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Dedication


This book is dedicated to Ben, Damien, Noah, Edward, Leanne 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.
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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 some of the children that I’ve helped.


My main concern throughout is to protect the children who have been in my care. For this reason, all names and identifying details have been changed, including my own, and no locations have been included. But I can assure you that all my stories are based on real-life cases and are told from my own experiences.


Being a foster carer is a privilege, and I couldn’t imagine doing anything else. My house is never quiet, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. I hope perhaps my stories will inspire other people to consider fostering, as new carers are always desperately needed.


Maggie Hartley




Too Scared to Cry




ONE


The Sound of Silence


It wasn’t your normal Sunday night in our house. While most people were having a quiet evening in front of the telly, getting ready for their first day back at work or school after the weekend, we were having a showdown.


You see, my seventeen-year-old foster daughter Kate had just dropped the bombshell that she was pregnant.


‘Oh Kate,’ I sighed. ‘Why?’


‘After everything that’s happened with my family, I just want a family of my own,’ she told me.


‘But we are your family,’ I said.


‘I know you are but it’s not the same,’ she said.


I understood what she meant because I’d seen it in teenagers who had grown up in the care system many times before. That desperate need to have someone who biologically belonged to them. A blood relative. A baby would love her unconditionally, whereas her own parents hadn’t. It didn’t mean I was happy about the news though.


‘You know that you and the baby can live here,’ I said. ‘There’s no question of that. I’m just a little bit disappointed that’s all.’


Kate was halfway through a course in nursery nursing at the local college. She and her boyfriend Karl had a volatile relationship and they weren’t together any more. I’d wanted her to finish her course and find a job, not be struggling to get by as a single mum. I had wanted her to get settled on her own and enjoy independence for a while first.


‘Do you want to ring your social worker and tell her the news or shall I?’ I asked.


‘Please, Maggie, will you do it?’ she said sheepishly. ‘I don’t think she’s going to be very happy about it.’


‘I think you’re right,’ I said.


Kate’s social worker Marion wasn’t one to mince words, and would be sure to tell her straight. Kate was seventeen and would be out of the care system in less than a year, on her own and with a child of her own to care for. Although there was nothing we could have done to stop her getting pregnant, I knew Marion would be as disappointed as I was.


I’d been fostering Kate for the past four years, ever since her relationship with her parents had broken down. Her father had thrown her out and Social Services had placed her with me. Since then, she’d slowly taken steps in the right direction. I couldn’t help feeling that this was a bit of a setback.


‘Why are you arguing?’ asked eight-year-old Oliver, coming down the stairs.


‘We’re not arguing, lovey,’ I said. ‘Kate and I are having a discussion about something.’


Oliver had come to live with me around the same time as Kate. He’d been put into care by his mother who couldn’t cope with his disruptive behaviour. With his big blue eyes and golden ringlets, he looked like butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. But he’d run rings round me to start with. He’d lashed out, had awful tantrums and used terrible language. I’d soon realised that it was about attention which he hadn’t got much of at home and he’d soon settled down. No attempt to rehome him with his mum had worked, so he’d been with me ever since.


We were interrupted by the phone ringing.


‘Let me just get this and we’ll talk some more later,’ I told Kate. ‘And Ollie you need to get to bed.’


‘It’s OK,’ she sighed. ‘I’m tired. I’m going to go up to my room too.’


I could see she was upset that I was disappointed in her.


‘Maggie?’ said a voice as I picked up the phone. ‘It’s Clare, one of the duty social workers from Social Services.’


‘Oh, hi Clare,’ I said. ‘What can I do for you?’


‘We’ve got a bit of a situation with Pat and I wondered if you might be able to help.’


Pat was another single foster carer who lived in the same area as me.


‘She’s got a chest infection,’ she told me. ‘It’s been hanging around for weeks but it’s got worse and she’s really poorly. She’s on antibiotics and I think she just needs a week or so in bed to recover.’


‘Poor Pat,’ I said.


‘That obviously means she can’t look after the children she’s got living with her at the minute,’ continued Clare. ‘So I wondered if you’d be willing to help out as respite and have them for a couple of weeks while Pat gets herself right?’


