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Dedication


This book is dedicated to Louisa, my daughter but not through birth. Thank you for your courage, determination, strength and love. I’m so very lucky to have you in my life.
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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 to talk about 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 that my stories will inspire other people to consider fostering as new carers are always desperately needed.


Maggie Hartley





ONE



As One Door Closes


Taking a swig of my piping hot tea, I shifted around and tried to get comfy on the hard plastic chair.


‘Would you like a biscuit?’


A well-spoken woman, with a tiny baby strapped to her in a sling, held out a plate of custard creams and Bourbons.


‘Thank you,’ I replied, taking one.


She lowered herself down onto the chair next to me.


‘I do love a baby group in a church hall,’ she sighed. ‘You can’t beat someone making you a cup of tea that you actually get to drink while it’s hot.’


‘Oh absolutely,’ I smiled, taking another sip from the steaming mug.


I wasn’t really in the mood for a long chat with a stranger but I knew she was only being friendly.


‘I’ve come here with all three of my children,’ she continued. ‘My eldest Wilf is at school now and Monty is due to start nursery in a few weeks.’


She gestured to a curly-haired toddler peddling furiously round the room in a little red and yellow plastic car.


‘I’m sure I’ll be back here in a few months with this one when she starts crawling around,’ she said, glancing down at the baby who was curled up like a hamster against her chest.


‘What about you?’ she asked. ‘How old is your little one?’


I looked down at my feet where eight-month-old Micah was lying on a padded mat on the floor chewing on a plastic giraffe.


Normally I would correct someone and tell them that I was his foster carer, not his mum, as I always think it’s a positive thing to talk to people about fostering. There are lots of assumptions about fostering, such as you only foster difficult children, so I think it’s good to open people’s minds. Children need fostering for all sorts of reasons. Sometimes it’s looking after children who have suffered horrific neglect and need to be taken away from their biological parents as they’re in danger of being harmed. Or it can be children whose birth parents need a little extra help. Perhaps they are going into hospital and have no one else around to look after their children or they’re just not coping with their mental health and need some extra support. I’ve seen so many different scenarios over the years: I’ve fostered children whose parents simply can’t cope with their disability, refugees who have come to this country completely alone and young parents who need a helping hand to show them how to care for their babies.


Today, however, I knew I probably wouldn’t see this woman again and I just didn’t have the energy.


‘He’s eight months, nearly nine, in fact,’ I told her, hoping that she wouldn’t ask further questions.


‘Oh he’s tiny,’ she gasped. ‘Is he not sitting up yet?’


‘He was born prematurely,’ I explained. ‘But he’s doing really well and he’ll get there in his own time.’


‘Well, you seem very relaxed about it,’ she smiled. ‘I wish I was more like you. When Wilf wasn’t walking by his first birthday, I was knocking on the GP’s door to check there wasn’t something wrong.’


I gave her a weak smile.


‘Well, I’d better get Monty back for his lunch,’ she told me, getting up to go. ‘Maybe I’ll see you here next week.’


‘Perhaps,’ I smiled politely.


As I watched her get her things together, I felt a sinking feeling in my stomach. In reality, I knew I wasn’t going to be at the baby group next week as tomorrow I was going to be handing Micah over to his new adoptive parents.


I always felt such a mixture of emotions when a child left.


I was so happy that he’d found his forever home. The couple, Dionne and Jamie, seemed lovely and I had liked them instantly. They already had a ten-year-old son but they’d struggled to conceive again for years and had gone through multiple rounds of IVF without success.


They were the perfect match; in fact, it almost seemed meant to be. Micah’s birth mother’s family was from Jamaica – just like Dionne’s family – so they had that cultural connection.


I reached down and lifted Micah up off the floor. He gave me a big grin as I sat him on my knee.


‘You’re such a sweetheart, aren’t you?’ I told him, planting a kiss on his soft cheek.


I knew I was going to miss him terribly. This smiley little boy with a strong spirit had stolen my heart. Micah had come straight into the care system at birth. His biological mum was in her late teens and had already had two older children who had both been taken into care at birth.


Social Services had tried to offer her support throughout her third pregnancy in the hope that she could perhaps keep this baby but she’d gone off the radar. She hadn’t gone to any midwife appointments or scans and she hadn’t turned up for meetings with Social Services. There was a suspicion that she’d been drinking throughout her pregnancy and Micah was born five weeks early, weighing just under 2lb. He’d spent the first six weeks of his life in the NICU (newborn intensive care unit) before coming to me. Nobody knew what the impact of his mother’s lifestyle would have on him until he grew older but there was a strong possibility that he would have Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, although it was hard to diagnose until he got older and any developmental delays became more apparent.


