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Dedication


This book is dedicated to Jasmine, Hailey, Daisy, Polly 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.




Battered, Broken, Healed


A MOTHER SEPARATED FROM HER DAUGHTER. ONLY A PAINFUL TRUTH CAN BRING THEM BACK TOGETHER.


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 throughout all this 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 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 inspire other people to consider fostering, as new carers are always desperately needed.


Maggie Hartley




ONE


A Baby on the Way


In my opinion, there are few things in life more satisfying than the simple pleasure of a freshly brewed cup of tea and a Digestive biscuit. As I watched the plumes of steam rising from my mug and evaporating into the air, I sank back into the chair and sighed.


‘Penny for them,’ said my friend Vicky, her voice disturbing me from my daydream.


‘What?’ I asked, surprised. ‘Sorry, I was miles away there.’


‘I could tell,’ she smiled.


‘I was just thinking how nice it is to be drinking a hot cup of tea for once,’ I told her.


‘I know what you mean,’ agreed Vicky. ‘The amount of half-drunk cups of cold tea and coffee I find scattered around my house at the end of the day is ridiculous. But that’s kids for you. There’s never a spare minute.’


My friend Vicky was a foster carer at the same agency that I worked for. Every month they had a coffee morning for carers and their foster children. It was a nice opportunity for me to catch up with other carers and for the children to all play together. Vicky had brought along the three children she was currently fostering – Janie, six, and four-year-old Teegan, who were sisters, and five-month-old Alfie. I was there with the four-year-old identical twin girls I’d been looking after for the last nine months, Daisy and Polly.


Eighteen-months-ago I’d made the decision to specialise in mother-and-baby placements and since then I’d had a couple of successful ones. But I was realistic, and knew there was a shortage of foster carers, so in between those placements I took on other children as well.


Fostering Daisy and Polly had been a challenge to say the least. Their mum was a heroin addict and they had been badly neglected. It broke my heart to see the horrendous state they were in when they were taken into care. They were like two wild animals that bit, scratched and lashed out. They were half starved and covered in flea bites and sores. Their long curly hair was so badly matted it had needed to be cut short. It looked brown when they first arrived but it was only after I’d treated the lice and washed it countless times that I realised it was actually blonde and it was just the months of grease and ingrained dirt that made it look darker. They had never been toilet trained and could only say a few words each. The one saving grace was that they’d had each other to cling to for comfort, but the poor little things had mostly been left to fend for themselves. It was unthinkable that a mother could let her children live like this. There was no denying that it had been a tough and intense few months for them and me, but after a lot of work and patience they had made brilliant progress. After months of therapy their speech and their play skills had come on in leaps and bounds. Their physical scars had healed but I knew they would carry the mental scars with them for life.


The girls had never had toys or been to a playgroup or a nursery, but they had learnt how to play and picked it up quickly and it was lovely to see them now sitting on the floor together playing while I took advantage of the peace and quiet. They might have been the mirror image of each other, but now their personalities were emerging I could see they were very different. Daisy was the bossier of the two while Polly was a lot more shy and quiet. Even though I wanted to encourage their individuality, I couldn’t resist dressing them in identical outfits every now and again, and today they both had on the same grey jumper and unicorn leggings.


I didn’t get many moments like this so I had to grab them when I could.


‘How’s Louisa?’ Vicky asked.


‘She’s great,’ I smiled. ‘Still madly in love with Charlie. In fact she spends more time at his house than she does at home these days. I don’t mind, though, as he’s a lovely lad.’


‘Ahh, bless,’ sighed Vicky. ‘I’m happy for her that she’s got a nice boyfriend.’


Louisa had been with me since her parents had been killed in a car crash seven years ago. She was twenty now, so she was out of the care system, but she lived with me permanently. She’d been with me for so long, she was like my daughter. As a nanny, she was also a great help with my fostering placements.


‘And while we’re on the subject of boyfriends,’ smirked Vicky, a mischievous look on her face. ‘How’s Graham?’


‘Oh, give over,’ I said, laughing. ‘He’s fine, thank you.’


After being resolutely single for years I’d recently started a relationship with an occupational therapist called Graham, whom my friend Anne had introduced me to on a rare evening out at her house. He was in his early forties like me, and I’d known him for a while before things had developed romantically.