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I know Pat would do the same for me if it was the other way round.’


I only had Oliver and Kate living with me, and it had been a couple of weeks since my last foster child had left – a twelve-year-old girl called Ruth who had been reunited with her birth mother. So I had a spare bedroom with bunk beds and a single bed in it.


‘Who’s Pat fostering?’ I asked. ‘To be honest I didn’t even know that she’d got any new children in.’


‘They only arrived four days ago.’ Clare explained that it was a three-year-old and a four-year-old boy.


‘Damian is the younger and Ben is the older,’ she said. ‘I doubt they’ll give you any trouble, Maggie. I’ve never seen such quiet, timid little ones. Pat says they’ve barely said a word.’


They’d arrived with nothing but she said that Pat had already got them kitted out with clothes and basics.


‘Well it sounds as if there’s hardly anything for me to do,’ I told her.


‘OK, I’ll drop them round to you tomorrow morning,’ said Clare. ‘I don’t know much about this case to be honest but I’ll try and give you a bit of background on the kids then. Thanks again for helping out.’


‘No problem,’ I said.


Well the week ahead was certainly shaping up to be a bit different than I had expected. With a pregnant teen and two new children coming to live with me, I had a feeling I was going to have my hands full.


Monday morning was the usual flurry of activity as I saw the kids off to college and school.


When everyone had left, I got to work making sure all the breakfast pots were cleared away and things were neat and tidy before Clare arrived with the children. The spare bedroom was all ready for them.


As I walked down the stairs I saw a shadow at the front door through the glass.


‘Hello Maggie,’ said Clare, as I opened it. ‘This is Damian and Ben, who I was telling you about.’


They were beautiful children and they looked well cared for. They were mixed race with gorgeous curly dark hair and huge brown eyes. They weren’t scrawny and they were wearing shiny new shoes and smart jackets.


‘It’s lovely to meet you both,’ I said, crouching down so I was on their level. ‘I’m Maggie. I know my friend Pat’s been looking after you for a few days, but she’s poorly, so you’ve come to stay with me for a little while.’


Neither of them said a word. They just stared at me with big, blinking eyes. As Clare walked into the hallway, they cowered behind her legs.


‘They’re very timid and they haven’t said a thing since I picked them up,’ she said quietly to me.


‘I’m not surprised, they’re probably scared and in shock,’ I told her.


A few days ago they’d been taken away from their parents and now they were on the move again. They were probably wondering where the heck they were this time.


‘I’ve got some toys in the kitchen you might like to come and have a look at,’ I said, holding out my hands to them but neither of them reached out.


They followed Clare and I like two obedient little puppies. I’d put some toys out on the kitchen floor to try and help the children to relax and feel at home. They both stood there stiffly.


‘There are lots of things for you to play with,’ I said, sitting down on the floor to try and encourage them to join me. ‘There’s Duplo so you can build something, a few jigsaws and some cars.’


They sat down but didn’t touch anything.


‘Would you like a cuppa, Clare?’ I asked.


‘Oh yes please,’ she said.


I got up and put the kettle on and got out some mugs. When I looked round at Damian and Ben they were both still sat there. Neither of them had moved a muscle or shown any interest in any of the toys.


‘How about a cup of juice and a biscuit?’ I asked them.


Neither of them responded. I looked at Clare.


‘I’m sure they’d like that,’ she nodded.


I got them a beaker of cordial each and a custard cream, and put them down next to them on the floor. Again, they didn’t touch them.


Clare and I sat at the kitchen table with our tea so we’d be out of immediate earshot of the children.


‘So what can you tell me?’ I asked quietly.


She explained that a few days ago Ben had been at preschool when he’d complained that his arms were sore.


‘When a staff member had a look under his top she found that his arms were covered in bruises.


‘Lots of little marks that looked like they were made by adult fingers grabbing him too tightly.’


Poor little mite.


‘When the nursery staff asked them about it he said he’d been naughty and Daddy had got cross.’


Since then Social Services had interviewed their parents, Rob and Tracy, and both children had been checked over at hospital and found to have suspicious bruising.


