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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 about 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.


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. In fact, there’s currently a recruitment crisis facing the foster community – across the UK, there’s currently a shortage of 6,500 foster families.* It comes at the same time as the number of children in care in the UK is expected to rise to 95,000 in 2025.† Foster carers are needed more than ever, so please do look into it if it’s something that you or someone you know has ever considered.





* The Fostering Network. ‘More children to end up in unsuitable homes if more foster carers aren’t urgently recruited’, 13 May 2024. Available at: https://www.thefosteringnetwork.org.uk/news/more-children-to-end-up-in-unsuitable-homes-if-more-foster-carers-aren-t-urgently-recruited/ (accessed 16 April 2025).


† County Councils Network. ‘Number of children in care could reach almost 100,000 by 2025 – as county leaders call for an “unrelenting” focus on keeping families together’, 22 November 2021. Available at: https://www.countycouncilsnetwork.org.uk/number-of-children-in-care-could-reach-almost-100000-by-2025-as-county-leaders-call-for-an-unrelenting-focus-on-keeping-families-together/ (accessed 16 April 2025).











ONE


A Lost Cause


Thud.


Suddenly, my eyes flicked open and I sat up in bed.


What was that?


It was 11.30 p.m. and I’d only been in bed for half an hour. But sitting there in the darkness, the only thing I could hear was the sound of the blood rushing in my ears.


I must have been imagining it.


I lay back down and rested my head on the pillow. For the past week, I’d been living on adrenalin and seemed to be in a constant state of high alert.


I was currently fostering thirteen-year-old PJ. He was the only placement that I had at the moment, but he was a challenge to say the least.


He’d been in the care system since he was eleven, after his mum had left the area, abandoning him. Neighbours had found him starving and alone in his flat three days later, living off crisps and sweets he’d stolen from the local shop.


Over the past two years his behaviour had got worse as he was moved from one carer to another. Sadly, it was something I was seeing more and more frequently. He’d come to me after his current foster carers said they could no longer cope.


Never one to shy away from tricky placements, I’d said I’d take him in temporarily while a long-term solution was found.


For the first week or so, PJ had been fine. I wouldn’t have called him chatty, but he had been OK, and he went to school and came straight home. Although he’d spent most of the time in his bedroom, we’d managed to have dinner together. I thought his previous foster carers must have been exaggerating about his behaviour. It was a few days later that I realised he had lulled me into a false sense of security. Things changed dramatically.


PJ had been skipping school and not coming home until late in the evening. When he did come back, he stank of weed. I’d noticed money had gone missing from my purse, so I’d started keeping my handbag locked away in my bedroom and updated his social worker and my supervising social worker about my suspicions.


This evening, he’d not come back after school until 10 p.m. – much too late for a thirteen-year-old.


‘I won’t tolerate this kind of behaviour in my house,’ I’d told PJ when he’d finally turned up. ‘As a foster carer, it’s my responsibility to know where you are. So I need you to come straight home from school tomorrow. Do you understand?’


He’d shrugged, with his head down, and had spent the rest of the evening in his bedroom.


Before I’d gone to bed, I’d knocked on his door.


‘What?’ he’d grunted.


I’d pushed it open a chink.


‘Night, PJ. Remember what I said about coming straight home tomorrow.’


‘Yep,’ he’d muttered.


It was a relief to see that he was already in his pyjamas and curled up in bed.


He was probably fast asleep by now and, if I could stop my mind playing tricks on me, I knew I needed to do the same.


I closed my eyes and tried to relax but I was still on hyper alert, listening out for any sound.


It’s OK, I told myself. You’re imagining things.


But sadly I wasn’t.


Thud.


This time, there was no mistaking it. I jumped up out of bed and grabbed my dressing gown. PJ’s bedroom door was closed but I could see the glow of a light coming from underneath it.


‘PJ?’ I asked, knocking on the door. ‘Are you OK?’


No answer.


‘I just want to check that you’re OK in there.’


Silence.


‘I’m coming in, I need to make sure you’re OK.’ I pushed open the door to find an empty bed and no sign of PJ.


‘Oh no,’ I gasped.


I bolted downstairs, as I realised that was where the noise must have been coming from. I ran into the kitchen first. I’d double-locked the front door and the patio doors and had put the keys in the kitchen drawer. Thankfully, they were still there. Then I dashed into the living room at the front of the house. Naively, I thought maybe he was in there watching TV.


