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Foreword


Thank you for reading about a thrown away child. Another thrown away child. There are so many of them, but these are important stories that need to be told. Billy is one more marginalised child in my long foster care history who deserves to be loaned a voice and listened to. I am privileged to work with children, and I learn something from every child I encounter. I learned a great deal from Billy’s story. Perhaps you will, too.


This was a tough story to write. I feel as though I say that every time, that I repeat myself over and over with each story in the series, but this was one of the hardest. Even after all I have experienced in the world of foster care, I can still be shocked by the grotesqueness of human nature, and the warped adult behaviour that is exhibited towards children in particular. Perhaps this is the worst I have written about so far.


Billy Blackthorn, as you are about to discover, was born into a family that existed, somehow, outside the law. Not in the American Wild West in the 1800s, but in suburban Britain in the 2000s. Their lawlessness was allowed to flourish. One family name – Blackthorn – became synonymous with an entire housing estate. A whole network of streets became a ‘no go’ area for the rest of the community. Families who weren’t connected to them but moved onto the Blackthorn estate soon found a way to move out again, anxious not to become tainted by proximity. A cycle, lasting many years, was started. Within that context, multiple crimes were committed – including crimes against children.


The anarchy exhibited by the Blackthorns went unchal-lenged for years. Perhaps it was thought to be best for every-one if it was left that way.


Everyone except the children.


Did key individuals make themselves complicit in the abuse and neglect of our children by doing nothing?


You be the judge.






The cases I reveal in my books are all based on true experiences, but I have changed names and some details to protect their identities as they go on to build new lives and families of their own.






PART ONE:


Before






I. Jade


‘Ketchup.’


Bobby is much closer to the ketchup bottle than Jade is, but it is Jade who heaves herself up from the sofa in response to the summons. Standing, she arches her back, rubbing her hands up and down in the hollow. Next she circles her shoulders and breathes out a deep sigh as she tries to loosen the cramped muscles there.


‘Did you hear me?’


‘Coming.’ Jade moves past Bobby towards the cupboard, finds the ketchup bottle and places it on the table in front of him.


There is a grunt of acknowledgement.


Instead of sitting straight back down, she decides that she might as well ‘go’ now she’s up. Jade feels the urge to wee almost constantly these days. The end of the final trimester is always tough. She squeezes past the table, intending to head down the hallway to the loo.


This time round she is the size of a walrus – or at least that’s what it feels like. And there are still a couple of weeks to go until the due date, supposedly. It’s as if her body, so familiar with the stretching and distortion required to house a baby for nine months, has assumed the dimensions in advance of needing to. She slides her hands around to the front of her bump where, although she can’t feel them through her kitten-patterned pyjamas, she knows that the stretch marks are. She got away with it after the first baby, Jazz, left her flesh intact, but the little silvery slithers appeared across her stomach when Silver was born, and they’ve only gotten worse with number three growing inside.


Bobby, sitting at the table with a copy of Sporting Life, lets out a belch as she passes. He has finished up his full English and pushes the plate away from him. There is nothing left on the plate except patches of grease and a slither of fatty bacon rind.


‘Better out than in,’ he says, winking at Jade.


He applies the phrase indiscriminately, to babies as well as belches and farts.


Jade isn’t so sure. The little man she carries inside is safe.


For now.


But she knows that she won’t be able to protect him once he’s outside the womb. In some ways it’s probably for the best that the foetus has already been assigned a social worker. The official line with the authorities is that the social worker is necessary because of Jade’s age, but that’s ridiculous. She’s 16 and knows exactly what to do: the first two births were straightforward. Women have been doing this for centuries. Probably longer. Anyway, the social worker, whoever it is, won’t hang around long. They never do. No, the real reason she feels anxious, Jade knows, is because of the world she is bringing the baby into, and the nature of her own family: the Blackthorns. There is nothing she can do about that. Like everyone else around her, she is powerless.


Jade stands up from the toilet and reaches to flush the chain. ‘Chain’ is the word she uses in her mind, but it’s a generous description when no such thing hangs down to pull on. The mechanism has been broken for as long as she can remember, so you have to stand on the paint tin next to the toilet bowl, push it down with your hands and then hook it up with a screwdriver to make the cistern refill. As she performs the familiar action, she feels the first of the tell-tale tightening pains around her belly and senses that today is going to be the day, early or not.


She sighs hopelessly.


What will be, will be, and there is nothing whatsoever she can do to change that. She wouldn’t even know where to begin. Jade is so very tired, and the tiredness resigns her to the inevitability of it all. What little fight she might have once had has been well and truly knocked out of her, for good.


In the bathroom she stuffs a few things into a carrier bag: deodorant and toothbrush. It’s a toothbrush that has seen better days, but it’s the sort of thing that you only notice when someone else is going to see it. Perhaps they’ll give her a new one in the hospital. They’ve probably got some toothpaste in the hospital, too. She hopes so.