‘We’ve spoken to the mum and dad, who are denying everything, but we decided the safest thing was to take both children into care until we make a decision about the parents.’


‘Rob is Ben and Damian’s stepdad,’ she said. ‘They’ve also got a six-month-old son together who’s still at home.’


I was surprised.


‘How come you haven’t removed the baby as well?’ I asked.


‘Well, he was also examined but there was no bruising or any injuries. There’s nothing to suggest that Dad has touched him.


‘We’re monitoring them constantly and health visitors are going in every day to talk to the mum. For now, while we try and answer a few questions about the other two, we’ve decided the baby can stay.’


I looked over at the children who were still sat there in silence.


‘What are the main priorities with these two?’ I asked.


‘Well as you can see, they’re very, very quiet,’ she said.


‘Quiet doesn’t even cover it,’ I said. ‘Neither of them has said a single word.’


‘At this point we don’t know if that’s a result of the trauma of the past few days, although Ben’s preschool did say he generally wasn’t very verbal,’ said Clare. ‘All I can suggest is lots of play, in the hope that that will help encourage them to communicate or at least make some noise. I’m sure they’ll be fine once they settle in.’


I hoped she was right. I was used to children coming to me scared, bewildered and confused, but I’d never seen a pair so frozen and silent as these two. After nearly an hour, they were still sat there like two statues.


‘I’d better be going now,’ Clare said. ‘We’ll keep in touch.’


As Clare stood up from the table, I saw Ben’s expression change and I could sense his panic. Clare must have noticed it too.


‘You’ll be OK,’ she told him. ‘Maggie will look after you.’


I saw Clare out and went back into the kitchen.


‘Right then, shall we go and have a look at your bedroom?’ I asked the children.


They didn’t say anything but they obediently followed me up the stairs. They were very compliant – everything I asked they did immediately.


‘This is where you’re going to sleep while you stay with me,’ I told them, showing them the spare room.


Most children who are taken into care don’t tend to have much, in fact you’re lucky if you get a black bin bag filled with a few dirty clothes. But because Damian and Ben had been with Pat before coming to me, both of them had a little suitcase full of new clothes that were all washed and nicely folded, as well as toothbrushes, flannels and a soft toy each.


‘What lovely teddies,’ I said. ‘I’ll put them on your beds and shall we get your pyjamas out and put them under your pillow?’


I carried on talking to them even though they weren’t responding.


‘Let’s put all these nice new clothes away,’ I said.


As I put their clothes into drawers, I made an inventory of what each of them had in their suitcase, just like I did with every child who came to stay with me. It was important to send them on with exactly what they’d come with, and if I had a note of it there wouldn’t be any dispute.


The kids just stood there watching me with wide eyes.


‘Now, Clare told me that you like to watch cartoons. Shall I put some on for you when we go downstairs while I start preparing the dinner for later?’


I got no response.


‘Oliver will be home from school soon so you can meet him,’ I said. ‘He’s another little boy who lives with me.’


Ben and Damian sat silently in front of the TV while I was in the kitchen peeling and chopping potatoes. Soon I heard the front door go. I knew it would be Oliver so I went to let him in.


‘Come and meet Damian and Ben,’ I said. ‘They’re going to be staying with us for a couple of weeks as their foster carer isn’t very well.’


‘How old are they?’ he asked.


‘Only three and four,’ I said. ‘And they’re a little bit shy and quiet, so it would be nice if you could help them feel at home.’


As soon as Oliver walked in the room, the two of them shot up and cowered behind my legs. In a way I was pleased as at least they were showing some sort of reaction and it was better than vacant faces.


‘It’s OK,’ said Oliver gently. ‘I was really shy when I came to Maggie’s house too. Do you want to come and play?’


Ben shook his head.


‘Maybe they can sit and watch you,’ I said.


Oliver, bless him, started to build a really big Duplo tower. He did his best to get Ben and Damian to join in but they just sat there and stared. As I watched them, I had a feeling that this temporary placement wasn’t going to be as easy as I’d first thought. They’d only just arrived but I’d never seen two children so worryingly quiet and blank before.