But as I pushed open the door, a cold breeze hit me and told me everything I needed to know.


The lock on one of the bottom sash windows had been unscrewed. It was wide open, and PJ was gone. My bedroom was directly above the living room and I realised that the thud I’d heard must have been him opening the window.


With my heart racing, I unlocked the front door and ran out into the street. But it was too late. Even in the glow of the streetlights, I could see there was no sign of PJ. He had disappeared into the darkness.


It was always horrendous when a child went missing on your watch, particularly when it was a child you’d only been caring for for a few days.


I’d done it enough times over the years to know the drill by now.


First, I called the out-of-hours number at my agency and let them know that PJ had run off.


‘I’ll let Social Services know,’ said Marion, the social worker on duty. ‘If you could call the police, Maggie, and report him as missing and then ring me back with the crime number, that would be helpful.’


‘Will do,’ I said.


I knew the only issue with calling the police at this time of night was that they always took hours to come. A troubled thirteen-year-old who was in care sadly wasn’t going to be at the top of the list of their priorities, especially one who had gone AWOL before. Once I’d reported PJ missing and got back to Social Services, I made myself a cup of tea to calm my nerves and settled onto the sofa.


I was shattered but I knew there was no point going back to bed, as there was a chance I wouldn’t hear the door when the police arrived or if PJ came back. Besides, I was too worried and on edge to sleep. Over the years, I’d had several teenagers who had gone missing from time to time – in fact, there was one boy who ran off every couple of days. It was always concerning and stressful, but I knew all I could do was go through the proper processes and thankfully the police would always bring them back – or they’d eventually come back of their own accord. It was never a nice experience to go through, though.


It wasn’t the most comfortable sofa, but it had acted as a makeshift bed for me many times over the years. As I tossed and turned, all I could think about was PJ. He thought he was tough and streetwise – but he was only thirteen and I knew that inside he was just a scared, vulnerable little boy who had been abandoned by his mother. My mind couldn’t stop ticking over and over. Where was he? Who was he with? What was he doing?


I didn’t sleep a wink and, just after 1 a.m., there was finally a knock at the door. I jumped up to answer it. Two female officers were standing on the doorstep. They held up their IDs and I showed them in.


‘I’m PC Penny Brent and this is PC Helen Biller,’ one of them said.


‘I’m assuming that you need to search the house first?’ I asked them.


They both nodded apologetically.


‘You must have gone through this before?’ asked PC Brent.


‘Sadly, many times over the years with a variety of children,’ I replied.


There was a protocol they had to follow when a child went missing and the first step was a thorough search of the house they had been in, just to check they weren’t hiding somewhere. I knew of one foster carer who’d reported a child missing and it turned out they were hiding under their bed the whole time, so it could happen.


I’d done a quick check in every room myself and I was sure that PJ wasn’t in the house, but I knew the officers had to check. I waited downstairs while they opened every cupboard, checked under every bed and even searched the shed in my back garden. I was relieved that I wasn’t fostering any other children, otherwise they would have been disturbed by the search too.


As I’d expected, PJ was nowhere to be seen. Afterwards, I made us all a cup of tea while the officers took a statement from me.


‘Has PJ done this before?’ asked PC Biller.


‘Not with me,’ I said. ‘He’s been hours late after school but he’s not gone missing this late before.’


‘Do you have the names of any of his friends or know where he likes to hang out?’ she added.


‘Unfortunately, I don’t know that much about him, as he’s only just come to live with me.’ I wrung my hands.


‘You look worried,’ said PC Brent.


‘I am worried,’ I replied. ‘It’s the middle of the night and he’s only thirteen. He’s missing and there’s no guarantee that he’s safe. People could be taking advantage of him. It’s terrifying.’


‘I can understand,’ PC Brent nodded. ‘We’ll circulate his description to all of the local units and we’ll do a drive round the local area and the town centre. Hopefully we’ll have him back to you soon.’


‘I hope so,’ I said.


It was after 2 a.m. by the time the police left. I knew it was pointless trying to sleep now as I was wide awake and wanted to make sure that I heard PJ if he came back, as he didn’t have a key. I decided to sit on the sofa and watch a film, desperately hoping I’d be disturbed by a tap on the window or a knock on the door.


By the time the film ended, there was still no sign of him. At some point during the second film, my eyes must have closed and I nodded off.