She selects a couple of the least grubby t-shirts from the pile on the floor in the bedroom she shares with two sisters. Patti, smoking out of the bedroom window, turns and raises a knowing eyebrow as Jade stands back up and lets out a little groan when another stab of pain comes.


‘It’s ’appenin’ then?’


Jade nods. ‘I think so. Soon anyway.’


‘Ah, just as well. Can’t stay in there forever.’


Jade nods again. Patti hesitates for a moment and then goes over to give her sister a hug. Jade is surprised by the gesture. They aren’t usually a demonstrative family. Not in that way. She nestles her head into Patti’s shoulder. It feels nice, if a bit weird. She’s always admired her older sister’s deep red hair. Patti has the true Blackthorn colouring, while Jade’s is more of a strawberry blonde shade, but for a moment the two colours are intertwined, as if the hair could all be from a single head.


Patti breaks away first. ‘Bobby takin’ ya there?’


A shake of the head. ‘Nah.’


‘Why not?’


‘Cos I ha’n’t asked ’im.’


She pauses for a moment and looks at her sister. ‘I don’t want him to. I mean, I don’t need him too.’


That sounds a bit like a betrayal, so she adds, ‘I mean, it’s only just started so I’ll be alright on the bus.’


‘Oh for fuck’s sake, Jade. He can drop you off. You just need droppin’, don’t ya? You don’t need anyone wiv you in there. You know what you’re doin’?’


Jade nods once more.


Patti nods and blows out a ring of smoke. ‘Good girl.’


She is a year older than Jade and knows the drill just as well, if not better, than her little sister does.


‘Well, I hope it comes quick this time. The little man, I mean. I hope he don’t give you no trouble comin’ out.’


Jade isn’t worried about that part. Her body knows what it’s doing. Giving birth’s the easy bit.


It’s after that there will be trouble.






II. Joseph


Joseph reaches for his car keys on the edge of the shiny granite top of the newly installed breakfast bar. He takes a moment to run his hand along the smooth edge of the worktop. He’s pleased with the finish, and takes pride in all the little details of his flat. In the narrow hallway he takes a moment to straighten the mirror.


‘It’s a very difficult job, and the only way to get through it is if we all work together as a team. And that means you do everything I say. ’


He twists his soft Cornish burr into a hackneyed impression of Michael Caine, grinning at his reflection. The Italian Job is his favourite film, just as it was his father’s, and all references to it evoke treasured childhood memories of staying up late with his dad to watch it.


It’s a cliché, he knows, but the gleaming Fiat 500 parked outside his flat really is his pride and joy. He’s happy to tell people that, and even uses those words. ‘There she is: my pride and joy.’


Izzy, his girlfriend, argues that she should really be his pride and joy, but he retaliates that the car is more reliable. He doesn’t mean it, and Izzy doesn’t mind. And she likes the car, too. While not quite the Mini Cooper of the film, his model is based on the 1950s Nuova, so has a classic feel and manages to celebrate the Turin setting of the heist. He had to pay extra for the chequered sports side-stripes, but it was worth it. Against the Passione Red exterior it looks like a racing machine despite being a practical small car, perfect for the mileage he does. It was touch and go whether he would get the finance for it on top of the mortgage for the flat, but the demanding work hours mean that he doesn’t have a chance to spend much money on anything else.


Things are tight, but he is pulling it off.


The car is not the only link to his father. Joseph chose his degree in applied social work to follow directly in his dad’s footsteps: 30 years in social services. It sounded like a prison sentence rather than a profession, when you put it like that. Joseph had taken his current job on the advice of his father, too. Better pay as a locum. Shorter placements. Greater variety. More opportunity to gain experience working for different local authorities. The chance to pick and choose the teams he worked with. It also means that he doesn’t have to become embroiled with the local office politics, a pursuit that doesn’t interest him in the slightest. He sees office politics as a dull provincial outlet for middle-aged, bored (and boring) women. Mediocracy is not for him. So the apparent freedom of locum work suits him. For the time being, at least: until the car is paid off.


Joseph leaves in plenty of time to enjoy the drive to work without any pressure. The half-hour journey takes him first through open countryside, then onto a dual carriageway, where he can open the Fiat up, and finally into town, where he takes several side streets that make his journey a little longer but avoid the waste of life that is traffic lights.


He arrives at the office early enough to secure a good little parking spot, on the street directly outside, where the sports checks and stripes at the car’s rear are in good view of his desk. He enjoys the peace of mind that comes with being able to see that his little car is safe. The view also acts as a continual reminder of the rewards for doing his job.


There is a perceptible spring in his step as he carries his coffee to his desk, ready to start the day. It will begin with an hour of tidying up some of his online administration. Joseph feels utterly in control of things, unlike the two Sarahs who sit at the desks either side of him. Both of them annoy him for different reasons, although one thing that unites them is their ability to complain incessantly about their workload.