‘We’re seeing each other but it’s all very casual,’ I told her. ‘It’s nice to have someone to chat to and to go out for a meal with from time to time … although since I’ve been fostering the twins there hasn’t been much opportunity for that.’


‘Hi Maggie,’ said a voice suddenly, interrupting our conversation.


I looked over to see my supervising social worker Becky walking towards us.


‘Sorry to interrupt but can I grab you for a quick word before you go?’ she asked. ‘There’s something I want to run by you.’


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I’ll pop into the office on my way out.’


‘I think we can both hazard a guess at what that means,’ said Vicky.


‘Yep,’ I smiled. ‘No more hot cups of tea for me.’


We had both jumped to the same conclusion that Becky wanted to chat to me about a possible new placement. Curiosity got the better of me and there was no way I could wait to find out more. Vicky agreed to keep an eye on the twins so I gulped down my tea and went and had a word with Becky in the office next door.


Becky had been my supervising social worker for the past four years and we had a good relationship. She was enthusiastic and caring and she had two young children of her own so she had a good understanding of kids and their needs. I could always rely on her to fight my corner.


‘Blimey, that was quick,’ she said as I wandered over to her desk.


‘Well, you know me,’ I said. ‘I’m itching to know what you wanted to chat to me about.’


‘How are the twins?’ she asked.


‘They’re doing well,’ I said. ‘The adoption team have started looking for parents for them and they start school next week.’


‘Yes, I bumped into their social worker, Pat, the other day and she was amazed how far they’ve come since they’ve been with you. They look like different kids, Maggie.’


‘We’re still struggling a little bit with toilet training, but hopefully we’ll get there before school,’ I replied.


‘That’s great to hear,’ she said. ‘Anyway, while you’re here I wanted to grab you to talk about a possible placement.’


‘I’m all ears,’ I smiled, intrigued to know more.


‘It’s not a mother and baby placement as such, but it is a baby,’ she said. ‘All I know is that it’s a four-month-old girl. A child protection meeting happened this morning and Social Services are going to go to court this afternoon for an EPO. If the court agrees then I just wanted to check to see if you were in a position to take her?’


An EPO was an Emergency Protection Order that gave the local authority the right to remove a child who they felt was in immediate danger.


As with most of my fostering cases, I had to base my decision on whether to take a child on the least amount of information.


‘I’d be happy to help,’ I told her. ‘You know how much I love babies.’


‘Do you think you’ll be OK coping with the twins and a young baby?’ she asked.


‘The twins will be at school full-time in a couple of weeks and then at some stage will hopefully be going for adoption, so I’m sure I can manage,’ I replied. ‘Besides, I’m ecstatic at the thought of having a house full of girls and I know Louisa will be too.’


The past few mother and baby placements I’d done had all been little boys, so I was excited at the thought of being able to indulge my love of pink for a change.


‘Great,’ said Becky. ‘I’ll let Social Services know that you’re happy to take her on, and if you could be at home this afternoon just in case it all happens very quickly, that would be brilliant.’


‘OK,’ I said. ‘Keep in touch.’


I went back to see Vicky.


‘Well?’ she asked.


‘I think I’ve got a new placement on the way,’ I said, grinning. ‘In fact I’d better get home and start getting organised.’


Even though there were no guarantees the court would grant the EPO for the baby, they generally tended to listen to Social Service’s concerns and I liked to be prepared.


I said goodbye to Vicky and managed to prise the twins away from the toys.


On the way home I called into the supermarket and bought some tins of formula and bottles and stocked up on several different sizes of nappies that I thought might work for a four-month-old.


I had two spare bedrooms that I used for fostering. The twins had the larger room that had bunk beds and a single bed in it. Luckily the smaller room already had a cot set up in it so all I needed to do was get out some baby clothes and toys I kept in the loft.


Becky rang later that afternoon as I was going through a pile of Babygros.


‘Social Services have just phoned me,’ she said. ‘The court granted the EPO so they’re going round to remove the baby now. They’ve asked the police to attend with them as apparently there are concerns there might be some trouble from Dad.’


‘Oh, I hope not,’ I said.


I hated to think of a little baby being caught in the middle of a violent scene. Taking a child away from its birth parents was always upsetting enough without the police having to be involved. Emotions were running high and it was never nice for anyone, especially the children themselves.