When I came round, daylight was streaming in through the living-room window. I looked at my watch. It was 8 a.m. and I could hear the hustle and bustle of the street outside as people headed off to work and school.


Maybe PJ was back and I hadn’t woken up? I knew it was unlikely but I told myself perhaps he’d stolen a key and taken it with him, or forced his way in somehow? I rushed upstairs but my heart sank when I saw his empty bed.


It was at times like these that I was thankful I had no other children living with me at the time; I’d had a couple of respite placements that had lasted for a few months before PJ, as well as two longer-term placements. There was Amena, who I’d fostered for more than a year while her mum was in France caring for her aunt who was sadly dying of cancer. Then baby Felix, who I’d fostered for six months until he was able to be returned to live with his mum, Emily. Feeling like this, it would have been hard having to get up early and look after a baby or toddler, or even get another child to school.


I had a quick shower and got dressed but I was too tired and anxious to eat any breakfast. When it got to 9 a.m., I phoned my supervising social worker Becky as I knew she’d be starting work.


‘Maggie, I’ve just read the update from the out-of-hours social worker,’ she told me. ‘Has PJ turned up yet?’


‘No,’ I sighed. ‘Still no sign.’


‘I’ll give his social worker Carrie a ring and see if his former carers can think of anywhere he might have gone or who he might be with,’ she told me.


‘Good idea,’ I agreed. ‘It would be good to give the police that information.’


I also rang PJ’s school and told them that he’d gone missing and wouldn’t be coming in that day.


‘Not for the first time,’ sighed the receptionist.


By midday, nothing had changed. I hadn’t heard anything from the police so I knew there couldn’t be any update. To take my mind off things, I vacuumed the bedrooms, mopped the bathroom floor and dusted and tidied up everywhere. Cleaning was always my therapy when I was feeling stressed or anxious.


I was lugging the vacuum cleaner down the stairs when I heard a noise.


I stopped in my tracks as I heard a quiet knock on the front door.


Holding my breath, I opened it to find a dishevelled-looking PJ standing there.


‘Thank goodness,’ I sighed. ‘I’ve been so worried about you. Where have you been?’


‘Nowhere,’ he scowled, pushing past me. He ran up the stairs and I heard his bedroom door slam.


I decided to let him cool off a bit before I tried to talk to him.


I called Becky first.


‘He’s just walked in,’ I told her.


‘What a relief!’ she said. ‘Where’s he been?’


‘Absolutely no idea,’ I replied. ‘He wouldn’t talk to me.’


I told her what had happened and that he’d gone straight to his bedroom.


‘I’ll try to have a chat to him in a bit,’ I said.


After I’d put the phone down, I called the police. PC Brent had given me her mobile number.


‘PJ’s just got back,’ I told her.


‘Oh, that is good news,’ she replied. ‘We’ll come round.’


When a missing child returned, the police had to see them for themselves and talk with them about why they’d disappeared.


‘We’re going off shift soon so we’ll head back round to you now,’ she said.


‘OK,’ I nodded.


Two police officers turning up to talk to PJ might be exactly what he needed to realise that he couldn’t behave like this.


Ten minutes later, I was just about to go up and check in with PJ as I knew the officers would be here soon, when suddenly he appeared in the kitchen doorway.


‘You must be starving,’ I said to him. ‘Shall I make you something to eat?’


He looked at me and scowled.


‘Who was you talking to?’ he grunted. ‘I heard you on the phone.’


‘I was telling Social Services that you were back,’ I told him. ‘We were all really worried about you. The police were out looking for you too.’


I paused.


‘They’re going to come round now and have a chat with you about where you’ve been.’


‘The police?’ he shouted. ‘Why the f*** did you call them? I don’t wanna talk to the f***ing police!’


‘PJ, you can’t just go missing like that,’ I told him. ‘You’re only thirteen.’


‘I’ll do what the f*** I want! I ain’t taking orders from you!’


Suddenly there was a knock at the door and PJ froze.


‘That will be the police now,’ I told him. ‘They just want to make sure you’re safe.’


‘I told you, I don’t wanna talk to them,’ he snarled. He glanced up at me. There was a rage in his eyes that made my blood run cold.


I tried to brush past him to let them in but as I did, he grabbed my arm. Even though he was only thirteen, he was already taller than me and his grip was strong.