‘Someone’s pleased with himself,’ observes Sarah One.


Joseph isn’t particularly close to his colleagues, but he knows that this one is married, with a wild teenage son who always seems to be in trouble at school. This means Sarah One regularly has to leave the office to intervene in some way. Joseph is surprised she gets away with it as much as she does. It doesn’t seem fair on the rest of them, but such is life. It’s one of a list of things that he holds against her.


‘Merely enjoying the joys of a spring morning,’ he smiles. He nearly adds, ‘Anything wrong with that?’ but then stops himself, remembering that he is trying not to allow himself to be aggravated by her patronising tone.


‘Paperwork all up to date, then?’ Sarah Two asks. She is younger than Sarah One, by at least 10 years, closer in age to Joseph. She is also far savvier and more ambitious than her colleague. This makes her more of a threat, though he wouldn’t use that word out loud. It means that she is competitive, more likely to try to get one up on him, even though they are ostensibly working on the same team. Joseph has to watch himself around her to make sure that he isn’t caught out. Sarah Two has a model campervan attached to the top of her computer. Whether it is representation or aspiration, Joseph isn’t sure. He’s never bothered to ask. He knows that she is engaged, though. It would be hard to miss that piece of information. A picture of her fiancé sits in an Ikea novelty photo frame next to the campervan. It is no accident that Sarah Two has selected an image of him in full naval officer uniform; she manages to include the fact in conversation as often as she can and in the unlikeliest of ways. By contrast, Joseph tries his best to keep the details of his long-term girlfriend out of office conversation. Some things are better left private, and Izzy wouldn’t appreciate being discussed with his work colleagues.


Joseph generally tries his best to get along with the two Sarahs, but the truth is that he finds both of them overbearing. They also go about social work entirely the wrong way, as far as he is concerned, with undue zealousness about keeping children with their birth families, seemingly at all costs. Joseph thinks this is probably because Sarah One is a mother herself and sees it as being some sort of sacred bond. Or perhaps it’s because she has so clearly made a mess of bringing up her own son. He isn’t sure what Sarah Two’s motivation is, but given the way she goes on about her forthcoming marriage and sings the praises of James and what a great father he’ll make, motherhood can’t be far off for her either.


His ideas about social care are, like his taste in films and cars, mostly inherited from his father. They are both firm believers that often families need strategic support – not the blues-and-twos approach beloved of some social workers and authorities, flying in heavy-handedly. But each to their own. His dad repeatedly warns him to not get caught up with ‘other’ social workers’ practice unless it is worth officially complaining about. Joseph and his father share a strong belief in the significance of the individual: that one good social worker with the right mentality, and a good heart, can make the difference to children’s lives.


‘Yep. Paperwork pretty much in order,’ Joseph says. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I just need to finish something off.’


He doesn’t want to be rude, but he also doesn’t want to get caught up in pointless chat. Life’s too short.


Sarah Two evidently realises that she has been dismissed, and he sees them share a look. Let them. He has things to do.


Not long after, Amber, the department manager, appears suddenly at Joseph’s desk. He likes her even less than the two Sarahs. She is another insufferable type, like the Sarahs, in Joseph’s opinion. Her ‘special’ hobby is making organic beauty products. She is older still, in her fifties perhaps, with a rotund figure. Honestly, why can’t people just look after themselves? She also sports what Joseph has come to think of as the ‘social worker’s bob’, so ubiquitous is it amongst women of a certain age in the various offices he has worked in. She wears far too much of the colour purple, which she teams with chunky silver jewellery that, in Joseph’s opinion, just emphasises her size rather than turning attention away from it. She looks like she probably has more than two cats. Her rapid appearance means that he has to quickly switch tabs away from the news website where he has been reading about a water pollution issue just along the coast from where his parents live.


Luckily there is always a little waft of perfume before Amber arrives, a little scented alarm bell going off, so Joseph is able to flick back to a report that he is working on and appear engrossed in its completion. Joseph had, originally, wanted to study Environmental Sciences, but after his A-level grades didn’t turn out quite as he had hoped, or been led to believe, by his school, he ended up switching to a social work degree. His decision was taken mostly on the advice of his father. Hearing about environmental damage on the scale that this water company has just caused always upsets him, though. Joseph was raised to be caring, to be aware of others and the environment, and to always try and do the right thing, however difficult that might seem to be.


Because Amber is a heavy smoker – another thing Joseph can’t abide – she smells of mints and cigarettes, on top of whatever organic nonsense she has concocted. Joseph resists the impulse to put his hand to his face and block out the smell.


Amber clears her throat, and Joseph isn’t quite sure if that means he’s been ‘caught out’. Still, his paperwork is meticulous, much more so than anyone else’s in the room, in spite of his high caseload, so she can’t have too much to complain about, even if she has seen him momentarily off-task.