‘Claire McDonald, the social worker, is going to take the baby to the hospital for a check-up first and then if all is OK, she’ll bring her straight to you,’ Becky continued. ‘I’ve worked with her before and she’s absolutely lovely.’


‘No problem,’ I said. ‘I’ll wait to hear more.’


It was always a strange feeling waiting for a new foster child to arrive. I carried on as normal, playing with the twins and getting them their tea, while my stomach bubbled with nervous anticipation. I kept glancing at my phone just in case I’d missed a call or a text.


There was still no news by the time Louisa got home from work just after 6 p.m. I was lurking in the hallway when I heard the click clack of her high-heeled boots on the front path. She towered over me these days and she was always so well dressed and groomed. She was a kind, caring soul, too, and I was so proud of the lovely young woman she’d become.


‘What’s wrong?’ she asked. ‘Are you expecting someone?’


‘I’m waiting for a new placement to arrive and I’m a bit jittery,’ I said. ‘I don’t know what time they’re coming.’


When I told her about the baby, she squealed.


‘Oh, I love babies, especially girls,’ she said, her face lighting up. ‘What’s her name?’


‘I don’t know yet,’ I told her. ‘All I know is that she’s four months old.’


‘I can’t wait to see her,’ she continued.


But I still had no idea of when that would be. Just before 7 p.m. I took the twins upstairs to bed. I’d decided not to tell them about the new arrival yet until I knew more about her myself and I could answer their inevitable questions. It was a constant battle to get them both to have a bath, put their pyjamas on and brush their teeth each night, so it was a good 45 minutes before I had finished reading them a story. I was just coming down the stairs when I saw a shadow through the glass at the front door. I opened it before the short blonde woman on the doorstep had a chance to knock. A car seat was next to her on the floor but I couldn’t see inside it as the hood was up.


‘Good grief, you made me jump,’ she gasped.


‘Oh gosh, I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘You must be Claire, I’m Maggie. Come on in.’


She carried the car seat into the hallway and I peeped into it. The baby was fast asleep. She was a tiny little thing, looking more like a newborn than a four-month-old, and she had a head full of wispy golden hair. Her face was very gaunt and her skin was so milky white it was almost translucent.


‘This is Jasmine,’ she said. ‘She nodded off in the car, bless her. It’s been a long day for all of us.’ She looked exhausted.


‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ I asked her.


‘Oh, Maggie, you don’t know how wonderful that would be,’ she sighed gratefully. ‘Today’s been a bit of an ordeal.’


I warmed to Claire straight away. She was very bubbly and smiley and had a nice manner about her.


We went through to the kitchen and sat down. Louisa came to say hello and I introduced her to Claire.


‘I wanted to see the baby,’ Louisa said, glancing hopefully at the car seat.


‘I’m afraid she’s fast asleep at the minute, lovey,’ I told her.


Claire took the hood down on the car seat.


‘This is Jasmine,’ she said.


‘Oh, she’s so cute and tiny,’ gushed Louisa.


‘Louisa’s a nanny so she’s very good with babies,’ I told Claire.


‘Well, aren’t you lucky?’ Claire replied. ‘That’s going to be very handy over the next few weeks.’


Louisa went upstairs to watch something on her iPad in her bedroom, leaving Claire and I to chat.


‘So what can you tell me about Jasmine?’ I asked her. ‘Why was she removed from her parents?’


‘To be honest, Maggie, I don’t think even we know the full story yet,’ she said.


She described how the family had been on Social Service’s radar since Jasmine was born. A midwife in the hospital had expressed concerns because Jasmine’s dad, Martin, had become aggressive with staff on the maternity ward when Hailey, Jasmine’s mum, had to stay in hospital after the birth for a couple of nights because of an infection.


‘Health visitors who called to see them at the house were often denied access,’ she continued. ‘Mum refused to let them in if Dad wasn’t there. When they were allowed entry there were no squalid conditions. The house was very clean and very tidy, just very sparse and cold.’


Suddenly there was a noise from the car seat. Jasmine started wriggling around and flexing her back.


‘Ah, someone’s finally woken up,’ said Claire.


She undid the straps and gently lifted her into her arms. Now I could see Jasmine properly I was struck again by what a tiny little thing she was and her neck was all floppy like a newborn. She stared up at me with her deep blue eyes as she adjusted to the bright lights of the kitchen, but they were devoid of any expression and she didn’t make a sound.