He hadn’t been an easy baby by any means. He woke several times a night for a bottle and didn’t nap much during the day. If his milk wasn’t at exactly the right temperature, he’d shake his head and push it away and, so far, he wasn’t really that keen on food. He was a determined little thing with a strong will and I’d completely fallen in love with him. He gave the best cuddles and his smile could melt even the hardest person’s heart.


Even though I’d said goodbye to many children over the years, I’d found the last few days hard. I loved babies and I couldn’t help but get attached to them. You cared for them 24/7 for weeks or months and they got very attached to you too. It’s a very intense experience and your days are full with looking after them and I got such joy in seeing them develop and reach their first milestones. Then when they leave, I feel such a sense of loss and emptiness. It was difficult knowing that was coming and I had to say goodbye. There had been a few tears as I’d washed all of Micah’s clothes and packed his things up for his new home. I never normally went to playgroups but today I felt like I needed to get out of the house and try to escape from my own thoughts for a little while.


The playgroup was run by two grey-haired older women from the church who I could tell doted on the babies.


‘Lovely to see you, Mum,’ one of them said to me as I pulled Micah’s coat on getting ready to leave.


‘We’re going to be doing some singing next week,’ she added. ‘I bet your little one would enjoy that.’


‘Oh lovely,’ I smiled, not having the heart to tell her that next week Micah would be with his new parents.


I took him home for lunch and afterwards, I put him down for a nap. Normally he’d fight sleep and most days he made such a fuss that I’d end up getting him out of his cot in the end. However, today he curled up straight away and closed his eyes. Perhaps the playgroup had worn him out or he sensed that big changes were happening?


It gave me the opportunity to pack the last of Micah’s things.


No one knew how long it would take for the right family to be matched with him so I’d already bought lots of nine to twelve-month-old clothes that were still huge for him. I was going to send them to Jamie and Dionne’s with the rest of his stuff.


I was just sorting through a pile of Babygros when my mobile rang.


‘How are you doing, Maggie?’ asked a cheery voice.


It was my supervising social worker, Anna, calling from Social Services. We hadn’t worked together for long but I liked her. She was newly qualified and had all the optimism and energy of someone just starting out in their career. She was always very positive, which made a nice change from some of the older, more jaded social workers who had been at Social Services for years. It was an extremely hard job and it always seemed to take its toll in the end.


‘How were Dionne and Jamie last night? she asked. ‘Did it go well?’


Ever since a panel had approved the match two weeks ago, they had been coming over and spending time with Micah. Yesterday they had taken him out for the day and then stayed for tea after coming back with him, along with their son Taylor.


‘It went really well,’ I told her. ‘They’re so easy to get along with and Taylor’s a really lovely boy.’


‘That’s great news,’ Anna replied. ‘Nita emailed me earlier to say we’re all on track for tomorrow.’


Nita was Micah’s social worker.


‘Yep, they’re coming to collect him in the morning,’ I told her. ‘In fact, I’m just getting the last of his things together.’


It was definitely one of the hardest parts of my job – the letting go. Particularly when it was a baby who didn’t understand what was happening. Even though I had never referred to myself as Micah’s mum, I was the first person that he saw every morning when he opened his eyes and the last person he saw when he went to sleep at night. I was the one who had fed him his bottles and paced up and down with him for hours on end when he wasn’t feeling well. For nearly eight months, I had been the one constant in his life but from tomorrow, I wouldn’t be there any more.


I could see that he liked Dionne and Jamie and they were brilliant with him. But when they had brought him back last night he had immediately reached his arms out to me.


‘He’ll be fine,’ Anna reassured me, as soon as he came in the door.


‘Oh, I know he will be,’ I sighed.


I knew instinctively that Micah had found his forever home and he would quickly grow to love his new family. It didn’t mean that it hurt any less though.


For the eight months that I’d had Micah, other children had come and gone but he was the only one living with me now. As he was only a baby, there was no point in having a party or a big farewell for him. The best thing for me to do on his final day was to keep things stable and consistent.


After Micah woke up from his nap, we had a quiet afternoon. The plan was that Dionne and Jamie would come round first thing in the morning. I knew they were desperate to get him home and settled and there was no point in prolonging the goodbye for me.