‘Morning,’ he says cheerfully, deciding that he will front it out.


As she turns more fully towards Joseph, he sees that in Amber’s hand is a heavy-looking doorstop of a file. It makes Joseph wince even before he has seen what it contains.


‘Morning,’ she says. When she talks she sounds a little breathless. Probably to do with the cigarettes. Her round moon face, wrinkled like old paper, offers him up a wide, fake-looking smile to go with the minty exhalation.


Just get on with asking me to take the case, whatever it is, Joseph thinks, willing her to move on and get the pungent tobacco-mint compound away from his desk. He sometimes thinks that managers target locums for more cases than they should, vindictively, because the locums earn more per hour than local-authority-employed social workers. He already has more than his fair share. He knows that he is only meant to have 18 cases at any one time; the authority guidelines are clear that a social worker should not have more than that number. He has more than 20 already, but he won’t complain.


The two Sarahs pretend to be busy, but Joseph knows that their ears are flapping, ready to see what they are not being asked to do.


Amber places the black box file next to Joseph. On the front is a sticker bearing the name ‘Blackthorn’. She lifts the lid. Inside are several brown paper folders, stuffed to bursting. A musty smell reaches Joseph, who isn’t sure if it’s something to do with Amber’s perfume or the file.


The two Sarahs, Joseph notices, puff out their cheeks and suddenly look impossibly interested in their own computer screens.


A shaft of sunlight pierces the office suddenly, falls across Joseph’s desk, and catches Amber’s face. The light hardens her features, and she looks far older, homemade organic beauty products aside. A waxing gibbous moon, Joseph now decides.


From the box, Amber selects a thin brown folder with the name ‘Billy’ written across the top in heavy black marker. She looks around and then pulls up a chair from a nearby empty desk.


‘Not an extra case, despite how it might look. Straightforward job, in fact. It won’t take much out of your day. Can you collect a young mum from the maternity unit this morning and take her home?’ Her voice is light, jovial even.


Joseph wonders, momentarily, why she feels the need to draw up a chair in order to make this request. As she says, it seems like an easy enough job, so why the out-of-character behaviour from his manager?


As if to confirm the strangeness, she stands up quickly, straightens her skirt, and then sits straight back down again, inching her chair a little closer to his, so that he feels the full force of eau de Amber.


‘When I say young, she’s actually only sixteen.’


‘Ah.’


‘Her name’s Jade. And it’s not her first child. She’s had two others.’


‘Three children by the age of 16? Wow.’


‘Quite. But that was all taken care of at the time, and not a factor here.’ Joseph can’t quite see how that isn’t a factor, but Amber moves on quickly. ‘Once you get to Jade’s home, just quickly drop off Mum and baby.’ She clears her throat. ‘Bobby will sign the paperwork, and then we’ll see you back here.’


‘Who’s Bobby?’


Collective keyboard clacking from the Sarahs stops at the same moment, so that the office is suddenly quiet.


‘The—,’ she breaks off before finding the right word, ‘– the leader.’


‘The leader? O–kay.’ Joseph draws out the syllables but manages to keep a straight face, even though her words have made him picture himself as the hero of a sci-fi comedy adventure, uttering the immortal words, take me to your leader.


‘The dad, I mean,’ Amber corrects herself.


‘The baby’s father?’


The two Sarahs pop up from behind their screens in unison. He senses a thickening of the air.


‘Um, well, he’s Jade’s father.’


‘Right.’ Joseph is even more confused. Something is going on here. There is some information that he isn’t party to, something that everyone else in the room seems to know about. He feels decidedly uncomfortable. His boss is behaving decidely oddly.


‘On this occasion it’ll be best if you don’t engage in any conversation with him. Just drop off and leave.’


She pauses for a moment, and then, perhaps to make sure that he has understood, adds to her instruction, ‘You’ll probably need to get going in about ten minutes. Make sure that you don’t stay any longer than that. Get yourself out of there.’


Now he feels like he has accidentally strayed into a Bond movie. Something is definitely up. He looks over at the Sarahs, but they have disappeared back behind their screens and remain quiet and occupied.


‘Ten minutes. Right you are. Anything else I should know?’


‘That’s it, I think,’ she smiles brightly. ‘Nothing else you need to know.’


Joseph isn’t so sure.






III. Jade


Jade stands outside the hospital sliding doors. She is still wearing the kitten pyjamas, but now they are partly covered by a slightly grubby pink velour dressing gown. She grinds out her roll-up against the bricks of the wall before dropping the stub to the ground and working her way slowly back inside to the hospital reception.


She turns and glances back outside, looking up to the skies. It is not a hopeful look, more resigned. Like a patient who has accepted a terminal diagnosis, rather than one who has just brought new life into the world. Whatever will be, will be.