‘Don’t answer the door,’ he hissed.


Before I knew what was happening, he pushed me to the floor. Then he lifted one of the kitchen dining chairs up in the air.


‘PJ, no!’ I shouted, instinctively holding my arms up to protect my face.


But it was too late. He threw the wooden chair and it hit me directly on the head.


My body trembled in shock and my head throbbed. I blinked as I felt something dripping into my right eye. As I raised my hand up to it, I realised that it was blood.


PJ looked terrified. He saw the blood and turned around and ran out of the kitchen. I struggled to my feet to try to follow him.


He pulled open the front door and ran outside where PC Brent and PC Biller were waiting on the front path.


‘Hey!’ they shouted as he tried to push past them. PC Brent managed to grab his arm.


I stumbled to the doorway and they both gasped.


‘What on earth has been happening here?’ asked PC Brent.


PJ struggled and tried to get out of her grip.


‘Penny, do you want to take him to the car while I sort Maggie out?’ said PC Biller.


I could see PJ was still struggling as PC Brent led him down the path.


‘It’s OK,’ PC Biller nodded to me. ‘She’ll wait with him in the car while he calms down.’


I was still in shock as she led me to the sofa and sat me down.


‘Let me get something for that head of yours,’ she told me.


My head was throbbing and suddenly I felt very woozy.


‘Could I have a glass of water, please?’ I mumbled.


PC Biller fetched me a drink and some kitchen roll to press against my head to try to stem the bleeding. She sat with me while I had a few sips of water and took some deep breaths and, gradually, my heart rate started to slow down.


‘So can you tell me what happened?’ she asked.


I described how PJ had returned to my house and then come downstairs.


‘He said he didn’t want to talk to the police and when you knocked on the door, he pushed me over and threw a kitchen chair at me.’


‘Gosh,’ PC Biller sighed. ‘That cut on your head looks small but deep. I think you need to go to the hospital and get someone to have a look at it, as you might need stitches.’


‘Really?’ I said. ‘Surely it’s not that bad?’


‘Really,’ she nodded.


‘But what about PJ?’ I asked.


‘What he did is assault,’ she told me. ‘So he’s going to be coming back to the station with us as we need to ask him a few questions. Do you have the number of his social worker, please?’


I nodded. PC Biller passed me my handbag from the side of the sofa. I got out my mobile and gave her Carrie’s number.


‘We would have given you a lift to the hospital, but obviously we’ve got PJ in the car,’ she said apologetically.


‘It’s fine,’ I said. ‘I’ll get a taxi to A&E.’


‘Is there anyone I can call to come with you?’ she asked. ‘A partner?’


‘No, it’s just me,’ I smiled. ‘I’ll be fine.’


‘Well, I’ll ring a cab for you and stay with you until it arrives,’ she told me. ‘We don’t want you collapsing.’


Thankfully the taxi arrived in ten minutes.


I still felt quite wobbly and my forehead was throbbing, so I was glad that PC Biller helped me lock up the house. As I walked down the path, I saw PJ in the back seat of the police car with PC Brent.


He scowled at me and looked away.


I felt upset and annoyed at myself. I think, deep down, I had naively and stupidly thought I was the one who could make a difference to him and turn his behaviour around.


But I’d been wrong.











TWO


Peace and Quiet


I sat in A&E, my head throbbing and a cardboard sick bowl clutched in my hands.


As I waited to see a doctor, all I could think about was PJ.


My phone suddenly rang.


‘Maggie, are you OK?’ asked my supervising social worker Becky. ‘PJ’s social worker just called me and told me what happened.’


‘He was upset that the police were coming – I don’t think he meant to hurt me,’ I told her.


‘But the fact is, he did,’ she said. ‘And that’s not on.’


I explained that I was at the hospital waiting to be seen.


‘Is PJ alright? I asked. ‘Where is he now?’


‘He’s at the police station being questioned for assault,’ she replied. ‘Carrie’s with him and he’s fine. You concentrate on getting yourself checked over.’


‘But where will he go tonight?’ I added.


‘Maggie, he’ll be fine,’ Becky replied. ‘You need to focus on yourself.’


Even though I knew she was right, I still felt really guilty.


‘But where will he go?’ I asked.


‘I think the consensus is that he needs to be in a children’s home,’ she told me. ‘We can’t risk him hurting another foster carer.’