‘Dad had a good job in an office but he was recently made redundant so is at home all the time now. We suspect that he’s very controlling. Mum is extremely quiet and it’s possible she’s depressed, although she won’t talk to anyone about it. Our main area of concern was the baby, though.’


She explained that Jasmine had been classed as what the professionals called ‘failure to thrive’.


‘She’s not putting on enough weight, although there were bottles at the house and plenty of formula. She’s four months now but she’s not rolling or babbling or holding her head up like she should be, and she’s still in newborn clothes. The doctors can’t find anything wrong with her and at this point in time we’re just not sure what it is. But health visitors were concerned enough to call Social Services in.


‘And you’re just too little to tell us anything, aren’t you?’ she said, stroking Jasmine’s cheek. ‘A child protection meeting was held and there were enough concerns to get an EPO on the baby until we find out more about what’s going on at home.’


‘How did the parents react to the fact you were taking the baby?’ I asked.


‘As you can imagine, not great,’ said Claire. ‘We’d anticipated problems with Dad so we arrived with the police in tow. He refused to let us in, so the police warned him we’d got an order to take the baby and that it was an offence to obstruct someone from removing the child if there was an EPO in place.


‘When he finally let us in he was shouting and swearing and in the end the officers had to restrain him while I got Jasmine from her cot.’


‘What about Mum?’ I asked. ‘How was she?’


‘She didn’t say a single word,’ said Claire. ‘But when she saw me walking out with Jasmine she dropped to her knees and started howling like a wounded animal.’


‘Poor woman,’ I sighed, my heart sinking.


‘Neither parent was in any fit state to talk to us rationally so I left them my number. Hopefully I’ll speak to them soon and explain what’s going to happen and set up contact so they can see Jasmine.’


Jasmine started squirming on her knee and let out a low mewling cry.


‘What time is she due a bottle?’ I asked.


‘Probably about now,’ she replied. ‘The hospital recommended putting her on a strict feeding routine to try and help build up her weight.


‘Because she’s so tiny, she’ll need a bottle every three hours, even through the night.’


‘Did she come with anything?’ I asked.


‘Nothing, I’m afraid,’ said Claire. ‘I wanted to get in and out of there as quickly as possible, so I took her out of her cot and put her straight in the car seat I’d brought.’


‘That’s no problem,’ I told her. ‘I’ve got plenty of stuff.’


‘Is there anything else that you need before I go?’ asked Claire. ‘I will try and phone Mum and Dad tonight to let them know the baby’s settled, but they might not be happy to hear from me.’


She stood up and carefully passed me Jasmine. For a four-month-old, she felt as light as a feather in my arms.


‘I’ll be in touch in the morning to see how things are going,’ she continued. ‘I hope you and Jasmine have a settled night.’


‘I’m sure we’ll be fine,’ I replied.


I looked down at this tiny baby in my arms. She reminded me of a baby monkey as she stared up at me with huge blue eyes.


‘Hello little one,’ I cooed. ‘Welcome to my house. I’m looking forward to getting to know you.’




TWO


First Days


Sitting in the rocking chair, I nestled Jasmine into the crook of my arm and got her comfy. I’d decided to bring her up to her bedroom to give her a bottle. It was after 8 p.m. now and even though she’d had a nap in the social worker’s car, I was conscious that it was late and I should be trying to settle her down in the cot for the night.


One of my favourite things about caring for a baby was giving them a bottle. I loved how they gazed up at you with their big, trusting eyes as they gulped down the milk and how they felt all warm and snuggly in your lap. However, as I fed Jasmine her bottle she did none of those things. Her tiny body was so rigid and tense in my arms it was like I was holding a plastic doll.


‘It’s OK, sweetie,’ I told her softly, hoping that the tone of my voice would help relax and reassure her. ‘You’re safe with me, don’t you worry. Have some nice warm milk.’


Most babies were fascinated by human faces and would stare up at you, their gaze so unwavering it was almost unnerving at times. But it was as though Jasmine was avoiding eye contact. Instead of looking up at me her eyes stared sideways at the wall or the ceiling. She occasionally took little glances but as soon as she caught my eye, she quickly looked away. I’d never seen a baby do that before and it was really odd.


