
[image: Please Help My Mummy by Sunday Times bestselling author Maggie Hartley. The image shows a baby boy with blond hair and blue eyes looking towards the reader with a tear in his eye. The shoutline reads: Baby Felix has been abandoned, but can the truth be discovered in time to help his mum?]



Please Help My Mummy

BABY FELIX HAS BEEN ABANDONED, BUT CAN THE TRUTH BE DISCOVERED IN TIME TO HELP HIS MUM?

MAGGIE HARTLEY

WITH
HEATHER BISHOP

[image: Sevendials publisher logo]



Contents

Dedication

Title Page

A Message from Maggie

Prologue The Bag on the Platform

One A Full House

Two The Juggle

Three Comings and Goings

Four All Change

Five A Breakthrough

Six First Meetings

Seven Moving On

Eight Last Chances

Nine On the Run

Ten A Waiting Game

Eleven Life Goes On

Twelve Patience

Thirteen Baby Steps

Fourteen New Starts

Fifteen Letting Go

Sixteen Facing the Fear

Seventeen Hope

Eighteen Leaving the Past Behind

Nineteen Lucky

Author’s Note

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Also by Maggie Hartley

Copyright


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 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 exceeds 100,000 – the highest on record.* 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.

 

 

 



* Figures and information from 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/media-release/2024/more-children-end-unsuitable-homes-if-more-foster-carers-arent-urgently (accessed 7 November 2024).


ONE

A Full House

Crawling through a narrow inflatable tunnel trying to catch up with a toddler wasn’t exactly my idea of fun for a Friday morning.

‘Edie,’ I puffed. ‘Wait for Nana.’

‘Come on, Nana,’ she sighed, clearly not happy that I was crawling along at a snail’s pace.

‘I’m trying, lovey, I’m trying,’ I said as a couple of speedy toddlers pushed past me.

I finally got to the end of the tunnel to find a slide leading to a ball pit.

‘Look at the slide,’ grinned Edie.

I knew it was her favourite and although I didn’t fancy whizzing down it at lightning speed into a pit of sticky plastic balls, I would have done anything for three-year-old Edie.

I had the whole day with her while her mum, my foster daughter Louisa, had some time off with her husband, Charlie. One of Charlie’s cousins was getting married and I’d said I’d look after Edie so they could relax and enjoy themselves. They were staying overnight in a hotel and coming to pick Edie up in the morning.

Louisa was as close to me as any biological child could be. She’d come to live with me as a teenager after her parents tragically died in a car crash and had stayed with me until marrying Charlie. They owned their own flat a short drive from my house.

Edie called me Nana and I cherished the role, and absolutely adored my little granddaughter. So much so, I’d agreed to take her to her favourite soft-play centre.

Finally, I manoeuvred myself into position at the top of the slide and Edie plonked herself on my knee.

‘One, two, three,’ she counted as I pushed us off. ‘Wheeee!’

Edie squealed as we landed with a thump in the ball pit, quickly jumping up while I struggled to get my balance.

‘Again, Nana!’ she grinned.

We’d been there for nearly three hours and I knew Edie must be starting to get hungry. I’d certainly had enough of soft play for now.

‘Let’s get some lunch, flower,’ I told her. ‘Would you like to go to the café?’

Edie nodded excitedly.

‘Sausage roll?’ she asked me.

‘Yes, you can have a sausage roll,’ I smiled. ‘And a chocolate crispy cake.’

That was enough to persuade her. Two minutes later, Edie was running towards the table where my bag was.

‘Meena coming too?’ she asked me, as I helped her to get her shoes on.

‘No, Amena’s at school, lovey,’ I told her. ‘But you’ll see her later, back at my house.’

Amena was the sixteen-year-old that I’d been fostering for well over a year. She and her mum, Hodan, were from Somalia but they’d been in the UK for several years. Hodan had had to go to France to nurse her sister through cancer treatment. Unfortunately, after surgery and treatment, the illness was now terminal and Hodan was supporting her sister through palliative care. Hodan hadn’t wanted to take Amena out of school during her GCSEs and with no family in the UK, she had come to stay with me. Although she missed her mum terribly, they spoke on the phone every day and saw each other when Hodan came back to the UK every few months.

Amena was such a sweet girl. She always helped out with any other foster children I was looking after and I’d grown really fond of her.

‘And you’ll see Shola and Jordan too,’ I told Edie.

She nodded. Shola and Jordan were a sister and brother who were ten and eight respectively. They’d been with their foster carer, Maria, since they were toddlers. But Maria had had to have an operation on her back, so they’d been living with me while Maria was looked after at home by her husband. So, for the past few weeks, I’d had a very full house as three was the maximum number of children that I was allowed to foster at any one time.

