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A Message from Maggie


Every child that has come through my door over the past twenty years and more has a story to tell, and now I want to share some of them with you. My main concern 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 of the many children that I’ve been lucky enough to have cared for.


Thanks for reading.


Maggie Hartley











Chapter One


A Tragic Accident


Fostering is my vocation and there’s nothing I like more than welcoming children into my home and giving them love and stability. But believe me I’m no Mother Theresa. Like any parent, by the end of the six-week summer break I was tearing my hair out.


The holidays had been lovely but, boy, they were long and I was fed up with the endless squabbling. To be honest, I’d started counting down the days until September when the two girls that I fostered could go back to school.


Louisa was fifteen and she’d been living with me for the past three years, ever since her parents had died in a car crash. When she first came to me she was painfully shy and struggling to cope with her grief. But slowly she’d come out of her shell and she had a good circle of friends that she could confide in.


Over the past year or so she’d turned into a typical monosyllabic, sullen teenager, and she was currently going through a ‘Goth’ phase. She’d dyed her long, straight brown hair black and had taken to wearing heavy black eyeliner, although I only allowed her to do that at weekends and holidays, when she wasn’t in school.


Then there was six-year-old Lily, who had arrived around the same time. She’d been taken into care because her father was a violent alcoholic but her mother refused to leave him. She looked like a little angel with her golden curls and big blue eyes, but her behaviour had been far from angelic at first. She had terrible temper tantrums and had even smashed furniture, such was the force of her anger. Thankfully her behaviour had been much more settled since she had come to live with me.




The girls usually got along brilliantly, but as the weeks had gone by the bickering had increased, and I could see they both needed the stimulation and routine of school back in their lives. I’d realised I did too, and when the first day of the new term came around I think it was a relief to all of us. Shiny new shoes had been purchased, school bags had been packed with brand new stationery, and now I was ready to wave them both off.


‘Have you got everything?’ I asked Louisa.


‘Yes,’ she sighed.


‘Well have a good first day back and I’ll see you tonight.’


‘I will,’ she said, as the front door slammed behind her.


She was starting year eleven which meant she’d be doing her GCSEs, so it was a big year for her.


After she’d gone there was just Lily to get ready. She was still in primary school so I dropped her off every day.


‘Maggie I don’t want to go,’ she wailed, as I ran a brush through her blonde curly hair and tied it back in a bobble.


‘You’ll be fine,’ I told her. ‘You love school and you’ll get to see all your friends again.’


I remembered that tummy-churning mixture of nerves and excitement that you always felt on the first day of a new term no matter how old you were.


After swapping pleasantries with the other mums and giving Lily’s hand a reassuring squeeze before she went into her new classroom, I finally headed home. As I walked through the front door, I breathed a sigh of relief. I flicked the kettle on to make myself a cup of tea and flopped down at the kitchen table.




Bliss.


I was on my own for the first time in six long weeks and it felt wonderful. However, it was short-lived. I took one gulp of my tea when the shrill ring of the home phone shattered my peace.


‘Hi Maggie, I’m not interrupting anything am I?’ said a voice I recognised as Rachel, my supervising social worker from the local authority.


‘Just the first proper sit down and hot cup of tea I’ve had in the past six weeks,’ I joked. ‘But don’t worry, I won’t hold that against you.’


Rachel and I had worked together for years and we knew each other well enough to enjoy a bit of banter.


‘I’ve got a bit of an unusual case that I wanted to chat to you about,’ she said.


That sparked my interest straight away.


‘Go on then,’ I said, taking a quick sip of tea. ‘You know I’m a sucker for unusual. Tell me more.’


‘There’s the possibility that we have a baby boy who might need to be placed,’ she said.


My ears pricked up at the mention of a baby. My last placement had been with Ruth – a nine-year-old who’d been sexually abused by her father, who’d thankfully gone to prison for his crimes. It had been emotionally draining supporting her through the trauma of a court case, but happily Ruth had been reunited with her birth mother whom she’d now gone to live with. Her behaviour had been challenging, to say the least, and it had been hard on Lily and Louisa at times. I liked to vary the ages of the children that I fostered and I knew the girls loved babies.


