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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Meg, Isla 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.


A Desperate Cry for Help

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 is to protect all 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

Rude Awakening

There’s nothing like a phone call in the early hours of the morning to wake you up instantly.

I sat bolt upright in bed and lurched for my mobile before it could disturb anyone else in the house.

‘Hello?’ I mumbled, groggily.

‘Maggie, I’m so sorry to bother you so early,’ said a voice. ‘It’s Helen here, one of the out-of-hours social workers.’

It took me a few seconds to get my brain in gear and actually process who it was.

‘Oh hi,’ I croaked. ‘Sorry, I was in a deep sleep there.’

‘Social Services have been in touch,’ she explained. ‘They’ve got a bit of an emergency situation that I was hoping you might be able to help with.’

‘Yes, of course,’ I replied groggily, heaving myself out of bed and pulling on my dressing gown.

Although it still felt like the middle of the night, I realised it was actually just after half past six and starting to get light outside. I walked over to the window and drew back the curtains, blinking as the first rays of the early morning October sun filled my bedroom.

‘What’s happened?’ I asked.

‘Unfortunately there was a fire last night at Mildred House – one of the local children’s homes,’ Helen told me.

‘Oh no,’ I gasped. ‘How awful. Were any of the kids hurt?’

‘Thankfully not,’ she sighed. ‘The fire alarms went off straight away and the staff were able to get everyone out safely. The fire brigade managed to get it under control pretty quickly although unfortunately there’s still been quite a lot of damage to one part of the building – the kitchen and one of the bedrooms have been totally destroyed.

‘There were four girls who shared that room so now Social Services is looking for emergency accommodation for them,’ Helen continued. ‘They’ve managed to place three so far with foster carers and I was wondering whether you would be able to take the fourth? I can see from the system that you’ve just got one respite placement with you at the moment.’

‘Yes, that’s right. I’ve got Isla for a few more weeks but I’ve got another bedroom that I use for fostering so I’ve got the room for another child.’

Isla was eight and was staying with me while her mother Agnes recovered from a hip operation. She was a single parent and all her family were in Poland so she had no one to help out and get Isla to and from school while she was off her feet. Isla was a sweet little thing and she’d been a joy to look after.

‘I’m afraid I don’t know much about the girl,’ Helen told me. ‘All I know is that she’s twelve and she’s currently being treated at the hospital for smoke inhalation.’

‘Poor little mite,’ I sighed. ‘I bet she was terrified. I’d be happy to have her.’

‘Thank you, Maggie,’ said Helen, sounding relieved. ‘I’ll ring the duty social worker, Jan, now and she’ll bring her straight to you from the hospital.’

‘OK, great,’ I said. ‘I’ll be here.’

As soon as I hung up, I leapt into action. I wanted to be showered and dressed before Jan arrived with my new placement. Just then there was a gentle tapping on the bedroom door.

‘Maggie?’ called a hushed voice.

‘Come in, flower,’ I called.

It was Louisa. She was twenty-two and had been with me since she was thirteen when her parents had died in a car crash. She’d been out of the care system for years but she’d lived with me ever since, and to all intents and purposes, she was my daughter.

‘Sorry love, did I wake you?’ I asked. ‘I was trying to keep my voice down.’

‘I heard your phone ringing and I was just checking everything was OK,’ she told me. ‘I’ve got to get up for work anyway.’

Louisa was a nanny for a local family.

‘Everything’s fine,’ I told her. ‘It was just my agency asking if I could take on an emergency placement.’

I explained about the fire at Mildred House and the twelve-year-old girl who was on her way to our house.

‘Oh, that’s awful,’ sighed Louisa. ‘That must have been really scary.’

‘She could be here any minute so I’m keen to get organised,’ I told her.

‘I can drop Isla off at school for you if that would help?’ she suggested.

‘You’re an angel,’ I smiled. ‘I’d completely forgotten about the school run. If you’re sure you don’t mind, that would be a great help. I wouldn’t want to have to drag the poor girl straight out of the door immediately after she arrives. I think she’ll probably want a quiet morning after everything that’s happened.’

Although I tried not to rely on Louisa too much, it was at times like this that she was an absolute godsend to a single carer like me. For the past eighteen months she’d been engaged to her boyfriend Charlie and although I was delighted for her, there was a part of me that was dreading the day when they’d saved enough money to get their own place and she would move out.