‘What’s going through your little mind?’ I sighed, stroking her cheek. ‘What do you make of all this?’


If only she could talk and tell us exactly what had been going on at home.


Louisa came in and asked how I was getting on.


‘She’s OK,’ I sighed. ‘But she seems very tense and on edge.’


‘Well, there’s nothing wrong with her appetite,’ she replied. ‘It’s a wonder she’s so tiny. She’s nearly finished that bottle.’


She was right. Jasmine had gulped down the lot in record speed. In fact, the powerful way she’d sucked on the teat and hungrily drunk it down reminded me of feeding a baby lamb.


As I held her on my knee and patted her back to wind her, I noticed how worn and tatty her Babygro was. It was covered in little patches of what looked like dried sick.


‘I know it’s late but I think I’m going to give her a quick bath,’ I said.


Baths are good way of giving a baby a sense of routine and security, and it is always good to start as you meant to go on.


‘Give me a shout if you need anything,’ said Louisa, heading out of the door. ‘I’m going to watch telly downstairs.’


‘I’m sure I’ll be fine,’ I replied, laying Jasmine in the cot. I went to run a bath and got a nappy and clean Babygro out of the pile that I’d sorted from the loft. I knew the three- to six-month clothes would be way too big for her, but luckily I’d got a few zero- to three-month ones as well.


Before I put her in the water I stripped her down to her nappy.


I decided to change her on a mat on the floor rather than on the changing table. Babies her age tended to be very wriggly. They’d try and roll off the change mat or play with their feet and babble away, but Jasmine lay there as stiff as a little statue. As I undid the poppers on her Babygro I was struck by how pale and milky white her skin was, and without the bulk of her clothes she looked even more tiny and frail. There were no chubby cheeks or folds of flesh. She was scrawny and her skin was so transparent I could see the vivid blue and green of her veins beneath it. She was also covered in lots of dry, flaky patches and I made a mental note to give her a massage with some olive oil after her bath.


She didn’t show any expression or reaction as I lowered her down into the warm water.


‘Is that nice?’ I cooed, splashing some water on her tummy. But she stared back at me blankly. She was such a quiet little thing.


After I’d washed her, I dried her off and quickly massaged some olive oil into her arms, legs and chest as well as a little bit onto her scalp where I’d noticed she had a few patches of cradle cap. Again she lay there stiff as a statue, not moving an inch. She was so compliant, I’d never seen a baby behave like this before.


I put on a clean nappy and Babygro and zipped her up into a sleeping bag. She seemed too tiny for the cot, so instead I decided she’d be cosier sleeping in the Moses basket that I had in the corner of the room.


‘Night night, baby girl,’ I said, laying her down and putting a calming hand on her chest to try and make her feel safe and secure.


She glanced at me with a blank expression and then looked away. One of the things I always did when I was putting young children to bed was to put on a CD of classical music. I found it helped relax and reassure them, especially babies, who preferred to have a bit of white noise rather than silence.


Most of the children I fostered had come from chaotic homes where there were often no bedtime routines or they didn’t have a bedroom of their own to sleep in, so they found complete silence at night time unnerving and strange at first.


I also turned on a little night light so that it wasn’t pitch black. I checked on the twins and went to the loo and by the time I’d been to the bathroom and come back, Jasmine was already fast asleep. The poor little mite had had a long day and she was obviously exhausted.


I went downstairs to sit with Louisa.


‘Everything OK?’ she asked.


‘Yes, I think so,’ I sighed. ‘My heart always breaks for babies when they’re taken into care. They’re too little to tell us anything so we don’t have a clue how they’re feeling. It must be so strange for her not knowing where she is or who we are.’


‘She’s gone down OK, though,’ said Louisa.


‘She’s probably shattered,’ I replied.


As I went to bed that night, I couldn’t stop the thoughts from whirring around my mind. What sort of a home had Jasmine come from? How had she been treated?


Apart from being dangerously underweight and floppy, Claire had said the doctor who checked her over at the hospital had found nothing medically wrong. Mercifully, she had no obvious injuries and there were no signs that she’d been hurt or physically abused. By all accounts the house she had lived in was clean and tidy and she had a proper cot to sleep in. Yes, her Babygro was a bit worn but compared to children like the twins who had suffered such horrendous neglect, this was nothing. But in the few hours I’d had Jasmine, I could tell from her demeanour that something wasn’t right. Something had gone on in those four walls. I hoped we would eventually get to the bottom of exactly what it was.