I weaved my way through the packed café to the table where Edie was already sitting, a full tray balanced precariously in my hands.

It was a miracle I hadn’t dropped anything, I thought to myself, as I gave Edie her apple juice and sausage roll, and placed down my tea and jacket potato with beans.

I’d finally put the empty tray down when I felt my mobile ringing in my bag.

‘Phone, Nana,’ nodded Edie.

‘I know, flower,’ I smiled. ‘I’ll get it in a minute.’

But by the time I’d sat down and got myself sorted, I’d missed the call.

I delved into my bag and got out my mobile. I could see from the name on the screen that the missed call was from Becky, my supervising social worker at the fostering agency I worked for. I assumed that she was ringing about Shola and Jordan. Maria had been given the OK by her consultant and was apparently ready to have them back at some point over the next few days. She was probably ringing to make arrangements.

I quickly gave her a call back.

‘Hi, Becky,’ I said. ‘Sorry, I can’t hear you that well. I’m in a café having lunch with Edie but I saw that you’d called.’

‘Ah, that’s nice,’ Becky replied. ‘How is little Edie? I haven’t seen her for ages. I bet she’s really growing up.’

‘Oh, she is,’ I smiled. ‘I know I’m biased but she’s a cutie.’

Edie grinned up at me as she tucked into her sausage roll, knowing full well that I was talking about her.

‘I’d normally say that I’d ring you back later when you were at home, Maggie, but something’s come up that I need an immediate answer on.’

‘Oh, right,’ I said.

This didn’t sound like it was about Shola and Jordan after all.

‘I know how much you love babies …’ Becky started. ‘So, I wondered how you’d feel about taking on a five-week-old?’

‘Wow,’ I gasped. ‘What’s led a tiny baby like that to end up in the care system?’

As Becky told me the story, I could hardly believe what I was hearing. She explained that earlier that morning, the baby boy had been found abandoned at a railway station.

‘What?’ I gasped. ‘Had he been there long?’

‘I honestly don’t know,’ she replied. ‘I only have the basic details and the name and number of the social worker dealing with it.’

‘Gosh,’ I sighed. ‘How sad. The poor mother – she must be in a desperate situation to feel that she had no other option than to do that.’

‘It’s not clear what the circumstances are and the police are still desperately trying to trace the mother,’ continued Becky. ‘Social Services need someone to look after the baby while they investigate it. I know how much you love looking after babies, but I also appreciate that it might be a bit of a squeeze with three foster children already living with you.’

I was approved to look after three children but if I took the baby on, it would mean that I would be over my limit.

‘We’d have to apply for an exemption to the normal fostering numbers,’ Becky told me. ‘But as Shola and Jordan are likely to be going back to Maria’s soon, I think it will be given.’

In order for the local authority to grant the exemption, all of the other children’s social workers would have to agree to it.

It would mean I had a full house, but Amena was no trouble and Shola and Jordan were due to go back to live with Maria any day.

‘What do you think?’ she asked me.

‘You know me, Becky,’ I replied. ‘I could never say no to a baby.’

‘I thought that might be the case,’ she laughed. ‘Can I get the social worker to give you a call? Her name’s Rupinder and the baby’s called Felix.’

‘Yes, of course,’ I said. ‘I should be home in half an hour or so and it will be much easier to talk then.’

‘OK,’ she said. ‘Thanks, Maggie.’

In my entire fostering career, I don’t think I’d ever said no to a baby. I just loved everything about them – the cuddles, their sweet smell and their big smiles. I didn’t even mind the nappies and the sleepless nights …

I put the phone down and Edie grinned up at me.

‘Where’s the baby, Nana?’ she asked. She’d obviously overheard some of what I’d been talking about.

‘The baby’s coming to live at Nana’s house for a little while,’ I told her.

‘Me like babies,’ she smiled.

‘I like babies too, Edie,’ I replied.

As we tucked into our lunch, I couldn’t get the thought of that tiny baby being left on a station platform out of my head. What on earth would lead someone to do that?

Back at home, I put on Edie’s current favourite film, Finding Nemo, so I could chat to the social worker and hopefully start to get things ready for Felix’s arrival.

I had a cot but I knew a newborn baby would be more snug in a Moses basket. Luckily, I already had one of those tucked away under my bed. Although I wasn’t sure what time the social worker was going to call, I also knew that plans sometimes changed so I wanted confirmation from her that this was actually going ahead before I rushed around getting everything ready.

I was glad when my phone rang twenty minutes after we’d got back.

‘Hi, it’s Rupinder from Social Services,’ said a youthful-sounding voice.