Even though I knew that was probably for the best, part of me couldn’t help but feel that I had failed somehow. PJ’s behaviour was not on – he could have really hurt me – but I still wanted to be the person who helped him turn his life around. He’d only been with me for just over a week, though, and I knew I couldn’t live with any child that I thought had the potential to hurt me. When an incident like this happened, sometimes you sadly had to admit defeat and accept there was no coming back from it. I hoped PJ would someday get the help he needed, but I knew now that it couldn’t come from me.


Eventually, I was called in to see a doctor. Still exhausted after my sleepless night, I explained what had happened. I could see the sympathy on her and the male nurse’s face as I explained that I was a foster carer.


‘Gosh, it could have been a lot worse,’ she sighed. ‘Dining chairs are heavy old things.’


Although the cut on my forehead was deep, the doctor felt that gluing it would be sufficient.


‘Have you had any other symptoms?’ she asked.


‘My head’s throbbing and I do feel a little bit sick and dizzy,’ I told her.


‘Did you lose consciousness or black out when you were hit?’ she asked.


‘I don’t think so,’ I shrugged. ‘I was stunned for a few seconds but I think it was just shock.’


She made some notes on her computer.


‘There’s a risk that you could be concussed,’ she said. ‘If you start to feel drowsy and sick then you need to seek medical attention. Is there anyone at home who can keep an eye on you today?’


‘Not really,’ I shrugged. ‘I live on my own.’


‘I don’t want to keep you in if I don’t have to, but I really think you need to have someone with you for the rest of today and overnight, just to be on the safe side,’ she added.


‘I suppose I could give my daughter a ring,’ I told her.


‘I think that would be a good idea,’ she nodded. ‘If you can’t find anyone to be with you then let me know and we’ll admit you for observation.’


I definitely didn’t fancy a night in hospital if I didn’t need one. While I was waiting for my forehead to be glued, I sat in the waiting area and rang Louisa.


I’d fostered Louisa since she was thirteen, when tragically both her parents had been killed in a car crash. She’d been with me ever since and, even when she turned eighteen and left the care system, she’d stayed living with me. To all intents and purposes, I loved and cared for her like I would have done if she was my biological child. And I doted on my granddaughter – four-year-old Edie – who she’d had with her husband Charlie. Their flat was ten minutes from me and I saw them several times a week.


‘Hi, flower,’ I told her. ‘Sorry to bother you at work. I’m just at the hospital.’


‘Hospital?’ gasped Louisa. ‘What’s happened?’


I explained what had gone on with PJ and what the doctor said.


‘Oh, Maggie,’ she sighed. ‘That’s awful. That must have really hurt. Please tell me you’re not having him back to live with you.’


‘No, I’m not,’ I sighed. ‘My agency and Social Services agree.’


I explained that the doctor had said she didn’t want me to be on my own for the next twenty-four hours.


‘I know it’s probably too tricky, what with Edie and work and everything,’ I said. ‘So I’m happy to give Vicky a ring.’


Vicky was a good friend of mine and a fellow single foster carer. She was fostering a little girl called Paige at the moment but I was sure she’d be willing to let me stay over at her house.


‘Don’t be silly. I’ll finish work around three, so I’ll get Charlie to come home and look after Edie and I’ll come over to you,’ said Louisa. ‘I’ll make us some dinner and then stay the night. Tomorrow’s my day off anyway and I’m sure you’d rather be in your own bed tonight.’


‘Are you sure?’ I asked her.


‘One hundred per cent,’ she said firmly. ‘I’m not leaving you on your own after everything that’s happened today.’


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I really appreciate it.’


As a single foster carer, it was comforting to know that I could always rely on Louisa. As a nanny herself, she was police-checked anyway, and she’d also been approved by Social Services as my respite support, so she was there if I ever needed her.


It was another hour before I was seen by a nurse to have my head glued, so it was 3.30 p.m. by the time the taxi pulled up outside my house. Louisa was already waiting outside in her car.


‘I’m so sorry, flower,’ I told her. ‘I didn’t realise how long I’d been.’


‘It’s OK, I’ve only just arrived myself,’ she smiled.


She gave me a big hug.


‘Ooh, mind my head,’ I said.


‘You poor thing, it looks really sore,’ she sighed. ‘You must have been so scared.’


‘It all happened too quickly for me to be frightened,’ I told her.


‘Well, I’m glad you’re OK – I’ve been really worried about you.’