She nods politely to the woman on reception as she passes. Jade knows the people here. She knows her way around the place well, too; knows that if she cuts through radiography she can get back to the maternity ward far more quickly than the way the signs tell you. Not that she can read very well, anyway. You find other ways of working things out.


It was almost exactly this time a year ago that she gave birth to a baby girl here. Her firstborn came into the world in this hospital, and her second, too. She still sees plenty of Jazz and Silver around the place, though she doesn’t have much of a say in anything to do with what happens to them. The raising of a child in the Blackthorn clan is a shared responsibility. Jade has plenty of cousins and siblings on the estate. Childcare is shared between them. It wasn’t so hard to give up her first baby, though; she was so young and didn’t really understand what was happening. Harder the second time, when she understood more about what it meant to carry a child around inside for nine months. She thinks about Silver each time she sees those little stretch marks on her tummy. It’s as if there is still a part of Silver connected to her. She wonders if she will feel the same way about this baby.


She’d like to hang around at the hospital for as long as she can. It’s quite nice having meals brought to you, not having too much to do. Though a bit boring.


Back on the ward, she lies down on her bed. She is the youngest new mum in the room, without a doubt, but there are other differences, too. Jade’s ‘room’ (she thinks of it as a room, because you can draw the curtains around and shut everyone else out, a luxury she has had little experience of) is the only one that isn’t festooned with flowers and cards. There is no celebration balloon bobbing up near her pillow, no giant teddy bear with a big blue bow, no gift-wrapped bundle of baby clothes sitting on her bedside table, no stream of relatives to visit: none of the normal trimmings of a new mother. But she didn’t have them with the previous births either. Not even the first time.


Not that she really cares about that sort of thing. Besides which, there is nothing to celebrate. Jade feels no joy at having brought a new life into the world. Quite the opposite, in fact. There is acceptance. There is resignation. But, aside from being utterly worn out, there is another, stranger, feeling eating at her.


A feeling of guilt.


Guilt at having inflicted her own fate on another. At least it’s a boy; that is something, she supposes. 


This exhaustion. It is more than the usual marathon of giving birth. She is physically tired, of course. But weary, too, of the world itself and the restrictive choices it seems to have offered her so far. There are supposed to be hormones that make you feel good after giving birth. That’s what one of the midwives said. They evidently haven’t kicked in yet. They could do with bloody well hurrying up.


She looks down at the baby through the clear plastic of the cot. He has a little wrinkled face. She should probably think of a name so that she can stop thinking of him as ‘boy’. Billy sounds nice. Billy the Kid. He was a fighter, she thinks. An outlaw. It seems like a strong name. And he’ll need to be, God knows. Sometimes she thinks that their estate is a little bit like a cowboy film. Not quite with sheriffs and cowboys, though there are plenty of guns. More like an unruly county, where the police and other figures of authority are too scared to tread for fear of reprisal. Jade has no fear of the authorities. Bobby and her uncles have seen off enough police, headteachers, health visitors, social workers and security guards for Jade to understand that they hold no jurisdiction on the estate. She could, for example, shoplift with impunity, knowing that even if she was stupid enough to get caught, nothing would ever come of it once she gave out her address. But there is a heavy price to be paid for enjoying that level of power in the community. Easier to just accept it and not question too much.


She leans over and gives the boy a kiss on the end of his tiny nose, in spite of herself, and smiles as his little mouth opens and closes, though his eyes remain closed. He looks like a little baby bird waiting for the worm to drop into its mouth. He’ll need feeding again soon. It’s annoying that the midwives bang on about breastfeeding so much. She’s had it nonstop since he arrived: Why doesn’t she just give it a little try? Mother’s milk is best for baby. All that malarkey. Well, maybe it is best for baby, but it isn’t really best for mother. Jade doesn’t really have that option. It just slows you down from getting your body back into shape and being able to get on. It isn’t worth getting too attached to the kid. Billy the Kid. She learned that lesson the hard way the first time, but she thought it would be different with Silver. It wasn’t.


She won’t be so foolish again.






IV. Joseph


Joseph gathers his keys and stands up, placing the slim paper file into his designer satchel, and leaving behind the Blackthorn box file which, frankly, looks like it needs a good sort out, stuffed full of dog-eared envelopes, spreadsheets and handwritten notes. He tries to whistle as he strolls over to his car, but the tune won’t come and the notes fall on the air. He glances back at the window just before he opens the car door, and sees that Amber and the Sarahs are standing up and looking at him. This morning really has taken a turn for the weird.


He throws his satchel onto the passenger seat, but then has a quick second thought before he drives off. He gets back out of the car, opens up its tiny boot and pulls out a tartan blanket. He places that on the passenger seat under his satchel.


He parks easily in the new hospital car park. He has heard several colleagues complain about it. Sarah One regularly moans about the fact that she doesn’t understand it. She has been a regular visitor over the years on account of the wayward son who apparently spends a great deal of time visiting A&E with various sprained and broken limbs and near-misses. Sarah Two agrees that it is a terrible car park.


