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Dedication


This book is dedicated to Rebecca, Albie, Ethan 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.




Not to Blame


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




Chapter One


Tea and Sympathy


The clatter of teacups and the hum of chatter echoed down the corridor.


‘It sounds like it’s going to be a busy one today,’ my friend and fellow foster carer Vicky smiled.


We’d popped in to a support group run by the fostering agency that we both worked for. Once a month, they organised a coffee morning where you could drop in and chat to other foster carers and get another person’s opinion or advice, share your concerns or even have a sympathetic shoulder to cry on when you needed it. It wasn’t just about problems either. It was always very sociable and I liked going as it was a chance to catch up with other carers that perhaps I hadn’t seen for a while.


I was happy to help others too if it was needed. As someone who had been fostering for years, my agency often put me in touch with other less experienced carers of theirs who were going through a difficult time and needed someone to talk to.


These sessions were always well attended and today, as we pushed open the door, I could see the room was packed. I went over to the kettle to make Vicky and I a cup of tea while she went to find us a couple of spare seats.


‘How are you, Maggie?’ asked a woman called Pat who I recognised from agency events. ‘Are your placements going well?’


‘Good, thank you,’ I smiled. ‘Yes, really well actually. I’ve got two lovely boys with me at the moment.’


I was currently fostering Albie and Ethan, seven-year-old identical twins, who had come to me a month ago. Their mother Liz had recently had a breakdown and was in hospital. Their father Martin had tried to care for them, but he had also suffered with depression in the past and had struggled to cope with the boy’s needs without support. Although the boys had been scared to be taken into care at first, they had quickly settled into living with me. They still had contact with their parents three times a week and the hope was that they would eventually be able to go back home.


By the time I’d made the tea and taken it over to where Vicky was sitting, I could see she was deep in conversation with another foster carer who I didn’t recognise. I went and sat down quietly next to them, as I could see the woman was upset and I didn’t want to interrupt her. As she spoke, it was clear her current placement was the reason for her upset.


‘Oh, it’s been meltdown after meltdown and it’s just so exhausting,’ she sighed. ‘It’s like living with a toddler, not a sixteen-year-old. She’s so scatty, things are constantly getting lost and broken and as for her personal hygiene…’ She wrinkled up her nose.


‘Anyway, I’ve had it. She’s worn me down so I’ve given notice. I feel guilty as I know I’m not the first foster carer to do that to her, but I just can’t cope with her any longer. I’ve tried and tried to help her, but ultimately it’s not worth jeopardising my marriage or my mental health any more.’


I felt sorry for her as I listened to her talk. The reality is that being a foster carer can sometimes be very isolating, particularly when you have a child living with you who is particularly challenging. There’s no respite when someone is living in your home with you 24/7, and there is no way of getting away from it. Supervising social workers and our fostering agency were always very supportive, but unless a person is actually living the experience with you, it can be very difficult for people to understand. That’s why these support groups were such a lifeline. Foster carers could come along and be honest about how they were feeling and get support from other carers without any fear of judgment.


The woman got up to make a coffee, giving us both a weak smile as she left, and I handed Vicky her tea.


‘She sounded upset,’ I sighed.


She nodded. ‘She’s been having a hard time with her current placement – a sixteen-year-old girl. It sounds like she’s been round quite a few carers in the county before her too.


‘I’m surprised she hasn’t been to your house yet, Maggie,’ she joked.


Vicky always teased me about the fact that I liked difficult teenagers. I found them really interesting and most of the time they didn’t phase me. Often, when a particularly challenging older child came into the care system, I was asked to take them on if I was free.


‘I can’t help it if I’m the teen whisperer,’ I laughed.


In the end, I had a lovely couple of hours at the coffee morning. I had a good catch-up with Vicky and chatted to some other carers. Afterwards I headed home to get lunch and to do some tidying before it was time to pick the twins up from school.


I was halfway through a cheese sandwich when my mobile rang. It was my supervising social worker, Becky. She hadn’t been in the office earlier when I’d popped in before the coffee morning, so I assumed that one of her colleagues had told her I’d been looking for her and she was just calling to say hello.


I was wrong.


‘Maggie, I wanted to chat to you about a possible placement,’ she told me. ‘How would you feel about taking on a teenager?’


‘Oh,’ I gasped, quickly swallowing my mouthful of sandwich. ‘You’ve caught me a bit off guard there.’


I listened as she told me more. She had just had a call from Social Services about a sixteen-year-old girl.


‘All I know is that she’s been in and out of the care system since birth,’ she told me. ‘She’s actually coming from another foster carer in the area who has just given notice on her as she’s struggling to cope with her difficult behaviour.’


My thoughts immediately went back to the support group earlier that morning and the foster carer who had been talking to Vicky. Hadn’t she just given notice on a girl exactly the same age? I knew Becky would always try not to name names and tell me which carer she was moving on from, but surely it was too much of a coincidence for it not to be the same girl?


‘I know you have an affinity with tricky teenagers, Maggie, so I thought I’d try you first,’ Becky said. ‘Do you want to have a think about it and call me back?’


It was an easy decision for me. Albie and Ethan were pretty settled and I hadn’t had any problems with them. I could cope with one more.


‘I don’t need to think about it,’ I told Becky. ‘I’d be happy to help.’


As was often the case with children who needed somewhere to live at short notice, Becky didn’t have many other details about the girl or how long she was likely to be with me.


‘All I know is that she’s got the same name as me,’ she told me. ‘But she’s a Rebecca rather than a Becky. I’ll ask Trish, the social worker,to come round to see you in the morning after you’re back from dropping the boys at school – she should be able to give you a bit more information about her.’


‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘I’m looking forward to finding out more.’


As I put the phone down, I experienced the strange mix of adrenalin, nerves and excitement that I always felt when I knew a new placement was on its way. I wolfed down my sandwich and then spent the rest of the afternoon sorting out the bedrooms. Albie and Ethan were in the bigger bedroom in bunk beds and I had another spare single room where Rebecca could sleep. I made sure there were clean sheets on the bed and removed a few toys that were still in there from a previous placement. I put a couple of cushions on the bed and a pretty rug on the floor to make it look a bit more girly and grown up.


That afternoon when I picked the boys up from school, I decided it would be best not to mention Rebecca coming to stay with us. I’d learnt from my many years fostering that things could quickly change in the care system. Sometimes there could be a sudden change of plan and children who were meant to be coming to me for whatever reason didn’t. Kids the twins’ age tended to live in the moment and I didn’t want to tell them someone else was coming to live with us and then it not happen. I decided that I would wait until I’d spoken to Rebecca’s social worker and everything had been confirmed. The boys had been little troupers and they had both been so stoic about being separated from their parents, but I could see the sadness in their eyes during contact every time they asked their dad how Mummy was. They both understood that she wasn’t very well and needed to have a rest in hospital for a little while, but it was clear that they missed her enormously. The boys may have looked identical with their big brown eyes and floppy brown hair, but their personalities were quite different. Albie was very happy-go-lucky while Ethan was a bit quieter and more serious, but they were both football-mad and I’d got used to kickabouts in the park and endless discussions about their favourite team, Manchester United.
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