I unlocked the front door and as we walked through to the kitchen, I saw the upturned chair that PJ had thrown at me still lying on the floor.


I went to pick it up but Louisa stopped me.


‘It’s OK,’ she told me. ‘I’ll do it.’


‘I think I’ll go upstairs and have a shower,’ I said.


I was shattered but I was scared to go to sleep after what the doctor had said about a concussion.


I paused at the doorway to PJ’s bedroom. His hoodie and tracksuit bottoms were lying on the floor where he’d left them, as well as some of his schoolbooks.


Louisa came up the stairs behind me.


‘It’s not your fault, you know,’ she said, reading my mind.


‘I just feel like I’ve let him down,’ I sighed. ‘He’s been abandoned by his mum and countless foster carers – it’s no wonder he lashes out.’


‘You deserve to feel safe in your own home, Maggie,’ she told me.


I knew she was right, although it didn’t make it any easier.


Louisa really looked after me that night. She made me some pasta and, as we watched a film together, I started feeling very sleepy.


‘How are you doing?’ she asked.


‘Honestly, I’m fine,’ I told her. ‘My head’s stinging a bit but I don’t think I’m concussed. I’m just very tired as I didn’t get any sleep last night, so I need to go to bed.’


‘Well, give me a shout if you need anything,’ she said.


‘Thanks, lovey,’ I smiled. ‘I really appreciate you being here.’


The next morning, I felt a lot better, but there was one thing on my mind that I wanted to do straight away.


I called the number PC Biller had given me.


‘How are you doing today?’ she asked.


‘I’m OK, thanks,’ I replied. ‘My head’s still a bit sore but much better. I just wanted to let you know that I don’t want to press any charges against PJ.’


‘Are you sure?’ she asked. ‘What he did was assault.’


‘I’m sure,’ I said firmly. ‘He’s got enough challenges to cope with in life, let alone the threat of going to court and a criminal conviction hanging over his head.’


I was adamant that I didn’t want him to be prosecuted. What he needed was help, not prison time.


As the days passed, my cut was slowly healing but my heart was taking longer to mend. PJ’s social worker, Carrie, had been round to collect his things, which I’d packed into the suitcase that he’d arrived with from his previous foster carer.


‘How’s he getting on at the children’s home?’ I asked her.


‘He’s doing OK,’ she shrugged, ‘but he was straight back to his old ways unfortunately.’


She explained that he was skipping school and often failing to come home at night, and was sneaking out on a regular basis.


I knew it would be hard for him in a busy children’s home. Staff did their best but they worked shifts so there were always people coming and going. There was always a high turnover of workers, too, so there wasn’t much continuity for the kids. They were noisy, hectic places and it was often a case of survival of the fittest for the youngsters who lived there.


‘He’ll be OK,’ my friend Vicky told me as we had coffee later that day. ‘You just have to pick yourself up and carry on.’


‘I am,’ I sighed. ‘I’m back on the available list.’


Because of the number of children sadly in the care system – in fact, according to Action for Children, every fifteen minutes a child goes into care in the UK* – and the sheer demand for foster carers, it was very rare to be without any placements for long. I knew I should be making the most of my free time.


I tried to do all of the things that I didn’t normally have time for when I was fostering multiple children: I saw friends like Vicky, went out in the evening to the cinema or to a pub for dinner, and got the house sorted.


‘What about Graham?’ Vicky asked. ‘You can spend a bit of time with him.’


My friend Graham was a physiotherapist and we liked to go for dinner or a drink from time to time. At one point, a few years ago, our relationship became more than a friendship. However, with my fostering, I’d come to the realisation that I couldn’t commit to anything long-term. Also, Graham had family in Australia and he’d been spending more and more time over there.


‘Graham is in Australia,’ I told Vicky. ‘He’s gone for three months this time.’


‘I thought you hadn’t mentioned him in a while,’ she said.


‘We decided a long time ago that we’re better off as friends,’ I shrugged. ‘We’ve both got our own lives and we’re too busy to commit to anything else.’


‘I know the feeling,’ sighed Vicky. ‘I’ve been on my own for so long, I think I’d struggle to share my life with anyone else now.’


I knew exactly what she meant. Being a single carer was hard, but I was used to it. There was no one there to share the day-to-day load but I knew I was lucky. I had great support around me from people like Vicky and other friends who just ‘got it’, plus Louisa and Charlie of course. I was alone but I never felt it, and I was certainly never lonely.


