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    Chapter 10


    By the time Wednesday morning arrived, I had no more idea of how Flip would deal with being reunited with her mother than I had when I first told her. She was no more easy to second guess than she had ever been, really, her moods as capricious as sunshine in August; one minute she could be as bright as the proverbial button, the next as gloomy as a thundercloud.


    Still, one thing she didn’t do was mention it again; not once. And though I’d alluded to it in passing when tucking her into bed on the Monday evening, her response had been almost offhand. She’d simply waggled Pink Barbie in my face and said, ‘Yes, we know, Mummy,’ with one of her world-weary (not to mention world-class) sighs.


    I’d decided not to press it till I had to. It might just be a defence mechanism, after all. And there was nothing to be gained from building it up in her mind, in any case. Given her apparent feelings about it – that it was just now some tedious arrangement she had to comply with – perhaps it was better just to keep it light; throw it casually into the conversation here and there, and if she chose to acknowledge but not engage, that was fine.


    I had plenty on my own plate anyway, with two important birthdays to celebrate the coming weekend, which were now at least ‘themed’ to some extent, because Riley had taken it upon herself to buy a huge football cake and I’d rustled up some cupcakes to match. Well, I say, rustle, but any implication that I actually made them is a lie. My mum and sister Donna had actually made some lovely matching cupcakes, and I’d rustled them in the same way a poacher rustles cattle, i.e. claimed them as my own. And then I’d sworn them to secrecy.


    I knew I was probably on a hiding to nothing, given my previous forays into baking over the years, but it was a case of never say die, because you never knew, did you? Mike might just be fooled and Tyler definitely would. Well, or so I thought. My dad was round Donna’s when I said this, and just as he’d done the previous time, when I’d suggested I actually try to make some, he spat out a mouthful of his tea.


    Whatever the origin of the cakes, at least I could tick everything off my mental to-do list, and with the goodies all safely hidden at Riley’s house, including the balloons and decorations, I could largely put it out of my mind. All that remained for me to do was buy presents for both Mike and Tyler, and do the party nibbles on the Saturday morning.


    Which left me able to focus all my energies on Flip, who appeared in the kitchen with her hair neatly brushed and bound with a pink ribbon that she’d tied in a passable approximation of a bow.


    ‘So,’ I said as I poured milk over her cereal. ‘You’re meeting with Mummy after school today, remember? Debbie Scott, the family support lady, will come here and pick you up after you’ve changed out of your school uniform, and …’


    Flip dropped her spoon back onto the table with a clatter. ‘No, Mummy!’ she said, shaking her head emphatically and sticking her lower lip out. ‘I’m not taking my uniform off. I wanna keep it on.’


    I put down the milk bottle and sat down across the table from her. ‘Really?’ I said. ‘But I thought you’d want to put on a pretty dress and your nice pink shoes for when you have tea with Mummy.’


    She shook her head wildly now. ‘No! That other mummy’ll just tell me I look silly. Anyway, I wanna keep my school stuff on so’s I look like all the other kids.’


    Again, I was struck by her train of thought, and tried to fathom what might have prompted it. ‘Sweetie,’ I reassured her, ‘you can wear whatever you like. If you want to stay in your uniform, that’s absolutely fine. Anyway, I’m sure your mummy will think you look lovely no matter what you wear.’


    I half expected her to remind me that her ‘other’ mummy would do no such thing. She’d told me that often enough, after all. But she was still on the same tack and now I could make sense of it. ‘That Debbie lady,’ she said, picking up her spoon again and dipping it into her cornflakes. ‘She’ll have to bring me back if I’ve got my uniform on, won’t she? Kids can’t just sleep in their uniforms, can they? She’ll know I have to come back home ’cos my jamas are here.’


    If she’d said ‘Simples!’ next, just like they did in that insurance advert, I don’t think I’d have batted an eyelid. As it was I nodded and, as she set about wolfing down her cereal, wondered how long it had taken her to work out that her school uniform was her insurance; well, in her head, at least.


    Flip was a conundrum for sure. Her mind seemed to flit from one wild thought to another and I wondered if this too was a symptom of FAS. I didn’t recall reading anything that specific when I’d done my research, but it did mention the attachment issues and the difficulty in retaining information. That certainly explained why I had to continually go over instructions for almost everything, and I had no doubt that by the time school was over, and I picked her up, I’d have to explain all this all over again.


    I was right. True to form, as I collected Flip from her classroom, she skipped out to meet me as if she didn’t have a care in the world. She certainly didn’t look as though the business of meeting her mum was on her mind. ‘Hiya, Mummy,’ she trilled as she grabbed my hand and started to cast her gaze about. ‘Where’s Riley and my boys? Are they waiting for us?’


    Jackson and Levi finished school five minutes before Flip, because the enrichment group stayed a little later. They did it that way so that there wouldn’t be such a large crowd of demob-happy children running around and potentially unsettling them. Since Flip had been in the school, however, Riley and the boys had waited for us once or twice, when Tyler had after-school football or was seeing a friend, so that we could go for something to eat together.