For Joseph, this just confirms his beliefs about his colleagues: they are unduly resistant to change. The car park couldn’t be simpler. A digital picture of your number plate is taken on entry, and lets you out the other side once you have paid, without the fuss of having to locate a paper ticket, or worry about overstaying your time. Joseph smiles at their ineptitude. He agrees with his girlfriend Izzy on this one. The world is separated into those who struggle with car parks and those who don’t, and he is firmly in the latter category. Those who struggle with car parks belong to an ever-growing group of sensitive snowflakes.


Izzy is a chef, and therefore her working life doesn’t neatly align with Joseph’s. Far from causing a problem, in fact, this arrangement suits Joseph just fine. It means that their dates are generally confined to weeknights, leaving his weekend evenings free.


He glances back at his car as he presses the remote lock. He likes to think that the car is winking at him as he walks away from it. The maternity unit shares the entrance with A&E, and is busier than he expects. Just as airports are split into happy people (reunions and adventures) and sad (departures and goodbyes), he notices a mix of frightened and relieved people dotted about the reception.


Joseph doesn’t know about the radiography cut-through, and takes the long route around the corridors. When he reaches maternity, he checks that he is wearing his lanyard before he, a male, enters this predominantly female enclave.


Sanitising his hands with the proffered gel, he walks into the corridor of the maternity unit. Joseph likes to feel at ease, and this is not his natural comfort zone. He hears women scream and shout, and finds it alarming. He would like to think that he will make a sensitive birthing partner when the time eventually comes, but this is not an area of life that he knows a great deal about. Perhaps it’s wrong that men seem to be kept away from all this sort of thing until it’s their partner’s turn.


He walks uneasily to the desk where three female nurses are sitting. One is on the phone, one is looking at the computer. The other, a woman in her forties, stares right at him. He doesn’t get as far as making his enquiry because the lanyard gives him away.


‘You’re here for Jade?’


The nurse stands up before Joseph has a chance to give his reply. She leads him along the corridor, and says, ‘She’ll be back next year.’ The sigh that accompanies this statement suggests that she is sympathetic rather than critical, and Joseph has no answer other than to nod.


The nurse shows Joseph to a side waiting room and Joseph is greeted by his first view of Jade.


She is sitting in a chair flicking through her phone. On her lap is a mauve bag that looks as if it could do with a good wash. Next to her, but far enough away for her to seem quite disconnected from it, is a cot.


‘Did you bring a car seat?’ the nurse asks.


‘No,’ Joseph swallows, and is unable to stop the horrified expression from taking over his features. Why didn’t bloody Amber mention that if it was going to be an issue?


‘They can’t leave the hospital without a car seat, I’m afraid.’


But Joseph hasn’t got this far without thinking on his feet. He remembers that there was a Halfords sign at the business park on the way to the hospital.


He smiles winningly at the nurse. ‘No problem. I just need to make a quick call.’ He winks, in what he hopes is a reassuring but not patronising way at Jade. ‘I won’t be a moment.’ Of course he needs a car seat. He steps outside the side room and a few paces along the corridor so that his conversation isn’t overheard.


Amber answers her phone immediately. Joseph explains the car seat situation.


‘Shit,’ is her less than helpful response.


So Amber hadn’t thought of it either. That’s something.


‘I can’t approve expenses for more than £25, so I’ll have to get permission from my line manager before I can authorise it.’


While she is wittering on with her explanations, Joseph looks up the Halfords website on his phone. He sees the cheapest baby car seat is £124.


Amber sounds stressed when he delivers this information.


‘Look, my manager won’t be able to approve expenditure for anything over £80. I’ll have to go above him.’


It feels like one of those moments that you could not possibly make up. A baby, a young mum, a social worker and his manager all have to wait whilst approval is sought from the two managers above for the buying of an essential bit of kit to get this baby home safely. It’s the sort of in-house procedural ‘bollitics’ that drives Joseph mad.


He decides to use the time that it will take for him to get an answer from the powers that be as productively as he can. He will endeavour to get to know Jade. The nurse sits on the arm of Jade’s chair while Joseph sits to Jade’s left and begins by asking her how she is, and then how the birth went. If anyone looked through the little window in the door to the room, it would seem the most bizarre of family portraits. Jade is nothing if not consistent in her replies to Joseph, though the response is more like a repeated sound than an actual word.


‘Alwite.’


‘Alwite.’


‘Alwite.’


It doesn’t matter what he asks: about the hospital food, how she feels about going home, how the baby is doing, the answer is the same. Conversation is made more awkward by the fact that Jade has a habit of not looking at him when she replies. She directs her gaze to one side of him and tilts her face downwards towards the floor. It’s most disconcerting.