By seven o’clock I was washed, dressed and downstairs having a cup of tea with Louisa. Isla wasn’t awake yet.

‘It must be so frightening to be in a fire,’ sighed Louisa. ‘That’s my worst nightmare.’

‘I’m just glad no one was seriously hurt,’ I nodded.

‘Do they know how it started?’

I shook my head.

‘Helen didn’t have any other info. I don’t even know the poor girl’s name. I suppose we’ll find out when the social worker gets here.’

But there was still no sign of them by the time Isla trotted downstairs at half past seven. She was a sweet little thing with a wild mess of light brown curls that always looked tangled no matter how many times I brushed them.

‘I’ve got a treat for you,’ I told her as I poured her a bowl of cornflakes. ‘Louisa’s going to take you to school this morning.’

‘Yay,’ she beamed excitedly, her freckled nose wrinkling with delight.

‘That will be nice, won’t it?’ smiled Louisa.

We both loved having Isla around as she was such a sweet, good-natured girl. She was very self-sufficient and would happily entertain herself by drawing a picture or reading a book – very different to most of the troubled children who came into my care.

Just after I’d waved them off down the street at half past eight, I saw a car pull up outside. I lingered on the doorstep, the familiar flutter of nerves and excitement in my stomach that I always got when I was about to meet a new placement.

‘Hi, is it Jan?’ I asked expectantly as a grey-haired woman in her late fifties got out of the driver’s seat.

‘It is indeed,’ she smiled. ‘Nice to meet you, Maggie.’

I watched while she opened up the passenger door.

‘Come on then,’ she said gently. ‘This is where you’ll be staying.’

A girl clambered out of the back seat. She was shivering in a pair of pyjamas that were black with ash and she had a hospital blanket was wrapped around her shoulders. She was wearing a pair of trainers that were miles too big for her so she had to shuffle along the front path. She was tall and heavyset with long dark, straggly hair and she towered over Jan.

I smiled kindly at her and she stared back at me with scared brown eyes ringed with dark circles. Even her face was smudged with ash and as she got closer to me, I could smell the overpowering stench of smoke. Poor kid, I thought to myself. She looked completely bewildered and traumatised.

‘Maggie, this is Meg,’ Jan told me.

‘Hi Meg,’ I smiled. ‘Come on, let’s get you inside. It sounds like you’ve had quite a night.’

They followed me into the hallway.

‘Are you hungry?’ I asked her. ‘Would you like some breakfast?’

Meg nodded.

‘I didn’t have nothing at the hospital,’ she said.

‘Well, why don’t you watch a bit of telly in here,’ I said, ushering her into the living room. ‘Then Jan and I can go and into the kitchen and get you a drink and make you some toast. Does that sound OK?’

Meg nodded.

I got her settled on the sofa and handed her the remote.

‘I’ll give you a shout when it’s ready,’ I told her and she gave me a weak smile.

Jan and I wandered through to the kitchen.

‘I’m sure you could do with a cuppa too,’ I said, as I filled up the kettle.

‘That would be wonderful,’ she smiled gratefully. ‘It’s been a busy morning.’

As I put some bread in the toaster, she explained what had happened.

‘The fire broke out around 3.30 a.m.,’ she explained. ‘The member of staff on overnight duty was over the other side of the building at the time but the alarms went off and she managed to get the four girls out safely.

‘There are another two bedrooms at Mildred House but that side of the building wasn’t affected thankfully. The kitchen was pretty much destroyed in the blaze and the bedroom was badly smoke-damaged so unfortunately Meg hasn’t got anything with her,’ Jan continued. ‘I’ve had to lend her my old trainers that were in the boot of my car.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ve probably got a few things in my cupboard that will fit her and I’ll take her down to Asda today and get her a few bits. Do they know how the fire started?’

Jan shook her head.

‘It’s too early to know. They’re pretty sure it started in the kitchen so it’s more than likely something electrical but the fire service is investigating.’

Meg’s toast suddenly popped up.

‘Before I take this in to her, is there anything that you can tell me about Meg?’ I asked.

Jan shrugged. ‘I only had chance for a very quick chat to the workers at Mildred House but she’s been in care about four months.’

Jan explained that Meg had two other siblings. Meg was the eldest and her mum had struggled to cope with her behaviour.

‘She’s been going off the rails, not going to school, staying out with her friends, running off, drinking. Mum just couldn’t cope. When I get back to the office I’ll arrange for her social worker to give you a call as she’ll have more details.’
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