‘Hello,’ I replied. ‘I was waiting for you to call. What can you tell me about Felix?’

She reiterated what Becky had said – how he’d been found in a bag on the platform of the train station.

‘Is he OK?’ I asked, worried as it had been such a cold morning.

‘Thankfully he’s absolutely fine,’ Rupinder replied. ‘We took him straight to A&E to get him checked out, but the paediatrician said he’s a good weight and he’s clearly been well looked after.’

She described how his clothes were pristine, his nappy had recently been changed and he was clean.

‘From what the police said, we don’t think he’d been there for long and he was well wrapped up so he wasn’t cold,’ she added.

‘Thank goodness he was found so quickly,’ I sighed. ‘It’s just so awful that someone would abandon their baby like that.’

‘I know,’ sighed Rupinder. ‘The police are currently trying to trace his mum. Often with these cases, the mother has given birth in secret so there’s no record of her pregnancy and birth. They’re keen to make sure that she’s OK.’

‘But Felix is five weeks old,’ I sighed. ‘It’s a long time to keep a baby’s existence hidden and then suddenly abandon him.’

‘I know, it’s all very strange,’ replied Rupinder.

As the police were urgently looking for his mother, my main priority now was to make sure that Felix was well cared for.

‘When would you like to bring him round?’ I asked.

‘Well, he’s currently tucking into a bottle that one of the nurses is giving him, so if it’s OK with you, I’ll give him a quick nappy change after that and bring him over to you.’

‘That’s fine,’ I said.

I told her about Edie and that I already had three other foster children in my care.

‘Edie’s staying over tonight so I’ll put her on a camp-bed in my room and then Felix in a Moses basket next to my bed.’

‘You’re going to have your hands full,’ Rupinder told me.

‘I am indeed,’ I agreed.

It was going to be a very long day.


TWO

The Juggle

By the time there was a knock on the door, just over an hour later, I was as ready as I would ever be.

I’d found a packet of babygros for newborns that I’d obviously picked up in a sale and forgotten about, and I always had a stash of nappies, wipes, bottles and formula in my cupboard just in case. I had enough to tide me over until I could get to the shops in the next few days.

I also had a pram and a baby bouncer in the loft, but I hated climbing up the rickety ladder into the loft hatch myself. So I decided to wait until Louisa and Charlie came to collect Edie the following day, when I would ask them to give me a hand.

‘Baby!’ yelled Edie excitedly as she ran to the front door.

‘Yes, that should be baby Felix,’ I told her.

I opened the door to find a smiling dark-haired woman in her thirties. Edie rushed over to the car seat that was next to her on the doorstep.

‘Hi, Maggie, I’m Rupinder,’ she smiled, showing me her ID as all social workers always did when they first met someone new.

‘Hiya,’ I replied. ‘Come on in.’

Edie was all over Felix ; I hadn’t even had a chance to look at him.

‘Hello, baby,’ she cooed, covering him with kisses.

‘Gentle, Edie,’ I told her. ‘Let Rupinder bring baby Felix in and we can get him out of his car seat.’

Rupinder carried him into the hallway and I led them through to the kitchen.

‘Me hold the baby?’ Edie asked me.

‘He’s very tiny,’ I told her. ‘And we need to be very careful with him so I think it’s best the grown-ups hold him for now.’

‘Maybe you can give him a cuddle later with Maggie’s help?’ Rupinder suggested.

‘That’s a really good idea, Rupinder,’ I said. ‘Now, Edie, do you want to go and watch Finding Nemo while Rupinder and I have a chat?’

Edie nodded excitedly and ran off to the living room.

‘She loves babies,’ I explained. ‘She was so excited when she knew Felix was coming.’

‘Bless her,’ she said. ‘She’s very sweet.’

With Edie safely out of the way, I was finally able to get a proper look at Felix. He was wide awake and very alert, and was looking around my kitchen. He had big blue eyes and wispy chestnut hair.

‘Oh, he’s gorgeous,’ I sighed, gently stroking his cheek. ‘And what a beautiful outfit.’

He was dressed in a pale blue babygro and a soft knitted yellow cardigan.

‘That looks homemade,’ I said.

‘I think it is,’ said Rupinder. ‘Someone’s knitted that for him as there was no label on it when the police checked. It’s what he was wearing when he was found. And there’s a little hat and a matching pair of mittens in here as well as a blanket.’

She opened up the plastic bag that she’d been carrying and lifted out a blue blanket with a little elephant and ‘Felix’ embroidered on it.

‘He also came with this,’ she said, showing me a white fluffy rabbit.

