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  Chapter Five


  A Very Strange Phone Call


  Once home, I kept Darrel and Paula entertained with various games and activities, and then at eleven o’clock I gave both children a drink and a snack, before putting Paula in her cot for a little nap. While she slept I read to Darrel from books he chose from our bookshelves, and then we had a few rounds of the card game Snap, which he was learning to play. He asked about his mummy a couple of times and I reassured him that she was being well looked after and he’d see her before too long, so he wasn’t upset. I knew from Shelley’s notes that he had his lunch at about 12.30 p.m., so once Paula was awake I got her up and cooked vegetarian sausages, mash and peas for us all. I’d just set the food on the table when the doorbell rang.


  ‘Mummy?’ Darrel asked.


  ‘I think it’s a bit early yet,’ I said. ‘Stay here and I’ll check.’


  Leaving the children at the table, I went down the hall to answer the door. To my surprise it was Shelley, looking very pale, with one side of her face swollen and a bloody tissue pressed to her lips.


  ‘Oh, love,’ I said, concerned and drawing her in. ‘Whyever didn’t you phone me to collect you? I hope you haven’t come on the bus.’


  ‘I got a cab,’ she mumbled, stepping in and barely able to speak. ‘I used the rest of the money you gave me.’ It obviously hurt her when she spoke.


  ‘Have you taken something for the pain?’ I asked.


  She nodded. ‘Paracetamol.’


  ‘Mummy!’ Darrel cried, having heard his mother’s voice. He left the table and ran into the hall but stopped dead when he saw her swollen face.


  ‘It’s all right,’ I reassured him. ‘Mummy’s mouth is sore, but she’ll be better soon. I think she needs looking after.’ I took her hand and led her down the hall and into the living room. As we passed Darrel she managed a wonky smile, but he looked very concerned. ‘Mummy’s going to have a quiet sit down while you have your lunch,’ I said, settling her on the sofa.


  ‘Thank you,’ she said, sitting back with a small sigh.


  ‘Can I get you anything?’ I asked.


  ‘A glass of water, please.’ She winced as she spoke and put her hand to her face.


  ‘You sit there and I’ll fetch it,’ I said. Then to Darrel, ‘Come with me. We’ll leave Mummy to have a rest.’


  He hesitated.


  ‘Go on, love,’ Shelley said. ‘Good boy.’


  He slipped his hand into mine and I took him to the dining table, where Paula was still seated and making a good attempt to feed herself using her toddler fork and spoon. ‘Good girl,’ I said, returning the peas to her plate.


  Darrel picked up his knife and fork and began eating, while I went into the kitchen and poured Shelley a glass of water. I added a straw to make drinking it a little easier, then took the glass through to the living room.


  ‘Thank you,’ she said gratefully, and gingerly took a few sips before handing it back to me. She sighed and rested her head back on the sofa.


  ‘Would you like to go upstairs for a lie down?’ I suggested.


  ‘I’ll just sit here for a bit if that’s all right.’


  ‘Yes, of course.’ I set her glass of water on the coffee table within her reach and also a box of tissues. ‘Do you want anything else?’ I asked. She shook her head and her eyelids began to close. ‘Call me if you need anything,’ I said. She nodded and I came out closing the door behind me so the children and I wouldn’t disturb her. I thought a sleep would do her good; having an anaesthetic can leave you feeling very tired.


  ‘Mummy is having a rest,’ I said to Darrel as I returned to the table. ‘She’ll be all right soon, so you have your lunch and when she wakes we’ll tell her what a good boy you’ve been.’


  He looked concerned but continued eating. Paula dropped a lump of mashed potato in her lap and tried to pick it up. She laughed as it squashed between her fingers, which made Darrel smile too. He ate all his meal and Paula ate her mash and peas but left some of the sausage. It was the first time she’d had a vegetarian sausage, so it was a new taste and texture for her, but at least she’d tried it. Darrel had one of the yoghurts his mother had brought for his pudding and Paula had a fromage frais. Once they’d finished I went into the living room to check on Shelley. She was fast asleep with her head resting on the sofa back and her mouth slightly open. I crept out and quietly closed the door. I suggested to Darrel that the three of us play something at the table so we wouldn’t disturb his mother. ‘Do you like Play-Doh?’ I asked him. I’d never met a child who didn’t.


  ‘I have Play-Doh at my house,’ he said enthusiastically.