I knew if there was one thing that helped young children feel secure, it was getting them into a good routine. Especially at night-time when I always gave them a bath and read them a story before bed. I hoped that it would relax Ben and Damian and help them to settle.


‘Time for a bath,’ I told them. ‘I’ve made it nice and bubbly and put lots of toys in there for you to play with.’


I helped them get undressed. As I lifted Ben’s jumper off, I noticed the line of bruises down his arms. I could tell they were a few days old as they were yellowy in colour. I noticed Damian also had bruises on his legs too. Although Clare had already told me about them, it’s always a shock to see children’s injuries with your own eyes. I still can’t comprehend how people can hurt little ones. It made me sad to think that these two were so young but they’d already learnt that adults could cause them pain and upset.


I lifted them gently into the water. They both got in willingly and didn’t kick up a fuss, but they just sat there ignoring the toys. I was washing Ben when I noticed his hands looked dirty.


‘Oh look at your mucky fingers,’ I smiled. ‘What have you been up to?’


But as I scrubbed them with the flannel, he flinched in pain. To my horror, I realised that it wasn’t dirt, it was purple and black bruises across the top of each knuckle. How the heck had he got those? I didn’t want to ask him as it wasn’t fair to put such a young child on the spot,


‘I’m so sorry if I hurt you,’ I said. ‘Tell me if it’s sore, won’t you?’


He nodded. His sad brown eyes stared back at me.


As I got him out and of the bath and gently dried him down, I took a closer look at his hands. All of his fingers were badly bruised and there were painful blisters forming underneath his nails.


I’d knew I’d have to make a note of this in my daily recordings, to pass on to social services. Even if I was looking after a child temporarily, I’d write down any information about their behaviour or things they’d done that day, and those notes went with them when they left. As part of that, I had a drawing of an outline of a body where I could put a cross if I noticed any injuries. As the children had already been examined when they were taken into care, I suspected that social workers already knew about the bruising but it all had to be logged by me too, just to let Clare know.


After their bath I read them a story. Kate had just come home so she popped upstairs to meet them. Afterwards they obediently got into bed.


‘Night night,’ I told them. ‘See you in the morning.’


They didn’t respond but rolled over and shut their eyes. The whole time they’d been with me they hadn’t said a single word. I went downstairs.


‘I don’t think you’re going to have any trouble from those two,’ said Kate. ‘They’re very quiet and well behaved.’


‘I know,’ I said. ‘Too well behaved if you ask me.’


There was something eerie about it. They were just too quiet. Too compliant.


‘Hopefully they’ll be a bit more responsive tomorrow,’ I said. ‘It’s been a hard day for them.’


Normally when a child first came to live with me I would be grateful for the peace and quiet but this was just plain odd.




TWO


And Baby Makes Three


Normally with under-fives in the house, the first thing you notice is the noise and then the mess. But things were so unbelievably quiet you’d never know that I’d got two little ones living with me. Quiet wasn’t even the right word to describe Ben and Damian, they were silent.


They still showed no interest in playing but seemed happy enough to spend the morning following me around while I made beds, picked up toys and got the older two off to school. I chatted away to them, although it was a very one-sided conversation as neither would answer me.


I was glad to talk to someone by the time Clare phoned later that morning.


‘You know I mentioned yesterday that Damian and Ben have a six-month-old half-brother?’


‘Yes,’ I said.


‘Well the decision has been made to take Noah into care today and I was wondering whether you’d be prepared to look after him? Obviously just until Pat’s better.’


‘Of course,’ I told her. ‘I’d be happy to have him.’


I knew wherever possible it was best to try and keep sibling groups together. I’d fostered babies before so I had a cot already set up in my room and plenty of baby clothes in the cupboards.


‘Why have you suddenly decided to remove him now?’ I asked.


‘As I said yesterday, he doesn’t have any physical injuries but we’re concerned that it’s more emotional neglect with him. You’ll see for yourself what I mean when I bring him round,’ she said. ‘Thanks for being so accommodating, Maggie.’


‘No problem,’ I said. ‘Hopefully it might help the other kids to settle if their brother’s here.’