It was baffling. Someone had clearly cared for Felix and treasured him, so why had he been abandoned?

Rupinder explained that he’d also been found with a note asking the reader to ‘please look after me’.

‘Apparently he was found by a nurse,’ she told me. ‘The police have spoken to her and she saw who she thought was the mother leaving the scene. She got the impression that the woman had only left once she knew the baby was going to be found.’

Rupinder went on to explain that the police were doing their best to trace Felix’s mum. ‘It helps that we know his name although, as he’s only five weeks, his birth might not have been registered yet. The police are going to try all the local hospitals and health visitors to see if they remember a baby of that name.’

She mentioned they were also going to do a media appeal and had taken photos of his blanket, rabbit and clothes in case it encouraged someone to come forward with information. They had also taken DNA samples.

‘Somebody must know something,’ sighed Rupinder.

I agreed. It was very hard to conceal a birth and a newborn baby for well over
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Maggie Hartley has fostered more than 300 children while being a foster carer for over twenty years. Taking on the children other carers often can’t cope with, Maggie helps children that are deemed ‘unadoptable’ because of their behaviour or the extreme trauma that they’ve been through.

She’s looked after refugees, supported children through sexual abuse and violence court cases, cared for teenagers on remand and taught young mums how to parent their newborn babies.

You can find her on Facebook at MaggieHartleyAuthor, where she would love to hear from you.
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Coming soon from Maggie Hartley …

Don’t Leave Me Here

Saskia’s true story of secrets, kidnap and abuse

What possesses a mum to kidnap her own child? That’s what Maggie asks herself when she’s brought in to foster thirteen-year-old Saskia.

Saskia has been the subject of a bitter custody battle between her parents, but when mum, Rosa, fears the courts are going to favour her ex-husband, James, she takes matters into her own hands. With Rosa facing criminal charges, and Saskia refusing to live with her dad, her future looks uncertain.

Will Maggie be able to step in and discover the bombshell that has torn this family apart?

A powerful, moving true story from Sunday Times bestselling author Maggie Hartley, Britain’s most-loved foster carer.

Available July 2025 in paperback,

ebook and audio



‘Please help me,’ he said in a small voice. ‘Will you help me?’

Six-year-old Ralph has only been in the care system for three days and has already been rejected by three different foster carers. After hitting a teacher at his school and causing mayhem since he arrived four months ago, staff are unable to get a hold of his mum and her partner.
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Social Services are called and when Ralph turns up at Maggie’s house, she knows immediately it’s going to be a challenge. Within a couple of hours, Ralph has trashed Maggie’s house and spit on her face. After a nightmare first day though, Maggie notices that Ralph is limping and a hospital check reveals broken limbs and several injuries that are months old. Can Maggie help this troubled little boy, who has been rejected by everyone in his life, find his forever home?

From Britain’s most-loved foster carer, a powerful true story of abuse, family and hope.

Read on for an extract from Will You Help Me?, available now in paperback, ebook and audio



Today was supposed to be a happy day but the teenage girl in my arms was sobbing her heart out.

‘I miss my m-mum,’ sniffed Amena. ‘I w-wish she was here.’

‘I know you do, flower,’ I soothed, stroking her long brown hair. ‘I know you do.’

I’d been fostering Amena for the past eight months and today was her sixteenth birthday. Despite being as tall as me and looking so grown up, inside she was still a little girl who wanted her mummy.

Amena and her mum, Hodan, were originally from Somalia but they’d been in the UK for several years. Hodan’s sister lived in France and when she’d been diagnosed with lung cancer at the beginning of the year, Hodan had gone over there to nurse her through surgery and treatment. With no other family in the UK and not wanting to take her daughter out of school, Hodan had sought help from Social Services and that’s when Amena had come into my care.

She was such a lovely girl – polite, helpful, kind – and she had been easy to have around. Whatever other placements I had, she always adapted with ease to the other children and never once complained. Amena had seen her mum a couple of times, most recently three weeks ago. It had been the school summer holidays and Hodan had managed to get the money together to get a ferry back to the UK for a week. Amena had loved seeing her mum but understandably it had really unsettled her to have to say goodbye again.

It was just the two of them and I knew that they were incredibly close. This was the first birthday Amena had spent without her mother so I understood why she was feeling upset. All I could do was give her a hug and let her cry it out.

I’d tried my best to make the morning special for her. She’d just had a breakfast of pancakes and chocolate spread, and I’d wrapped lots of little gifts like make-up, stationery and toiletries and piled them up on the kitchen table. She’d been so pleased and excited, and now it was time for her to head off to school.

‘I know you’re sad not to see your mum today but you can give her a call later when you get home,’ I told her.