Dionne called later that afternoon to see how Micah was doing.


I could hear the excitement fizzing in her voice.


‘His room’s all ready,’ she told me. ‘Taylor’s so excited. I don’t think he’s going to sleep tonight.’


‘What time do you want us to collect him in the morning?’ she asked me.


‘If you come at 9.30 a.m. I’ll make sure that he’s packed and ready to go,’ I told her.


Even though I was trying to keep things normal for Micah, I lingered over every moment of his bedtime that night. I let him splash around in the bath for ages. As I gave him a bottle, I relished every second of feeling his small but strong little body in my arms. I took in all the details so I’d remember them – the way he always had one little hand on his bottle, his eyes fluttering as he got more sleepy. He’d never done it before but tonight he fell asleep in my arms and I let him stay there until my arm went numb. I kissed the top of his head and gently lowered him into his cot. He murmured slightly then rolled onto his side.


‘Night night, little man,’ I whispered. ‘You’ve got a big day tomorrow.’


Then I went downstairs and busied myself with more sorting and packing until it was time for me to go to bed too.


By the time I heard Micah stirring just after 6 a.m. the following morning, I felt like I had hardly slept. But there was still lots to do before Dionne and Jamie arrived.


When the doorbell went just before 9.30 a.m., I had just washed the last of Micah’s bottles and packed them all into a bag.


As I opened the door, Dionne handed me a huge bunch of flowers.


‘Oh how lovely,’ I smiled.


‘We just wanted to say thank you for looking after our son,’ she told me. ‘We already love him so much and we’re so grateful to you for everything.’


Her voice cracked with emotion.


‘Sorry,’ she sniffled. ‘I told myself I wouldn’t get emotional this morning but I can’t help it. I’m a wreck!’


‘We’ve been waiting a long time for this,’ Jamie told me.


‘And so has Micah,’ I smiled. ‘He’s all ready to go.’


While I helped Jamie load up the car with his things, Dionne sat on the floor and played with Micah.


Then came the moment that I had been dreading.


‘It’s time to go now bubba,’ Dionne cooed as she strapped him into his car seat.


I did my best to hold it together as I kissed the top of his head and stroked his cheek.


‘Bye-bye little man,’ I told him. ‘I know you’re going to have the best life with your new mummy and daddy.’


Dionne was crying as she gave me a hug.


‘Thank you so much for everything,’ she said.


‘Go and enjoy your son,’ I told her. ‘Keep in touch and let me know if you need anything.’


‘Yes and you must come and visit us,’ Jamie told me.


I’d love nothing more but with a baby Micah’s age, I knew that I needed to let go completely. At least until several months had passed and he was a lot older. He needed that time to settle and get attached to his new parents and I knew that seeing me too soon would only confuse that.


‘I hope you understand but I won’t come out to the car with you,’ I told them. ‘I don’t think big emotional goodbyes are good for anyone.’


‘Of course,’ smiled Jamie.


I wanted to keep it very low key for Micah’s sake and I didn’t want to risk him getting upset. I watched from the window as they drove away and, as their car disappeared off down the street and into the distance, I finally allowed myself to have a little cry.


‘Onwards and upwards, Maggie,’ I told myself.


Then I threw myself into my therapy – cleaning and sorting. There wasn’t an inch of my house that didn’t get vacuumed or scrubbed that afternoon. Sheets were changed, surfaces were wiped and I did all the little niggly jobs that I had been putting off for months.


By late afternoon, I was absolutely exhausted. I’d just stopped to make myself a cup of coffee when the phone rang.


It was Anna.


‘How did it go?’ she asked.


‘Really well,’ I told her. ‘They were so happy.’


‘Well it sounds like he’s settling in really well,’ she replied. ‘I spoke to Nita earlier and she said she had called them and they were giving Micah a bath.’


‘Aw that’s lovely,’ I smiled.


I was genuinely delighted for them. People adopted for all sorts of reasons. Sometimes they had fertility problems like Dionne and Jamie, but that wasn’t always the case. Some people had a burning desire to adopt. It could be that they were adopted as a child and wanted to give something back, or perhaps they were a gay couple or a single parent and adoption was their preferred way to start their own family.


‘And how are you doing?’ Anna asked.


‘Oh you know,’ I sighed. ‘It’s always sad when a child leaves. I’m only human. Especially babies as you can’t help but get so attached to them. But that’s the nature of my job; I went into fostering to help as many children as I can.’