  I cleared the dishes from the table, covered it with a protective plastic tablecloth and took out the Play-Doh set. Once they were both occupied I went into the kitchen, where I could still see them, and cleared up, then I joined in their play at the table. Darrel was concentrating on feeding blue Play-Doh through the toy machine and creating different shapes. Some of it came out as long, thin strands like spaghetti and he pretended to eat it, which made Paula laugh.


  I checked on Shelley again, but she was still fast asleep. If necessary I could leave her sleeping and take Darrel with me when I collected Adrian from school, but that wasn’t for another hour. When Darrel and Paula had tired of the Play-Doh we packed it away and I showed Darrel the toy cupboard and let him choose something else to play with. He picked a jigsaw puzzle of a farmyard scene and I took out an early-years puzzle for Paula. The three of us sat at the table assembling the puzzles. When Darrel had completed his I praised him and he packed it away and took out another one. Five minutes later I heard the door to the living room open and then Shelley came in carrying her empty glass of water. ‘How are you feeling, love?’ I said. Darrel looked at her anxiously.


  ‘A bit better now, thanks,’ she said, trying to raise a smile. ‘I need to take a couple more paracetamol. Can I have another glass of water, please?’


  ‘Yes, of course. Sit down. I’ll get it.’


  She sat at the table and as I poured the water I could see Darrel looking at her anxiously. It’s difficult for a child to see their usually strong parent compromised and vulnerable. ‘That’s a good puzzle,’ she said, trying to divert his attention. ‘See if you can finish it before we go.’


  I handed her the glass of water and she took two tablets. ‘Could you manage something to eat now?’ I asked. ‘Soup? I could break up some bread to put in. That would be easy to eat.’


  ‘Oh, yes, please,’ she said gratefully. ‘I couldn’t have anything before the operation and I am hungry. But are you sure I’m not keeping you?’


  ‘Not at all. I don’t have to collect Adrian for three-quarters of an hour, and you’re more than welcome to stay here while I get him. I can take you home in the car after.’


  ‘The doctor said I mustn’t have anything too hot,’ she added as I went into the kitchen. ‘Because of the stitches.’


  ‘Stitches?’ Darrel asked, worried.


  ‘Yes, to help make my mouth get better,’ Shelley said, reassuring him.


  She sat at the table and watched the children playing as I warmed some cream of tomato soup, buttered some bread and cut it into small chunks to dunk in the soup. I carried it through and set in on the table with a spoon.


  ‘Thank you,’ Shelley said again. ‘You are kind to me.’ Bless her, I thought. She was such a sweet kid. I wished I could have done more for her.


  I played with the children while she ate, and once she’d finished she thanked me again and then to my horror said: ‘I feel well enough to go and get the bus now.’


  ‘There’s no way you’re going home on the bus,’ I said, dismayed. ‘If you don’t want to wait until I return from collecting Adrian, when I can take you in the car, then I’ll call a cab.’


  ‘I’d really like to get home and get settled, and then have an early night,’ she said, which I could understand.


  ‘OK, I’ll call a cab then,’ I said, standing. Without waiting for further protest I went to the phone in the living room and booked the cab with a lady driver, then, returning to Shelley, I gave her money for the fare. Needless to say, she thanked me profusely.


  While Shelley stayed with the children I quickly went round the house gathering together Darrel’s belongings and packing them into his bags, which I put in the hall. Fifteen minutes later the cab arrived and the driver helped Shelley with the bags while I took Darrel and Paula to the car. Shelley and Darrel climbed into the rear of the cab and Shelley fastened their seatbelts. ‘Thank you so much,’ she said again.


  ‘You’re welcome, love. Take care.’


  ‘Say goodbye and thank you to Cathy,’ she told Darrel.


  ‘Bye, and thank you,’ he said adorably.


  ‘We’ve all enjoyed having you to stay,’ I said.


  ‘Thanks for everything, and thank Adrian for playing with Darrel,’ Shelley said.


  ‘I will.’


  I closed the cab door and Paula and I waved until the cab was out of sight. Although Darrel was obviously pleased to be going home, Paula looked sad. But goodbyes are part of fostering, and it was important that Paula was included in this, for a good farewell is as important as welcoming a child when they first arrive. Yet I’ll admit I felt sad too. Even if a child is only with you a short while, as Darrel had been, they touch your life and you don’t forget them. I would remember Darrel and Shelley in the years to come and wonder how they were doing. If I saw them again then that would be a huge bonus, but it couldn’t be guaranteed, and as a foster carer I had to accept that.