She nodded and wiped the tears from her face.

‘And remember you’ve got your party to look forward to tonight,’ I added, affectionately tucking her hair behind her ear.

‘I know,’ she sniffed, giving me a weak smile. ‘It’ll be really cool.’

It was mid-September but the weather had been so warm and sunny that Amena had invited some girls round after school to have pizza and mocktails in the garden.

Amena was the only child that I was fostering at that time so, once I’d waved her off to school, I was determined to have a productive day. Experience told me that that the peace and quiet was unlikely to last so I took the opportunity to catch up on some paperwork and life admin. Then after lunch, I started decorating the garden for Amena and her friends. I was keen to make it look lovely for her, so I hooked some fairy lights up around the patio and tied some bunches of balloons onto the fence. I’d got some plastic glasses, paper umbrellas and cocktail stirrers for their mocktails and I prepared some bowls of crisps and other nibbles. I’d bought some pizzas for later on in the evening and a chocolate birthday cake.

By 2 p.m., everything was ready and I was just admiring my handiwork when my mobile rang. It was my supervising social worker from the fostering agency that I worked for.

‘Hi, Becky,’ I said. ‘How are you?’

‘I’m OK,’ she replied. ‘Is now a good time to talk? What are you up to?’

I explained about Amena’s party.

‘That sounds nice,’ she said.

She hesitated.

‘I’m sorry, this is probably not a great time for me to ask you this …’

Instinct told me exactly what she was going to say.

‘Is it about a placement?’ I asked her.

‘I’m afraid it is,’ she sighed. ‘Social Services have just called me. They’re desperately searching for a placement for a six-year-old boy.’

‘OK,’ I told her, sitting down at the kitchen table so I could concentrate.

Becky explained that his name was Ralph and he’d come into the care system three days ago although she didn’t know the circumstances yet.

‘Where’s he been for the past three days then?’ I asked curiously.

‘Well, that’s the thing,’ said Becky. ‘Apparently he’s been through two foster carers already and they’ve both said they couldn’t cope with him and asked Social Services to take him back.’

I was immediately intrigued. I could understand a teenager causing that much disruption but what on earth could a six-year-old do to make two people give notice on him so quickly?

‘The social worker only dropped him off at the second carer’s house yesterday afternoon and she called Social Services an hour ago to say that she’d decided not to carry on with the placement and wouldn’t be picking him up from school this afternoon,’ she explained.

‘Do you know why?’ I asked.

‘I’m afraid not,’ replied Becky.

She explained that his social worker was going to go and pick him up from school.

‘I think they were hoping to find a carer by the end of the school day but obviously it’s been tricky as many carers are wary when they hear he’s already been moved twice,’ she added.

‘Poor little lad,’ I sighed. ‘Having all those moves will be really confusing for him.’

It was always upsetting to hear when children had been moved from carer to carer. I’d fostered some children who’d had multiple moves and it was always unsettling for them.

I knew what Becky was telling me would ring alarm bells with a lot of carers and put them off. However, I liked kids that were branded as ‘difficult’. I enjoyed the challenge and finding out what made them tick. In fact, it was one of the reasons I’d gone into fostering in the first place. In my twenties, I’d got a job as a deputy matron at a residential boarding school for what were described at the time as maladjusted boys. I lived on site and was on duty 24/7 during term time. It was intense and exhausting and it certainly wasn’t easy, but I loved it. I liked stroppy kids and they seemed to respond well to me. When I eventually left there and started childminding, I missed the challenge.

‘What do you reckon, Maggie?’ asked Becky. ‘Do you think you’d consider taking this little lad on?’

‘I know it sounds silly but the only thing stopping me from saying yes is Amena’s party,’ I told her. ‘She was so upset this morning about not being with her mum, and I don’t want to have to call it off because I’ve got a new placement arriving.’

‘Let me talk to the social worker and explain,’ said Becky. ‘It might be that she was going to take him back to the office anyway so she could bring him to you later on tonight.’

I felt awful as I didn’t want to keep a six-year-old hanging around.

‘If they could bring him here around 7 p.m.,’ I told her. ‘The girls will probably all be going by then.’

It wasn’t ideal but I wanted to make sure that, given his age, Ralph was fed, bathed and ready for bed by 8 or 9 p.m. otherwise it wasn’t fair on him.

‘Social Services are desperate to find a placement for him so I’m sure we can sort something out,’ Becky told me.

‘I’ll wait to hear back from you then,’ I said.

It was only when I put the phone down that I suddenly questioned what I had done. This little boy must have significant behavioural problems if two carers had given up on him so quickly, but in a way it made me even more determined to help him.
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