‘Actually that’s what I wanted to talk to you about,’ Anna told me. ‘Could I pop round tomorrow and have a chat to you about something?’


There was suddenly a serious tone to her voice.


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘What’s happened? Should I be worried?’


‘Oh no, not at all,’ she said. ‘One of my colleagues was talking to me about a possible placement and your name came up. And obviously the timing’s good with Micah leaving. It’s a child who needs quite specialist care. I didn’t want to bother you with it now as I know today has been tough for you.’


‘OK,’ I said. ‘Tomorrow will be fine.’


We arranged for her to pop in for a coffee the following morning.


That night, after all the emotion and the activity of the day, I was in bed by 9.30 p.m. When I woke up at 8.30 a.m the next morning I felt like a new woman. I hadn’t slept for that long in months.


There was just enough time for me to have a quick shower and get some breakfast before Anna arrived.


‘Let me give you a hug,’ she said as she walked through the door. ‘Yesterday must have been hard for you as I know how much you cared for Micah.’


‘You know me. I love my babies,’ I smiled.


‘I’ve said this to you before, but I honestly don’t know how you do it,’ she said.


Saying goodbye was never easy but I knew it was something that I had to do. Helping a child to move on was my job and I had to focus on the positives. Micah was a happy, healthy little boy who had found his forever home. He was going to live with two parents who loved him and I was sure he was going to grow up in a happy, stable environment. That was everything I wanted for him and I had to put my own feelings of loss to one side.


We chit-chatted as I made us both a coffee.


‘So,’ I said as I sat down at the kitchen table with her. ‘What’s this placement that you wanted to talk to me about?’


Anna took a sip of coffee before she started to explain.


‘I don’t think I’ve ever come across a situation quite like this before,’ she told me. ‘It’s a really tragic case and quite upsetting, which is why I wanted to talk to you about it face to face.’


My heart sank and my mind immediately thought of neglect. I’d fostered children who had been victims of severe neglect before and it was always unbearable to see little ones who had suffered so much.


‘We’re potentially looking for someone to foster a thirteen-year-old girl,’ she told me.


‘Potentially?’ I asked. ‘Has she been taken into care yet?’


‘Well, this is the thing,’ explained Anna. ‘She’s actually in hospital in a coma at the moment.’


Shocked and intrigued, I listened as she explained how the girl, who was called Louisa, and her parents, had been in a head-on car crash four days ago.


‘The police are still investigating what happened but it looks like they lost control on a sharp bend of a country lane and hit a tree. The parents both died on impact. Louisa, who was in the back seat, was the only survivor. She’s badly injured but for now she’s alive.’


‘That’s horrific,’ I sighed, shaking my head. ‘Poor girl.’


Anna described how she had some swelling on the brain and injuries to her legs.


‘But despite all of that, the doctors are hopeful that she could wake up and make a full recovery,’ she told me.


I just couldn’t get my head around it. Two parents dead and a child in a coma. In a few minutes her whole family had been totally destroyed. Even if she did survive, how on earth would she ever get over something like that?







TWO



A Life Shattered


It was one of the saddest things that I’d ever heard. I couldn’t stop thinking about this poor girl lying in hospital in a coma.


‘What were her parents’ names?’ I asked Anna.


‘Karen and Simon,’ she replied. ‘From what we’ve found out so far, Louisa was an only child and they’d had her later in life. They were both in their mid-fifties.’


‘Are there no other relatives around who could take her?’ I asked.


‘Investigations are ongoing but from what the police have found out so far, it doesn’t look like it. They’ve been struggling to find a next of kin.’


Karen’s mother was in her eighties and in a local nursing home.


‘She has dementia sadly so she doesn’t have the mental capacity to even understand what has happened,’ sighed Anna.


The police had managed to trace Simon’s brother in Australia.


‘He was very shocked apparently but I don’t think he and Simon were close,’ she continued. ‘He hadn’t seen him in over fifteen years and he’s never met Louisa. So, bearing all that in mind, we need to start looking for other options. There might be family friends around but no one has come forward yet.’


A children’s home would normally be another option for a child of Louisa’s age but she would need specialist care and it made sense that, after everything this young girl had been through, a foster home would be the best place for her.


‘So I wondered if you would consider taking her, Maggie?’ Anna asked. ‘It would be an intense placement. If she pulls through, she’s going to need a lot of support, both physical and emotional. We appreciate that it’s a big undertaking – that’s why I wanted to run it by you.’