I couldn’t wait to tell Ben and Damian about Noah, as I hoped it would provoke some reaction.


‘Guess what?’ I said. ‘Clare’s just phoned to tell me that your baby brother is coming to stay here with us too.’


They both looked blankly at me, although I thought I saw a tiny smile from Damian.


Clare turned up a couple of hours later.


‘This is Noah,’ she said, carrying him into the hallway in his car seat.


I peered down at him and smiled. ‘Hello little man,’ I said, stroking his cheek.


He was a cute little thing with gorgeous dark curls like his brothers, and deep dark brown eyes that had a similar blankness about them. He was wearing a grubby Babygro with no cardigan or coat but that’s not what bothered me. He didn’t make a noise or smile at me when I spoke to him. In fact, he didn’t react or move at all.


‘Is he asleep?’ I asked. ‘He’s so still.’


I’d looked after babies in the past who slept with their eyes open and I thought he might do that.


‘No,’ said Clare. ‘He’s just very placid.’


But placid was an understatement. I’d have expected a six-month-old baby to be kicking its legs, smiling or cooing when you spoke to it, or even crying if it was faced with an unfamiliar person like me. But just like his older brothers, Noah stared blankly. It was as if he was looking through me.


‘Ben, Damian,’ I called, ‘your baby brother’s here.’


They both came running out into the hallway and their faces broke out into little smiles when they saw Noah. They crowded round his car seat and Ben held his hand.


‘It’s baby,’ smiled Damian in a squeaky voice. ‘Our baby.’


I was delighted to hear him speak.


‘Do you know, that’s the first thing he’s said in thirty-six hours,’ I told Clare.


She brought Noah into the living room and I took him out of his car seat for a cuddle. He was so stiff it was like holding a toy doll. He didn’t relax into my body or snuggle up to me like most babies do when you picked them up. As I stroked his hair, I noticed the back of his head was flat and he had a big bald patch there.


‘His head’s a very funny shape,’ I said.


‘Sadly we suspect that he spent most of his time strapped in the car seat or buggy or lying in his cot,’ said Clare.


She explained that he wasn’t meeting any of his milestones.


‘A baby his age should be about to sit up, but Noah’s not rolling yet and his neck muscles are very weak from lying down on his back all the time.’


‘What made you decide to remove him?’ I asked.


‘While we don’t think that Rob has physically hurt him, he was very controlling over Tracy and I don’t think there was much interaction with the baby,’ she said.


‘Well, we can make sure he gets plenty of that here,’ I smiled.


Having fostered many traumatised children over the years, I knew babies were usually the most resilient. Especially babies under a year old who tended to recover quickly and were often left with no memories of early emotional or physical abuse.


‘He was checked over by the hospital earlier this week and there were no injuries or bruising, so we didn’t think there was a need to get him examined again,’ said Clare. ‘But if there’s anything that concerns you then ring us straight away.’


‘I will do,’ I said.


‘By the way, did he come with anything?’


‘Just this,’ said Clare, handing me a carrier bag.


Inside was a grubby, stained bottle and a half empty box of formula. They’d both seen better days so I threw them in the bin and made a mental note to send Kate to the shop when she came back from college.


When Clare had gone, I put Noah on my knee and bounced him up and down. Normally a six-month-old baby would love that and would be giggling and smiling, or at least they’d be wriggling and squirming, reaching out and trying to grab my long hair or the necklace I was wearing that day, but Noah did nothing. He didn’t smile or cry, just like his brothers he was strangely silent.


‘Shall we show him some toys? I said to Ben and Damian. ‘I bet he’d like that.’


That morning I’d got a big bag of baby toys out of the loft. I put Noah down on a beanbag while I opened it up and pulled out a rattle shaped like a flower. I kept an eye on him to make sure that he didn’t roll off but he didn’t move a jot and stayed very still exactly where I’d left him.


‘Look at this Noah,’ I said, shaking the rattle in front of him.


But there was no reaction.


‘If you press this button the petals spin round,’ I said, showing him. ‘And the leaves are all crinkly and crackly.’


He stared back at me. I had thought his brothers were quiet but I’d never seen such blankness in a baby in my life.