    ‘Not today, sweetie,’ I said as we set off to the car. ‘It’s your day for having tea with your mummy, remember?’


    She stopped dead in her tracks, just for a moment, then carried on again, swinging my arm as she walked. ‘Oh, I’ve changed my mind about that,’ she said conversationally. ‘So can you let that other lady know that I’ll go next week instead?’


    I took a deep breath as I guided her into the car. ‘I’m sorry, sweetie,’ I said, ‘but we can’t do that, I’m afraid. It’s all arranged now and your mummy will be expecting you.’ I leaned in to help her with her seatbelt and kissed her forehead as I did so. ‘And just think how disappointed she’d be if you didn’t go.’


    She shook her head. ‘She wouldn’t be. I told you. She hates me. Anyway, you’re my new mummy now,’ she said, spreading her hands. ‘So what do I need to see the old one for?’


    Her tone implied that it was a perfectly reasonable and rational question, which for her I guessed it must be. She’d never once wavered over her ‘out with the old mummy and in with the new’ approach to her circumstances, so why I’d imagine she’d be any different now, I had no idea. Perhaps just plain old wishful thinking; perhaps just a natural compulsion to try and imagine she had attachments to her kin that simply weren’t there; that underneath her apparent lack of emotion was a normal, feeling child for whom a mother’s lack of love really hurt. The evidence, however, was that it didn’t hurt for Flip – not in ways I could yet measure, at any rate. Which was a depressing thing to accept, which was perhaps why I hadn’t yet. The implications for the rest of her life were just so grim. ‘Sweetheart,’ I said gently, feeling like a stuck record, ‘you know that I’m not your real new mummy. I’m just looking after you for a while, remember?’ I started to buckle her into the seatbelt. ‘You already have a mummy and she’ll always be your mummy no matter where you live. You understand that as well, don’t you?’


    Flip sighed. ‘Yes. If you say so,’ she said.


    But understanding the facts didn’t make Flip any more kindly disposed to the business of being dragged off almost as soon as she was home from school. By the time we got back she’d gone quiet, and seemed in such a sullen mood that I didn’t even suggest swapping her school shoes for the funky new trainers we’d got her and which she loved. I just had a feeling it might provoke a scene. It was for the same reason that I also did an about-turn on the food and drink front, allowing her to sit and watch television with some milk and a couple of biscuits until the family support worker turned up.


    I’ve had dealings with lots of family support workers over the years, and they were almost always really nice. The sort of people you knew would try to see the best in any person, however well hidden and small that best bit might be. It was in the nature of the job, I supposed, one of their main ones being to work with vulnerable families who needed support and guidance in order to hang onto their children. They also worked with parents who had already lost their children, supporting them in learning the skills they’d need to have a chance of getting them back.


    Family support workers were also the ones who were usually called in whenever supervised contact was arranged. They’d be responsible for the child, sit in and if necessary intervene during the meeting, then, having returned the child to wherever they were being cared for, report back to their social worker to let them know how things went.


    I opened the door to find Debbie Scott was exactly as I’d expected her to be, warm-looking and friendly, with an apologetic smile already on her face. ‘I’m so sorry I’m late,’ she said, even though I hadn’t even realised she was, and when I assured her she wasn’t and commented on how puffed out she seemed, she explained that she’d just picked up her own two children from school and dashed to drop them off with a child-minder in order to be on time for us. ‘Oh, I’m fine,’ she said, refusing my offer of a cold drink and five minutes to gather her breath. ‘Sure you know all about such juggling acts!’ she added brightly.


    I agreed that I did, and as I gave her some money for Flip’s tea I quickly filled her in on how Flip didn’t currently share her sunny mood, explaining the whys and wherefores as succinctly and quietly as I could before taking her in to be introduced. ‘Don’t worry about that,’ she reassured me. ‘I’m sure I’ll be able to bring her round. And if I can’t, well, we both know how these things can go, don’t we?’ and, again, I could agree that I did.


    Needless to say, the child in question did her usual mercurial party piece, leaping up to greet Debbie as if she’d been hoping to bump into her all her life. ‘Hello, lady!’ she said, grabbing her hand and smiling happily. ‘Are we allowed to go for burgers?’


    I could only shake my head as I watched the pair head off to Debbie’s car, best friends forever, it looked like, in just a matter of seconds. I wondered if there would be a similar turnaround when she saw her mother. For all that had happened and might have happened, I really hoped so, for both their sakes. Even if no more came of it, and Flip was ultimately adopted, surely no harm could come of it? And potentially some good, even if they never saw each other again. At the very least Flip would have a more positive memory of her mum to take through life with her.


    I waved them off, consciously trying to will myself into feeling positive. It was, at least, a nice thought to think.


    With Tyler off up the football field and having tea with Denver, and Mike not due home till seven, I did what little ironing was needed, then, having polished that off in no time, found myself in the rare position of having little
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