‘I know it sounds harsh but do we even know if she’s going to survive?’ I asked.


Anna explained that the doctors were hopeful that Louisa would pull through. Her motor responses were good and she had made some eye movements.


‘They’re all good signs apparently,’ she told me. ‘There are no guarantees but they feel the odds are in her favour. Assuming she does wake up, no one knows when that’s going to be – we really do need to get a plan in place so, if and when Louisa does come out of the coma, we can communicate to her what’s going to happen.’


There was so much to take in and think about.


‘I know it’s a lot, especially when Micah’s just left,’ Anna added. ‘We don’t need an immediate answer but we’re hoping to have a professionals’ meeting in the next couple of days so ideally we want to have a foster carer on board by then.’


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘That’s understandable.’


Poor kid. Even if she did wake up, everything around her had gone. Her parents were dead. She had literally lost everything.


‘What if I don’t think I can manage the medical side of things?’ I asked. ‘As you know, I’m a single carer so there’s no one else around to help me lift or bathe her.’


I’d been relatively young when I’d got into fostering. I’d always worked with children and seemed to have a natural affinity with them, especially kids who were deemed to be challenging. When I left school, I got a job in a residential children’s home, then worked for Social Services as a family support assistant and then as a deputy matron at a residential boarding school for maladjusted boys. I knew I wanted to work with children but after four years, I left and became a childminder. By the time I was twenty-seven, I fancied a new challenge and that’s when I thought about fostering. For some strange reason, I liked stroppy kids and they seemed to respond well to me. It didn’t seem to bother Social Services that I was single and I was approved to take up to three placements. Since then, I’d never looked back. All sorts of placements had followed, from newborn babies like Micah right up to teenagers and even young adults.


Fostering wasn’t just a job, it was a vocation, and with so many children coming and going over the years, my personal life had taken a back seat. I’d had boyfriends occasionally but so far, no one who was special enough for me to want to share my life and my fostering with. I didn’t mind; I had a good circle of loyal friends around me who would always help out when they could. That included some fellow foster carers who just ‘got it’ and were always there for advice and support.


Anna nodded.


‘It’s hard to know what her medical needs are going to be but rest assured we won’t leave you to cope alone. We’ll put a proper care plan in place and make sure that there’s lots of help and support available.’


She explained that I would have contact with an occupational therapy team and there was a disability team social worker who could cover a few hours a week if I needed to go out anywhere or do shopping.


I had other concerns too. I had the space to take on three foster children at any one time but a demanding placement like this meant I wouldn’t have the capacity to foster anyone else.


Fostering had always been more than just a job to me, it was a vocation. But it also paid my bills and I couldn’t afford not to have any income for months while Louisa was in a coma and then just have the one placement.


‘You know I don’t do what I do for money,’ I explained to Anna. ‘No one is ever going to get rich from fostering. But I’ve still got a mortgage to pay and I can’t see how it would work for me financially as Louisa would have to be a solo placement and I wouldn’t be able to foster any other children.’


‘I completely understand,’ she replied. ‘We’d make sure that we were paying you an enhanced fee so it would be the equivalent of fostering two children. And as Louisa hopefully recovers, she will be able to claim disability allowance and you would be eligible to claim carer’s allowance as well.’


But I had to think of the practicalities and there was also the fact that no one knew if and when she would wake up from her coma. I couldn’t be without an income indefinitely while she was in hospital.


It was as if Anna could tell what I was thinking.


‘I appreciate that we’d need you to keep the placement open for her while she’s in hospital so we’d pay you a solo placement fee until Louisa was discharged and came to live with you. I know we need to make this financially viable for you, Maggie, and if you decide to go ahead, I’ll make sure it gets signed off before the professionals’ meeting.’


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I really appreciate that.’


Despite all the reassurances, I still needed time to think about it.


‘I know it’s a lot to take in but let me know when you’ve made a decision,’ Anna told me.


After she finished her coffee, she had to get back to the office.


‘Where were they going?’ I asked as I walked her to the front door.


‘What do you mean? she asked.


‘Louisa and her parents. Where were they driving to or from?’


‘Oh, the police said they had just been to pick up their new puppy from the breeder.’


I imagined this little family and how happy and excited they must have been in the car home.


‘Did the puppy survive the crash?’ I asked.


Anna shook her head sadly.


‘Have a think, Maggie, and let me know,’ she told me as she walked down the front path.


It was all I thought about for the rest of the day, about this poor girl lying in hospital, unaware that her parents and her life as she knew it had been completely obliterated. It was just so sad.