I must have eventually nodded off, but halfway through the night I was woken up by a strange noise. It was a wailing sound and at first I thought it was one of my pet cats. It took me a few seconds to register that it was coming from the baby monitor.


Jasmine.


She had the quietest, strangest cry that I ever heard.


‘I’m coming, sweetie,’ I said, staggering groggily into her room where I saw she was lying wide awake in the Moses basket.


‘What are you doing, missy?’ I smiled. ‘It’s 3 a.m. and you’re very alert. Were you wondering where you were?’


I picked up her stiff little body in my arms and I could see she was making sucking noises with her mouth and burying her head into my chest.


‘You’re hungry, aren’t you?’ I cooed.


I put her back into the Moses basket and quickly went downstairs and warmed up a bottle. She wolfed the whole lot down in a matter of minutes. After I’d winded her and changed her nappy, I sat down in the rocking chair and rocked back and forth hoping that it would help her settle.


Gradually, in the soft glow of the night light, I saw her eyelids flutter and eventually I felt her body soften and sink into me as she finally nodded off back to sleep. Gently I put her down in the Moses basket and crept back to bed.


I’d barely nodded off when the same thing happened an hour later. Her head was turning from side to side in the crib and she was sucking her fists.


‘Are you hungry again?’ I exclaimed.


I quickly went downstairs and warmed up another couple of ounces in a bottle. As before, she guzzled the whole lot down while I sat in the chair with her and rocked her back to sleep. By the time the twins woke me up at 6 a.m., I was exhausted and felt like I’d been up half the night. I took them downstairs and brought the baby monitor with me. Half an hour later I heard Jasmine stir.


‘Now, I’ve got someone special that I’d like you two to meet,’ I told Polly and Daisy. ‘You wait here and I’ll bring her down.’


The twins looked puzzled but their faces lit up when I walked back into the room with Jasmine in my arms.


‘What’s that?’ Polly said when she saw her.


‘I think you mean who’s that,’ I smiled. ‘This is baby Jasmine, and she’s come to stay with us for a little while.’


Polly cooed over her, stroking her hair and trying to cuddle her a little bit too vigorously for my liking.


‘You’ve got to be really gentle with little babies,’ I explained. ‘She’s not a dolly so you can’t pick her up. Maggie has to do it and we’ve got to be so careful not to squash her or fall on her.’


‘I love the baby,’ smiled Polly, but I noticed Daisy was very quiet.


‘What’s wrong, sweetie?’ I asked her gently. ‘Do you like babies?’


She shrugged.


‘That’s not our baby,’ she sighed. ‘Where’s our baby gone?’


My heart sank. Daisy and Polly had a little brother called Ronnie but when the siblings were taken into care he was only six months old, so social workers had decided he would be a lot more adoptable on his own than if he stayed with his traumatised sisters. The harsh reality is that babies are in huge demand and are always easy to place. Placing older, more damaged children like Daisy and Polly, or a sibling group of three, is much more difficult. So Ronnie had been fostered by another carer and he had recently been adopted. The twins had asked about him a lot at first, but they hadn’t mentioned him for a while. Seeing Jasmine had obviously brought it all back for Daisy.


‘Remember what we talked about, Daisy?’ I said gently. ‘Your baby is going to have a new mummy and daddy, just like we’re going to find you and Polly a new mummy and daddy too.’


‘Is that baby getting a new mummy and daddy?’ Polly asked, pointing at Jasmine.


‘I don’t know yet, sweetie,’ I told her. ‘She’s going to live with us for a little while and then we’ll see.’


I made the girls’ breakfast and while they were eating their cereal, I gave Jasmine a bottle, which she again guzzled at speed. I was just getting everybody dressed when Claire rang.


‘Hi Maggie,’ she said. ‘How are things this morning? How’s Jasmine doing?’


‘She’s OK,’ I said. ‘She’s eerily quiet for such a young baby. She even cries quietly, and it’s more of a wail than a proper cry.’


‘Yes,’ said Claire. ‘I noticed that yesterday.


