,’ said Trudy, clearly a little confused, and embarrassed about the kerfuffle Leanne was causing. ‘That would be great.’

Thankfully me coming over had stopped Leanne in her tracks and she was now stood there staring at me, her arms crossed defiantly.

‘And you must be Leanne,’ I said in an overly cheerful voice. ‘It’s lovely to meet you. I was going to invite you and Trudy to come round to my house one day if you’d like that?’

Leanne didn’t say a word, she just scowled at me. But at least she was quiet.

I quickly fished a pen and a piece of scrap paper out of my bag and scribbled my number on it.

‘Give me a ring anytime,’ I said, handing it to Trudy. ‘I’m happy to have a chat.’

‘OK,’ she said, putting it in the pocket of her jeans. ‘That would be great. Thanks so much, Maggie.’

She gave me a grateful smile and I could see how much she appreciated the gesture.

Thankfully my interruption seemed to have diffused the situation and for now Leanne was sitting quietly on the grass sullenly watching me.

‘Poor woman,’ sighed Vicky as I went back over to her. ‘That girl seems like a handful.’

‘We’ve all been there,’ I said. ‘It’s hard to know how to handle such a challenging child, especially when you haven’t been fostering for long.’

I really sympathised with her. Fostering was never easy or straightforward, no matter how long you’d been doing it; we were all constantly learning. There wasn’t a right or a wrong way to do things, all you could do was the best you could for each child.

After a few tricky placements, I’d recently made the decision to focus on mother and baby placements for a while. They were challenging in a different way from a troubled teen or a traumatised child, but I was looking forward to getting stuck in when I got my next placement.

Thankfully the rest of the afternoon passed without any more drama, but after Leanne’s outburst Trudy didn’t hang around for long. I noticed her packing up not long after I’d gone to speak with her and she gave me a weak smile as she walked off with a sulky-looking Leanne.

‘Nice to meet you,’ I called. ‘Give me a ring.’

She nodded.

Soon I decided to call it a day too. Louisa was going to her boyfriend’s for the night so I said goodbye to Vicky and headed off. I was looking forward to a nice relaxing evening on the sofa with a bar of Dairy Milk and a good film.

However, just after 10 p.m. my mobile rang. It was a number I didn’t recognise and I felt that little pang of worry you get when you receive a call late at night. I hoped Louisa was OK.

‘Maggie?’ said a woman’s voice on the other end of the line. ‘Please can you help me?’

I could barely make out what she was saying, or even who was speaking, she sounded so frantic and upset.

‘She’s out of control. I don’t know how to calm her down. She’s smashing up the house and she started hitting me. I’m so scared. Please, please come and help.’

‘I’m really sorry, but who is this?’ I asked, confused. ‘I don’t recognise your number.’

‘It’s Trudy,’ said the voice. ‘I met you today at the picnic. We’re with the same fostering agency. Oh, Maggie, please help me. I don’t know what to do.’

She sounded hysterical.

‘Trudy, it’s OK,’ I said. ‘Take a deep breath and tell me what’s wrong.’

‘It’s Leanne,’ she gabbled. ‘She’s really angry. All I did was ask her to tidy her room and she just exploded. I was so scared I’ve had to lock myself in the downstairs loo.’

I could tell that Trudy was incredibly upset but I was also worried about Leanne too and whether she might hurt herself in her rage. I knew this was serious enough that it needed to be dealt with through official channels.

‘Have you called the agency and told them what’s happening?’ I asked.

‘I couldn’t,’ she said. ‘My mobile’s in the kitchen. I managed to grab the house phone from the hallway and the only number I had was yours on the piece of paper in my jeans pocket.’

She was crying now and I could hear the desperation in her voice. Thoughts raced through my head as I tried to work out what was best to do.

‘I’m so sorry for bothering you,’ she sobbed. ‘I’ve tried to help her, I really have, but she’s pushed me to the limits and she’s really scared me this time.’

‘It’s OK, Trudy,’ I said, trying to calm her down. ‘Do you want me to ring the agency and tell them what’s happened? Then I can get a duty worker to call you back on the home phone.’

‘Oh, yes please,’ she gulped ‘Thanks, Maggie.’

‘You stay where you are and I’ll get someone to call you straight back. Do you know where Leanne is now?’

‘Yes, she’s banging on the toilet door and shouting at me.’

I was relieved in a way, as at least I knew Leanne was still in the house and safe.

As soon as Trudy had hung up, I phoned the out-of-hours number for the agency and explained what had happened to the duty social worker.

‘I know it’s not my place to get involved in another carer’s business but she rang me and she’s getting quite hysterical. She’s locked herself in the loo.’

‘Right, OK, thanks for passing that on, Maggie,’ said the duty worker, Sarah. ‘I’ll give her a ring straight back.’

‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘I’d really appreciate it if you could let me know what’s happening, just to put my mind at rest.’

‘I will do,’ said Sarah.

I knew I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on a film or go to bed tonight until I knew that both Trudy and Leanne were OK.

I was in the kitchen making a cup of tea when my mobile rang again. It was Sarah at the agency.

‘I’ve spoken to Trudy and she doesn’t feel like she’s able to diffuse the situation herself,’ she said. ‘I tried to get her to put Leanne on the phone but she wasn’t willing to unlock the toilet door. So I’m going to head over there now and see if I can help. I’m over the other side of town so I should be there in about forty-five minutes.’

‘Well I’m only a five-minute drive away,’ I said. ‘I could be there a lot quicker. Why don’t I go?’

‘But there’s a possible risk of violence, Maggie,’ she said. ‘I can’t risk sending you.’

‘I’ll be fine,’ I said. ‘She’s a petite eleven-year-old girl not a strapping six-foot teenager. If I really think things have got that much out of control then I’ll call you and the police straight away.’

‘OK,’ replied Sarah. ‘As long as you’re sure.’

‘I’m sure,’ I said.

‘Then I’ll give Trudy a ring back now and let her know. Thanks ever so much, Maggie. Please ring me straight back if you think the situation is out of hand or you need extra help and I’ll get straight in the car.’
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