‘Where’s he coming from?’ I asked.




‘Well, it’s unusual because it’s not a neglect case and he’s not being taken into care,’ said Rachel. ‘All I know is that it’s a one-year-old boy who was involved in an accident and has been left with disabilities.


‘He’s still in hospital and the doctors have said he’s well enough to be discharged, but from what I can gather the parents aren’t coping so Social Services has offered to help.’


‘What happened to him?’ I asked.


‘That I don’t know I’m afraid,’ said Rachel. ‘I said I would ask to see if you were interested, and if you are then I can arrange for you to meet up with the hospital social worker who’s dealing with it.’


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’d definitely be interested.’


I was intrigued. Disabilities didn’t bother me at all and I wanted to find out more about this little boy and what had happened to him.


‘Like I said, nothing is definite at this point,’ Rachel told me. ‘The hospital is working with the parents to discuss various options.’


‘That’s absolutely fine,’ I said. ‘I won’t get my hopes up.’


It didn’t take long for the hospital social worker to get in touch. Fifteen minutes after I’d put down the phone to Rachel, a lady called Julie rang.


‘It would be better to meet you face to face so I can tell you more,’ she said. ‘Could you come up to the hospital for a chat?’


‘Yes, of course,’ I said.


‘We need to move quickly. Is there any chance you could pop up to the children’s ward this morning?’


‘No problem,’ I told her.


My plan had been to tidy up my bombshell of a house, but that could wait. The hospital was only half an hour’s drive from me so I was up there by mid-morning. A woman who I assumed was Julie was waiting for me at reception.


‘Nice to meet you, Maggie,’ she said, shaking my hand. ‘I’ve heard a lot of good things about you.’


I wondered if she was going to take me onto the ward to meet the baby or his parents, but she led me into an office.


‘So, as Rachel will hopefully have explained, the circumstances are unusual,’ she said. ‘We’re potentially looking for someone to foster a one-year-old boy called Edward. I’m afraid it’s a really tragic case.’


I listened as she explained how Edward and his mum, Sheila, were in the garden at home one afternoon.


‘Edward was sat on a rug on the grass playing with his toys, when the doorbell rang,’ she said.


‘He seemed happy, so Sheila left him there and ran to the front door to answer it. It was the postman with a parcel. She could only have been gone two or three minutes at the most, but when she came back outside, she found Edward floating face down in their fishpond. He’d just learnt to walk and must have toddled over and fallen into the water.’


‘Oh no, how awful,’ I said, feeling sick to my stomach at how traumatic that must have been for her. It was every parent’s worst nightmare.


‘Sheila was hysterical,’ explained Julie. ‘She pulled him out and a neighbour heard her screaming and called an ambulance.’




The paramedics had managed to resuscitate him, and at the hospital he was put on life support. Much to everyone’s amazement, slowly he started to get stronger and after a few weeks he started to pull through.


‘Even though he’d been taken off life support the doctors were still very concerned as he was very weak,’ said Julie. ‘His brain had been starved of oxygen for so long and they didn’t know what damage had been done, but they warned his mum and dad that his quality of life was likely to be very poor.’


‘Those poor, poor parents,’ I sighed, my eyes filling with tears.


Their son had miraculously pulled through but at what cost?


‘None of the medical staff could believe that he’d survived,’ said Julie. ‘And as the weeks passed, he got stronger and stronger. He’s been in hospital eight weeks now and he’s still holding his own. His breathing is fine, he was tube fed but now he’s able to suck on a bottle, and he’s just started to take a few mouthfuls of solid food.’


It was incredible that this little boy had defied all the odds and pulled through. But unfortunately it wasn’t the fairy-tale ending everyone had desperately wanted.


‘After everything that he’s been through, Edward is badly brain damaged and he has been left with cerebral palsy,’ said Julie.


‘Unfortunately, nobody can predict what’s going to happen to him in the future or know the extent of the damage at this stage. From a medical point of view, there’s no more the hospital can do now. It’s just a case of watching and waiting to see how he develops.’


‘And how are his parents?’ I asked.


Julie shrugged.


‘As you can imagine, they’re in a terrible state. They’ve hardly eaten or slept for the past couple of months. Sheila’s spent every night at the hospital.’