‘So what have you decided to call him?’ he asks. Although ‘Billy’ is written on the front of that slim file, it wouldn’t surprise him if the child were to be christened ‘Alwite’. In fact, the more he hears her say it, the more it starts to sound normal and he begins to think it might, in fact, be a good name for a baby.


But no, Jade confirms that this is ‘Billy’. It is something of a relief to Joseph to hear syllables that don’t involve ‘all’ and ‘wite’.


Jade gives nothing else away.


‘He’s—’ Joseph breaks off, peering down into the cot. How does one describe a baby when they all look a bit the same anyway? ‘He’s, er, beautiful.’ Beautiful isn’t the word to describe this wrinkly pink thing, but there is something namelessly lovely about a newborn. All that pink plumpness signalling unsullied perfection and promise. ‘Yes, beautiful,’ Joseph repeats. He isn’t very good at babies. He hasn’t really encountered them very much in his personal life. There are no young nieces and nephews to contend with, and his friends are too young to be thinking about settling down and starting families. He realises with a start that he and most of his friends are more than a decade older than Jade, and this is her third child. Why the hell aren’t social services crawling all over this case? Jade is just a child herself, though you’d never know it from her careworn face and downcast eyes, which have probably seen plenty of things that they shouldn’t.


But nothing he says gets through to her. All Joseph’s previous training and experience appear to be redundant against this 16-year-old and her nonchalant ability to shrug him off. He manages not to coax a single piece of useful information from her in the 15 minutes it takes before he deems it time enough to check whether there has been any notification on his phone.


‘Nothing yet,’ he explains. ‘So, have you got everything ready at home? How’s the set-up for the baby there?’


‘Alwite.’


Of course it is.


When he eventually runs out of questions and Jade deems that perhaps enough is enough of this decidedly awkward conversation, she announces that she needs the toilet.


With Jade out of the room, Joseph leans across to take his first proper look at baby Billy. He is fast asleep in that baby swastika pose of arms bent up and legs bent down. The nurse looks towards the door and then repeats a variation of her earlier prophecy.


‘She’ll be back in a year.’


According to her badge, the nurse’s name is Rosie. Joseph leans back. ‘Do you know who the dad is, Rosie?’


Rosie’s face fills with concern. ‘It could be any of them.’


Joseph is horrified and would like to seek further clarification, but it is at that moment, finally, that his phone alert goes off.


‘Yep, go for it. You can get the car seat on expenses,’ Amber confirms.


Joseph mentally calculates that because it is early enough in the month, he still has adequate funds in his account. He wonders what they would do if that weren’t the case, and he didn’t have the means to purchase the car seat. A question for another day.


Rosie signals a welcome back to Jade, but when the girl sits back down she seems to slump more than before and looks a little defeated.


‘Good news,’ says Joseph, in an effort to cheer her up. ‘I’m off to Halfords for the car seat; it’s all been approved by my manager. I’ll be straight back and then we can get you out of here.’


Jade doesn’t seem to register much of what he is saying, engrossed in the business of texting. She doesn’t look up as she gives the predictable, ‘Alwite.’


The assistant in the store attempts to show him how the car seat straps into the car, but Joseph is impatient and doesn’t really listen. How hard can it be if someone like Jade is expected to operate one?


After making his purchase, Joseph returns to the hospital car park. A little sign is now showing it as ‘full’, even though he can see, quite clearly, an empty space on the left-hand side. Still, for some reason the technology doesn’t register it, and he has to wait another six minutes for a further car to leave before the barrier will allow him entry.


‘Stupid bloody car park,’ he mutters.


This whole ‘quick trip to the hospital’ has now taken most of the morning, and Joseph is beginning to feel that his entire day is rather sliding out of his control.


Back at the maternity ward, the kind nurse Rosie helps strap baby Billy into his new throne. She now looks as unhappy as Jade does, with something more in her expression that Joseph can’t quite work out. He can’t help thinking that this is all wrong. Welcoming a new life should be a joyful occasion.


‘Right then. Shall we get this show on the road?’


He walks with Jade to the car park, holding Billy’s car seat under one arm. He expects to have to navigate the way back out of the hospital, but actually, she seems to know some shortcuts, so he spends the time marvelling at her insider knowledge of the hospital layout, and also at how heavy a baby and a car seat are. Just as he is trying to actually get the show on the road, there is another call from Amber.


‘Are you ready to take Jade and the baby home?’


‘We’re just trying to work out how to get the car seat strapped in properly and we’ll be on our way.’


‘Good, because the family is getting impatient that they’ve been waiting so long.’


Are they, indeed? thinks Joseph. Well, I’m getting impatient too. He keeps his voice level and attempts to hide his own frustration.


‘No worries. We won’t be long.’


‘Don’t forget: once you have the paperwork, just leave.’


‘As per your previous instruction, yes. I was listening.’