But was I really the right person for the job? Could I help this child through both her grief and her recovery?


That night I called my friend and fellow foster carer Vicky. I knew I could speak to her in confidence about it.


‘Oh Maggie, that’s awful,’ she gasped when I told her about it. ‘How tragic. I think I might have read about the crash in the paper the other day.’


‘If she pulls through, she’s going to need a lot of care,’ I sighed. ‘Do you think I can do that on my own?’


‘Of course you can,’ Vicky told me. ‘She’s going to need a lot of love, kindness and patience and you have that in spades. She’d be lucky to have you.’


‘I wish I had as much confidence in myself as you have in me,’ I laughed.


‘Maggie, you know that you’re not going to say no to her so I don’t even know why you’re debating it,’ Vicky told me.


She was right. I could never turn my back on a child who so desperately needed a safety net.


I called Anna the following morning.


‘I’ve thought long and hard about it and I’m willing to foster Louisa,’ I told her.


‘That’s brilliant,’ she replied. ‘I’m so, so pleased.’


The first thing I needed to do was attend a professionals’ meeting at Social Services in a couple of days’ time. It was going to be useful as it would give me a lot more information about Louisa, her life and how things might work going forwards, although I realised that a lot of it was still unknown as things stood.


On the morning of the meeting, Anna was there to greet me.


‘This is my colleague, Brian,’ she told me, introducing me to a slightly balding man in his fifties wearing a striped polo shirt tucked into his jeans. ‘He’s been appointed as Louisa’s social worker.’


‘Hello Margaret,’ he said, shaking my hand vigorously.


‘It’s Maggie actually,’ I smiled. ‘Margaret sounds very formal.’


‘Oh I’m sorry,’ he said.


Brian’s team manager, Sharon, was leading the meeting and she went round the table introducing everyone.


‘This is DC Lee Jenkins,’ she said, gesturing to a red-haired man in his thirties in a suit.


‘Hi all,’ he nodded.


There was also a teacher from Louisa’s secondary school who introduced herself as Tammy Grey. She was also head of Year Eight.


‘Brian is Louisa’s social worker and Maggie is a foster carer who, all being well, is going to be fostering Louisa when she’s discharged from hospital.’


She handed over to DC Jenkins first to update us all on the situation.


‘I’m sure as you all already know, sadly as a result of a Road Traffic Accident, both Karen and Simon Baker were killed on impact. Their thirteen-year-old daughter Louisa remains in a coma in hospital.’


He described how there would eventually be an inquest into the crash and a file had been passed to the coroner.


‘It’s just speculation at the moment, but initially it looks like Mr Baker lost control on a tight bend. We’re waiting for toxicology tests to come back but we don’t expect there to be any evidence of drink or drugs and there were no other vehicles involved.’


He described how one possible theory they were looking at was that Mr Baker had been distracted in some way by the new puppy.


‘Everything points to it being a tragic accident,’ he said.


He explained how the police had been trying to trace Louisa’s next of kin, after her parents.


‘As Karen’s mother, Irene, isn’t mentally fit, the next of kin is Simon’s brother, Martin Baker, who lives in Australia. He hadn’t seen his brother for fifteen years but had spoken to him occasionally.


‘Mr Baker is doing as much as he can from Melbourne. The bodies have been released to a funeral director and he’s registered their deaths. He feels it’s best to wait at least a few weeks to organise a funeral, until we know more about Louisa’s condition.’


The thought made me shudder that she could wake up from a coma to find out that not only had her parents died but that they had also been laid to rest so she couldn’t say goodbye.


‘Where are we at in terms of the family home?’ asked Sharon.


DC Jenkins described how the family had rented the same three-bedroom terrace house for the past five years. The plumbing company that Simon Baker had worked for for the past decade had kindly agreed to cover the rent for the next few months.


‘That will give everyone time until things are more sorted and we know what’s happening with Louisa,’ he added.


It was all such a sad state of affairs.


Sharon then introduced everyone to Miss Grey, who looked visibly upset.


‘I just want to say that the whole school is devastated about what’s happened to Louisa and her family,’ she sighed, looking close to tears. ‘I didn’t know Mr and Mrs Baker well, but Louisa is a lovely girl. She’s very kind and helpful. She’s been her tutor group rep for the past year as she’s very responsible. I know her friends are upset about what’s happened to her and they want her to know that we’re all thinking about her.’
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