I wasn’t sure how Noah was going to settle on his first night in a strange place. I wanted to keep everything as calm and as quiet as possible, so I asked Kate to keep an eye on the others while I gave him a bath.


I’d decided to use a baby bath so he felt nice and secure, and I talked to him as I gently took off his Babygro and nappy. He was a chunky little thing and he wasn’t malnourished or small for his age, but he had very poor muscle tone and his neck muscles were still very weak.


Most babies tend to grizzle a bit when you undress them, but Noah just lay there obediently. Gently, I lowered him into the warm water. He was very floppy so I had to hold him like a newborn and support his head.


‘There you go,’ I smiled, squeezing the sponge so the water trickled onto his tummy. ‘Is that nice?’


I would have expected a six-month-old to kick their legs or splash the water but he was so still. In fact he didn’t react to being in the bath at all, so I had no idea if he was enjoying it. His face remained blank and expressionless.


I’d decided Noah was going to sleep in my room, and so I could keep a close eye on him I’d put the cot by my bed. Normally it takes babies a few days to settle and get into a routine. Clare had said he was sleeping through, but I was expecting a few broken nights to start off with. After all, he was in a strange place with strange people, away from his parents.


I dimmed the lights, gave him a bottle and then lay him down in the cot.


‘Night night, Noah,’ I said, bending down to give him a kiss.


I turned the light off, left a night light on and crept out onto the landing. Then I hung around outside the bedroom door and waited for the tears to start when he realised that he’d been left.


But there was nothing.


Not a cry, not a gurgle, not a single noise of any kind.


After five minutes of deafening silence, I crept back into the bedroom just to check that Noah was alright. His eyes were wide open and he was still awake but he was just lying there.


‘It’s OK,’ I soothed. ‘Go to sleep.’


I still didn’t hear a peep after that. I checked on him every ten minutes and, after an hour of lying there, he was finally asleep. By the time I went to bed, he hadn’t moved and was still in the same position lying on his back. I should have been relieved as I’d never had such a young baby settle so well on their first night with me, but I just found it unbelievably odd. He didn’t moan, he didn’t chatter, he didn’t laugh or giggle, and the strangest thing was I hadn’t even heard him cry. No, I thought as I drifted off to sleep that night. I’d never fostered a baby like this before.


I woke up the next morning with a start. I had the strangest feeling, a bit like I was being watched, and when I opened my eyes I realised I was right. A pair of huge brown eyes stared at me through the cot bars.


‘Good morning, little man,’ I said gently. ‘When did you wake up?’


It was eerie. How long had he been lying there watching me?


I looked at the clock and was shocked to see it said 8 a.m. I hadn’t set my alarm as I’d assumed the baby would wake me up way before my usual 7 a.m. alarm, but even though he was awake, Noah hadn’t made a sound.


The rest of the morning was a mad dash as I got everyone up and dressed and did breakfast. Kate had just gone off to college and I was waving Oliver off down the road to school when Clare pulled up outside.


‘You’re early today. Are you trying to catch me out?’ I joked as she came in.


‘I thought I’d pop by to see how things are going,’ she smiled. ‘How’s Noah getting on?’


‘To be honest, not great,’ I said. ‘I’m really concerned about him.’


‘What do you mean?’ she asked.


‘I’ve just never seen a baby like it. He doesn’t move, he doesn’t reach out, he doesn’t babble, he literally does not make a single sound. Clare, he doesn’t even cry,’ I said. ‘Have you ever known a baby that age who doesn’t cry?’


His complete lack of interest in life and the world around him was really strange.


‘I’ve never seen a baby that young with such emotional damage before,’ I told her. ‘I think Pat’s got her work cut out with these three kids.’


‘Actually, Maggie, it’s Pat that I’ve come to talk to you about,’ said Clare hesitantly. ‘I’m afraid there’s been a bit of bad news.


‘The doctors were worried about her chest so they did some tests and unfortunately it turns out she’s got pneumonia.’


‘Oh no,’ I gasped. ‘Poor Pat.’


‘She’s in hospital and she’s doing fine, but there’s no way she’ll be able to foster for a good while until she’s better.