Then she says something that Joseph registers as rather odd. ‘Do not make eye contact.’


He dismisses it as a rare joke from Amber.


‘Bingo.’ The seatbelt clicks in behind the seat and seems secure. There is only a sad smile from Jade in reply. It must be tough on her. He briefly tries to imagine what it must be like being a 16-year-old girl having her third baby. He realises that his empathy has some limitations.






V. Jade


Jade looks at the blanket, carefully positioned on the front seat of the car, and hesitates. It must be there for a reason, and must therefore mean that he doesn’t want her to sit there. She moves to open the back door and climb in there instead. Perhaps he spilled something earlier and it’s drying out.


She should probably sit in the back with the baby any-how. It’s probably more the done thing, to sit with it. (Though she has picked the name Billy, ‘the baby’ comes to her mind more readily.) More to the point, if she sits in the back then this bloke might stop asking her all the bloody questions. She’d like to tell him to put a sock in it, but given that he’s bought her a car seat and all, that would probably be rude.


She doesn’t really understand quite what all that car seat fuss was about anyway. A waste of time and money, really. She could quite easily have held the baby in her arms for the journey home. It all seems a bit unnecessary, however much they insisted it was for the baby’s safety. Plus, all the car seat protection in the world isn’t going to help the kid once he gets home.


‘Alright?’ Joseph asks her before he pulls away.


He must really like that word. He uses it a lot.


‘Yep, I’m alwite. Thanks,’ she remembers to add. He is, after all, giving her a ride home, which is much better than having to get the bus, even if it does mean that she’ll get there quicker.


‘Good. Now, what’s your postcode?’ he asks, fingers poised over his mobile.


For a moment she has the horrors that he is somehow going to ring her postcode and speak to Bobby, but then she realises that it must be an app with a street map or something. She wants to be helpful, she really does. But honest to God, she has no idea what the postcode is. She’s never actually needed to know before.


‘Um, I’m not sure,’ she mutters, blood rising to her face. It’s embarrassing, that. She makes a mental note to look up her postcode and learn it when she gets back, but then realises she wouldn’t know where to look it up. Perhaps it’s written on the street sign for the estate. She must remember to notice next time she passes it. ‘It’s number sixteen though. I know the way. I can tell you which roads to take from ’ere.’


He pulls away like an old man – and yet he looks like a boy racer in these wheels. She wonders if it’s the baby making him drive so slowly. Men are funny sometimes. She pulls at a loose thread in the ripped knees of her jeans. She is glad to be able to get back into her jeans, but they aren’t comfortable and cut in at the waist with all the loose baby flesh hanging over the top. Most of it is covered up by her grey hoodie for now. She’ll be back to normal in no time, though. Bobby won’t give her very long.


This Joseph character seems nervous. He keeps glancing back over his shoulder or catching sight of her in the rearview mirror and smiling. Harmless enough, but utterly hopeless, she thinks. He doesn’t stand a chance against Bobby. Perhaps she should warn him. But what would she say? Where would she begin?


‘Left at the end,’ she says instead.


She toys with the idea of giving false directions. She saw a film once where two women in a car just drive over the edge of a cliff. A helicopter and police cars are after them, but instead of giving up they look at each other and decide to keep on going. It’s a beautiful moment. That must feel good, in the air, taking control. But there are no cliffs or canyons nearby, and this bloke cares too much about his car to want it to soar through the clouds in a moment of madness.


Before long they are turning into the estate, and it is too late to think about movie endings.


All too soon, they arrive at the house.






VI. Joseph


Joseph parks where Jade has indicated and gets out of the car. Out of habit, he stretches, even though the journey hasn’t been a long one. He stops awkwardly, mid-stretch, as he has the strangest sensation of being watched. He straightens his shoulders and shrugs off the feeling, going round to the rear on Billy’s side of the car to unclip the car seat. He wonders whether the car seat is now a gift, or remains the property of social services. He’ll cross that bridge later.


‘That one, over there.’ Jade points to a house across the road, behind a little patch of green that, inexplicably, has a caravan and a Range Rover sitting in the middle of it.


From this short distance it looks, as far as Joseph can see, like a typical council house, just without the pride in appearance that Joseph remembers from his grandparents’ council house. Theirs was all clipped privet hedge with coiffured shrubs and colourful seasonal bulbs under the sitting-room window. Though the plots are similar (even the open door is in the same place), Jade’s looks more dystopian than chocolate-box. It’s not untidy as such, just bleak. No flowers, no colour, not even any curtains hanging in the windows. Nothing to say ‘home’. It is as if it has somehow been bleached of all comfort. Through the windows of his grandparents’ place he always noticed the very clean, off-white linings of the pale blue and rose-patterned curtains. The windows there shone clean (his grandmother was a great believer in the miraculous cleansing power of vinegar and baking soda), but here the panes are grimy and dark, with no sense of anything enticing beyond.
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