‘Well, I’m very envious that you can catch up on sleep,’ sighed Vicky. ‘Paige is still waking up at six every morning.’


‘She’s worth it though, I bet,’ I replied.


‘She is,’ smiled Vicky. ‘She’s healed me.’


Poor Vicky had had a tough few years. She’d been fostering a group of three brothers – six-year-old Grant, John, ten, and Robert, thirteen. Their biological parents were both alcoholics and they’d witnessed domestic violence at home. When they’d first gone to live with her, they’d shown some really challenging behaviour but Vicky had refused to give up on them. Slowly, they’d started to calm down and Vicky had formed a really strong bond with them. So much so, she’d made the decision to take them on full time. She was even about to apply for a Special Guardianship Order, which meant there would be no more Social Services involvement and she would have full parental responsibility for all of the boys until they reached eighteen.


But then one day Robert had told one of his teachers that Vicky had lost her temper with him and slapped him. As with any allegation made by a child, Social Services had to treat it seriously and do a full investigation despite Vicky denying, of course, that it had ever happened – but the boys had been removed from her care and had gone to live with another carer. Heartbreakingly, Vicky had never seen them again.


It was the most horrific thing to go through and it had been horrendous to see my friend so broken. The police had said there were no criminal charges for her to answer but it had taken Social Services months to carry out their investigations. Until then, Vicky hadn’t been allowed to foster any other children so she’d lost all of her income overnight. She’d managed to keep her head above water with a loan from a family member and through working in a supermarket to try to make ends meet. It had taken Social Services six months to finally come back to say all of the allegations were unsubstantiated and Vicky was cleared. However, she’d been so traumatised by the whole experience that she hadn’t fostered for a year, until she finally took on Paige.


She’d been hesitant about getting back into fostering but Paige had restored her faith in her abilities and given her back her confidence. She was a sweet little girl and she’d settled in really well.


What had happened with PJ was so insignificant compared to what Vicky had been through. But every time I looked in the mirror and saw the scab on my forehead, I felt a lingering sadness. Vicky was right. I’d learnt over the years that I couldn’t save every child and I had to put this behind me and move on. I just hoped PJ would get the care he so obviously needed.


Over the next couple of days, I threw myself into getting the house straight. I also had some training to catch up on at my fostering agency, ironically on allegations and how to manage them. I had to do mandatory training through my fostering agency every few years and they also offered lots of refresher courses like first aid and therapeutic parenting.


I was also enjoying a few lie ins, which felt like such a luxury. I was fast asleep one morning a few days later when I was woken up by my mobile phone.


At first, I was confused when I looked at the time.


6 a.m.


I hadn’t set my alarm, had I?


But in my groggy state, I suddenly realised that it wasn’t the alarm – it was my phone ringing.


I fumbled for it in the darkness.


‘Maggie, I’m sorry to disturb you so early,’ said a familiar voice.


‘Becky?’ I asked, quickly coming round. ‘Is everything OK?’


‘Something urgent has come up and I need your help,’ she told me.


She explained that Social Services had called about an urgent case.


‘It’s a complex one and you’re the first person who came to mind as you haven’t got any placements at the moment,’ she said.


I sat myself up in bed and listened.


She explained that it was a thirteen-year-old girl who had just come into the care system.


‘I think the social worker said the girl was called Saskia,’ she said. ‘To be honest, I was half asleep too, Maggie.’


‘What a lovely name,’ I said. I didn’t think I’d ever come across a Saskia before.


‘Do you know anything about why she’s come into the care system?’ I asked.


‘All I know is that she was abducted and taken to Spain.’


‘Abducted?’ I gasped. ‘What, you mean as in kidnapped?’


‘I’m afraid that’s all I know,’ replied Becky. ‘She landed late last night and Social Services are keen to get her settled somewhere so they’ll want to bring her to you this morning.’


Becky explained that she could be with me as soon as 8 a.m.


‘Sorry, I know it’s all so early,’ she told me.


‘That’s fine,’ I said. ‘I’m awake now.’


And just like that, my few days of respite were over and I was facing a new challenge.





* Action for Children. ‘Home’, 2025. Available at: https://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/support-us/campaign-with-us/childrens-social-care/a-place-to-call-home/ (accessed 16 April 2025).
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