‘Has she been feeding OK?’ she asked. ‘I know that was the big concern at the hospital.’


‘Absolutely fine,’ I told her. ‘She gulped down her bottle last night, she had two night feeds and one so far this morning, and I’m going to try her with another one in an hour or so. She seems really hungry, so I’ll make sure I stick to feeding her every three hours.’


‘That’s great,’ said Claire.


‘What about her parents?’ I asked. ‘Have you heard from them yet?’


‘Not a peep,’ she replied. ‘I tried Dad’s mobile last night but there was no answer, so I left a message to say Jasmine had settled OK and left them my number. I’m going to try them again now. You’d think they’d be anxious to know how she is and to set up contact.’


‘When do you think that will start?’ I asked.


‘I don’t honestly know,’ she replied. ‘Because Dad’s been a bit volatile in the past we’ll have to hold it at the main Social Services building in town as there’s plenty of security there. We’ll need two contact workers to be in the room at the same time, so that might take a bit of organising.’


‘OK,’ I said. ‘Keep me posted.’


As it was Jasmine’s first day with me, we spent it quietly at home so I could get her into a good feeding routine. The twins had recently got into crafts so fortunately I was able to keep them busy with lots of sticking and gluing and making things out of Play-Doh.


Later that afternoon Claire called again.


‘I’ve finally got hold of Jasmine’s parents,’ she said. ‘Well, I spoke to Dad rather than Mum. They want to have contact ASAP so I explained that it might take a couple of days to sort out, but in the meantime they’ve asked to meet you.’


‘Me?’ I said. ‘How come?’


‘Dad said they wanted to meet the person who was looking after their daughter,’ she said. ‘I know we don’t normally do that but if you’re OK with it I don’t see why not. What do you think?’


‘I think that should be fine,’ I said. ‘I suppose it’s understandable. My only concern is that you’ve said Dad has been aggressive in the past so I’d be a bit worried he might turn on me or want to meet me to give me a mouthful.’


‘We would warn him about that beforehand,’ she said. ‘I’d be there, as well as a couple of security staff. And you could bring your supervising social worker along for moral support if that would make you feel better?’


Normally, when there was an EPO in place, a social worker would come and pick the baby up and take her to contact. Or if I took her, a contact worker would meet me at reception to collect the baby from me and take it through to the parents. It was done that way because many parents, upset and angry that their child had been taken into care, understandably didn’t want to see the person who was now looking after them. It was a way of avoiding conflict for everyone.


I knew I didn’t have to say yes, but I also knew that if it was my child who had been taken into care I would want to meet the person looking after them.


I called Becky to get her opinion.


‘You don’t have to agree to meet them,’ she said. ‘But if you did want to then I’m happy to come with you.’


‘Thank you,’ I told her. ‘I’d really appreciate that.’


I felt reassured and agreed to the meeting, which was arranged for the following day at the main Social Services building in town.


‘I don’t think it’s a good idea to bring Jasmine with you as there’s a risk that will inflame the situation,’ said Claire. ‘I’ve made it clear to them that this isn’t a contact visit.’


‘I completely agree,’ I said. ‘I’ll ask my friend Vicky if she can take the twins and Jasmine for an hour or so while I come to the meeting.’


Vicky was happy to help out.


The following morning, I woke up feeling apprehensive. Jasmine had woken up twice for a feed so my head felt foggy from lack of sleep. I had to be at Social Services at 10 a.m. and it was a rush getting them all to Vicky’s.


‘Aw, what a sweet little thing,’ she said when she saw Jasmine in her car seat. ‘Isn’t she tiny? She looks like a little dolly.’


‘I know,’ I replied. ‘She’s on a strict three-hourly feeding programme to try and build up her weight.


‘I’ve just fed her but there are a couple of bottles in the change bag just in case.


‘Oh, and watch the twins around her as they can be a bit over-zealous with their affection,’ I added.


‘I will,’ she gave me a reassuring smile. ‘Good luck with your meeting.’


I was intrigued to meet Jasmine’s parents but I was also nervous. I just hoped they weren’t going to give me a hard time.


I’d arranged to meet Becky in Social Services’ reception so we could go in together and, to be honest, I was glad of the moral support. She asked me about Jasmine and I filled her in about how she was doing.