I couldn’t even begin to imagine the emotional roller coaster they’d been on.


‘Emotionally, they’re wrung out,’ said Julie. ‘I think they just need to a bit of space and time to come to terms with what’s happened.


‘I got involved because the doctors could see that they weren’t coping. I’ve had many long, tearful discussions with Sean and Sheila, and they just don’t feel ready to take Edward home yet. They’re worried they won’t be able to care for him, but medically he’s ready to be discharged.


‘There’s also a lot of guilt there. Sheila blames herself for what happened to her son and she’s worried that Sean blames her too.’


My heart went out to his poor woman. Nobody’s perfect and we all make split second decisions that are perhaps not the right ones. But hers had changed all of their lives forever.


‘The sad thing is Edward is an identical twin,’ said Julie. ‘His brother Andrew was at the supermarket with his grandma when it happened. So every day his parents see him and it must bring it home to them what they’ve lost.’


It was gut wrenchingly sad to think what this family must be going through, and I wanted to help.


‘If Sean and Sheila decide they want Edward to be fostered for a while, it will be a special kind of arrangement,’ said Julie.


She explained that she’d made it very clear to them that Edward wasn’t being taken into care. They would still have full parental responsibility and they could see him or take him home whenever they wanted.


‘We’ve offered them the option of providing somewhere for Edward to live hopefully temporarily,’ she said.


‘Hopefully temporarily?’ I questioned.




‘The plan is we’ll give Sean and Sheila a break and then at some point we hope that Edward will eventually go back home and live with them and his brother.


‘But you know as well as I do, Maggie, that plans sometimes change. It’s going to be a huge change and upheaval for the family to care for Edward long term. Sean and Sheila only want what’s best for him and I know they’re worried that they can’t cope. Unfortunately, if that’s the case then we may be looking at adoption.


‘If you do decide you’d like to foster Edward, then unfortunately I can’t give you a time limit or let you know how long you will have him. It could be days, weeks, months. I’m afraid it’s just a case of wait and see at this point.’


‘What happens now?’ I asked.


‘I’d like you to go away and think about whether, if it came to it, you’d be willing to take Edward on, and in the meantime I’ll chat to Sean and Sheila and explain that they need to make a decision.’


‘When’s it likely to happen?’


‘As soon as possible,’ said Julie. ‘As far as the hospital’s concerned we’ve done all we can for Edward and he needs to be discharged.’


‘OK,’ I said. ‘I’ll be in touch.’


As I drove home, all I could think about was that poor couple. My heart was instinctively saying that I wanted to help them out.


That afternoon Rachel came round and we talked through what Julie and I had discussed.


‘It’s just tragic,’ she said.


‘That poor mum,’ I sighed. ‘I can’t even begin to imagine what she’s going through. The guilt must be unbearable.’




I wanted to help them but I was uncharacteristically nervous. I’d fostered children with a range of disabilities before, but I hadn’t had experience of looking after a child with severe brain damage.


‘I’m being overcautious because the parents have been through so much and I want their son to be in the best possible place,’ I said. ‘What if his heart stops again or, God forbid, he dies when he’s with me?’


‘I don’t think that’s likely,’ said Rachel. ‘I’ve looked over the doctor’s report and the hospital said he doesn’t need any medical intervention.’


The signs were all good. Edward wasn’t being tube fed or on oxygen any more, he didn’t need any medication and scans had shown he didn’t have epilepsy.


‘By all accounts he’s ready to be discharged,’ said Rachel. ‘And I really do think you could handle this, otherwise I wouldn’t have asked you.’


‘I’d have to meet Edward first,’ I told her.


‘Of course,’ said Rachel. ‘There’s a meeting taking place at the hospital tomorrow, so you can speak to the doctors then, and there’s a whole care plan being put in place which they can talk you through.’


‘OK,’ I said. ‘If the parents decide that’s what they want, then I’m willing to look after him.’


All I could think about was Sean and Sheila. I couldn’t even begin to imagine the pain they must be going through. I was doing this for them and in the hope that one day they’d want their son back. But something like this must have shaken them to the core and ripped their lives apart. Would they ever be able to get over the past and be a family again?
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