‘So,’ she paused. ‘I was wondering whether you would be able to keep Damian, Ben and Noah until we make a decision about what’s going to happen to them long term?’


‘OK,’ I said. ‘But on one condition.’


‘Yes?’ asked Clare.


‘That I can have a health visitor come out to see me today to take a look at Noah. I don’t think he’s right and I’m worried there’s something seriously wrong.’


‘I’ll sort it ASAP,’ she said.


When I come across a child in trouble, like little Noah with his lack of response, or like Ben and Damian’s traumatised silence, I see it as a challenge and I go about trying to fix it. This poor little baby needed me and I made it my mission to help him.


Clare kept to her promise and later that day a health visitor called round to see me. I was pleased when I saw it was a lady called Molly, who I’d worked with several times before. She was a real earth mother who’d been doing the job for over twenty years and I really respected her opinion.


‘I’m worried about the baby and I just wanted some reassurance,’ I told her.


It turned out Molly was the perfect person to speak to. She explained that she’d been involved in the case from the beginning and had been visiting the parents at home.


‘The doctors have checked Noah out and I’ve examined him at home too, and as far as we can see there is nothing medically wrong.’


There was no suspicious bruising or signs of any brain injury.


‘Sadly I think it’s purely emotional,’ she said. She explained that what she’d seen from talking to the parents was that the dad was very controlling with Tracy – limiting her contact with the baby.


‘Rob wanted the baby to be in a strict routine,’ she said. ‘So Tracy was allowed to pick him up to give him a bottle and change him, but after that he was just left.


‘He was safe and he wasn’t being hurt, but there was no interaction with him and Mum wasn’t allowed to pick him up even when he cried.’


‘I just can’t get over how quiet he is,’ I told her.


‘Well imagine that every time you cried, you were ignored and left for hours. What would you do?’


‘I’d learn not to cry,’ I said.


‘Exactly,’ said Molly. ‘You’d realise there’s no point making a noise because nothing happens, so instead you just lie there until the next time someone picks you up.’


It was pitifully sad that such a young baby had learnt not to cry and given up communicating with the world. That was an existence, not a life. It was like something out of Third-World orphanage. At six months of age he’d already resigned himself to a life where the only way to get through it was just to lie there.


Poor poor Noah.


‘I just hope I can get through to him,’ I sighed.


‘Of course you can,’ said Molly. ‘You know as well as I do it’s all about play. Lots of play, lots of cuddles, lots of talking. Just throw everything you’ve got at him, Maggie, and go work your magic.’


‘I’ll try,’ I said.


I don’t know whether I felt better or worse after Molly’s visit. At least if there was something physically wrong you could see a doctor and try and fix it. Bruises healed, but with emotional damage there was no easy answer.


It was so sad and I was genuinely worried. I’d looked after babies before but I’ve never seen one with such deep psychological damage. Would I ever be able to get through to him?




THREE


Waving at the Window


I picked up a huge bag of Duplo and tipped it up. There was a satisfying crash as it spilled out all over the living room floor.


‘Right let’s see what we can build,’ I said, getting down on my knees on the carpet which was now a sea of brightly coloured blocks.


If play was what these three needed, play was what they were going to get. I was willing to try anything to encourage them to talk, to make noise and not be afraid to act like children. Noah needed as much stimulation as possible, so I was determined he wasn’t going to miss out on the fun. He couldn’t sit up yet so I cleared a space and lay him in the middle of the carpet so he could see everything that was going on.


‘I think I’m going to build a tower,’ I said. ‘What does everybody else want to build?’


Neither Ben nor Damian said a word.


‘Who’d like to help me?’ I asked.


Damian looked down at the floor. Ben shook his head.


‘I bet Noah will,’ I said.


I pressed some blocks into his little fists and showed him how they banged together to make a noise, but his expression didn’t change. Normally with a baby that age their hands would curl around a block and they’d put it straight into their mouth for a good chew. However, he didn’t show any interest and the bricks fell to the floor.


‘Well if nobody wants to play with me, then I’m going to have to play on my own, I suppose,’ I sighed.
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