‘Maggie, are you OK?’ Becky asked, her brow furrowing. ‘You’re very quiet.’


‘I’m a bit worried about how this meeting’s going to go,’ I sighed. ‘For all I know Dad is using it as a way to have a go at me.’


‘Well, Claire and I will be there and we won’t put up with that sort of behaviour,’ she said, putting her hand on my shoulder. ‘If he goes off on one or is aggressive then it will be meeting over and Dad will be removed.’


I knew she was right, but as we got into the lift and Becky pressed the button for the fifth floor my stomach was churning with nerves.


‘Honestly, it will be OK, Maggie,’ Becky reassured me, sensing my unease. ‘I’ll be right next to you.’


But as the lift doors opened and we stepped out, I felt as if I was walking straight into the lion’s den.




THREE


Meet the Parents


As we walked down the corridor, I saw Claire standing outside one of the meeting rooms. She waved at Becky and me.


‘Hello ladies,’ she smiled. ‘We’re in here. How’s Jasmine today?’


‘OK,’ I replied. ‘Still incredibly quiet but taking all of her bottles.’


‘That’s great,’ she said. ‘Feeding was everyone’s main concern, so hopefully that means she’s gaining weight. Anyway, let’s have a chat later. Mum and Dad are already here so I’ll take you in and introduce you.’


‘How’s Dad?’ asked Becky. ‘I heard he can be tricky.’


‘A bit frosty,’ she sighed. ‘It’s a bit like dealing with a moody teenager who doesn’t like the fact he’s not in control.’


Becky must have been able to tell I was on edge. She gave my arm a reassuring squeeze.


‘It will be fine, Maggie,’ she told me.


‘Oh, don’t worry,’ added Claire. ‘I’m confident that between the three of us we can handle him.’


I hoped she was right. I tried to ignore the fluttering of nerves in my stomach as I followed her into the meeting room where a couple were sitting around a large conference table.


‘Maggie, this is Martin and Hailey, Jasmine’s parents,’ Claire told me, smiling reassuringly.


‘And this is Maggie, the foster carer currently looking after Jasmine, and her link worker, Becky,’ she told the couple.


‘It’s lovely to meet you both,’ I told them, trying to sound as friendly as possible.


Martin scowled at me. Even though he was sitting down I could tell he was a tall, well-built man. He had fair hair that looked damp, as though he’d just got out of the shower. He gave me a curt nod.


‘Hello,’ mumbled Hailey, not making eye contact with me.


It was hard to even see her as she stared resolutely at the floor, her long dark hair like a curtain around her face.


As Becky and I sat down around the table, Martin frowned at me.


‘Where’s my daughter?’ he said aggressively. ‘I thought you’d be bringing her.’


‘Another foster carer is looking after her,’ I told him. ‘She’s very experienced, so I know Jasmine will be absolutely fine.’


‘But why didn’t you bring her with you?’ he snapped, a scowl forming across his face. ‘Why can’t we see her?’


‘Remember, I did explain to you on the phone yesterday that Jasmine wouldn’t be coming today,’ Claire told him, her voice calm and even. ‘The purpose of this meeting was for you and Hailey to meet Maggie and ask her any questions. But we are keen to get contact started as soon as possible, so if you and Hailey have some time afterwards then we can have a chat and get the ball rolling.’


‘I suppose that will have to do,’ he huffed, clearly irritated.


‘Would anyone like a tea or a coffee?’ asked Claire breezily, doing her best to diffuse the tense atmosphere in the room.


‘I’d love a tea please,’ said Becky.


‘I’ll have coffee,’ said Martin.


‘Nothing for me thanks,’ I told her.


‘Hailey?’ she asked.


She shook her bowed head, still not making eye contact with anyone.


While Becky made the drinks at the kettle in the corner of the room it gave me a chance to have a proper look at Jasmine’s parents.


Martin looked like he was in his late forties and he was well presented in a crisp white shirt and a smart suit. Hailey, on the other hand, looked like she had just crawled out of bed. Her hair was greasy and unwashed and, although it was a warm day in early September, she was wearing a shapeless woolly jumper that was way too big for her. It had holes in it and what looked like bits of dried food down the front. She was very pale and thin with dark shadows under her eyes. I guessed she was in her twenties and a lot younger than Martin. They looked like such an unlikely couple and I never would have put them together.
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