  I returned indoors with Paula and then it was time to collect Adrian from school. I persuaded her into the stroller with the promise that she could walk some of the way back. As we waited in the playground I saw Geraldine arrive in good time and then as usual stand alone, separate from the other parents, as she waited for school to end. The Klaxon sounded and Adrian ran out amid the hubbub and excitement of Friday afternoon and the start of the weekend. But as he neared I could see him looking for Darrel.


  ‘He’s just gone home with his mother,’ I said. ‘They said to say goodbye and thank you for looking after Darrel.’


  ‘Oh, OK,’ he said. ‘Pity I couldn’t have said goodbye.’


  ‘I know.’ Then I distracted him by talking about the busy weekend we had coming up. We were going to visit my parents on Saturday and then Adrian had been invited to a friend’s football birthday party on Sunday. I reminded him that the present needed wrapping and the card had to be written and suggested we did it that evening.


  Once we’d crossed the road and entered our street I let Paula out of the stroller. There was no sign of Geraldine and Kim ahead of or behind us. Perhaps they’d stopped off at the shop. However, as we passed number 53 I saw that their front door was wide open. I glanced in but couldn’t see anyone in the hall. We continued our slow, faltering walk past and then a few steps further up I heard a loud bang as a door slammed shut behind me. I instinctively turned. A middle-aged man in a suit and tie was storming down the front garden path of Laura’s house. He was clearly annoyed – his face was set and his body tense as he thrust a fob at the car parked in the kerb outside their house. He jumped in, immediately started the engine and the car tyres screeched as it pulled away and sped past us.


  ‘That car’s going far too fast,’ Adrian remarked.


  ‘Yes, it is,’ I agreed.


  I had no idea what Laura’s husband looked like – I barely knew her – and if it was her husband and they’d had an argument then it was none of my business. Or was it? How many neighbours when interviewed after a tragic domestic incident exonerate themselves by saying that the family seemed pleasant but kept themselves to themselves. I already had some concerns about Laura, and perhaps as a result of fostering and having to piece together snippets of information from children who were trying to tell me what they had been through (they rarely tell the full story all in one go), I’d become more adept at looking at the wider picture. But on the other hand you can’t jump to conclusions and phone the social services just because you have a suspicion that all is not well in a family. You need some evidence.


  Half an hour later, after we’d arrived home, the telephone rang. I wasn’t thinking about Laura at that moment and I didn’t make the connection when I heard a female voice say rather loudly, ‘Is that Cathy?’


  ‘Yes?’ I said tentatively.


  ‘You don’t recognize me, do you? It’s Laura from number 53.’


  ‘Oh, hello. How are you?’ I was completely thrown. It didn’t sound like her at all.


  ‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘Really good. I thought I’d give you a ring. Do you remember you left your phone number with my mother-in-law and said to phone for a chat?’


  ‘Yes, of course.’ But it was an odd time to phone for a chat. Most parents with a young family were occupied at this time making dinner or seeing to their children. ‘Is everything all right?’


  ‘Yes, fine, good. How are you? I haven’t been going to school. Geraldine’s been taking and collecting Kim. She says I have to rest. My husband Andy says so too. They agree about most things. So I’m doing what I’m told. Like a good girl. That’s why you haven’t seen me. But I’m fine. We’re all fine …’ And her words continued, fast and furious, fired at me in short, staccato sentences and not ‘chatty’ at all. She sounded hyper, agitated. ‘So Geraldine, my mother-in-law, is looking after us all,’ she continued. ‘Me, Kim, Andy and little Liam. She’s doing a great job.’


  ‘How is Liam?’ I asked, forcing a gap.


  ‘He’s fine. Well, like a baby. Eating, sleeping, crying. But Geraldine takes care of that. Many thanks to Geraldine, I say. She’s a natural with children. I think some people are, don’t you?’


  ‘Is Geraldine with you now?’ I interjected.


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Geraldine. Your mother-in-law. Is she with you now?’


  ‘Yes, of course. Why do you ask? She’s here most days while Andy is at work. Andy is my husband. Sometimes she stays after he comes home to make sure he has his dinner. But that’s mothers for you. They never stop fussing over their little boys. Although what would I know? Kim is a girl. But Geraldine is great. In fact, it was she who suggested I phone you. She thought I should.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Oh, you know. For a chat. To tell you I’m OK. In fact, we’re all OK. Me, Andy, Liam and Kim. We’re doing fine. I believe you saw Kim at the shop? She’s a good girl, helps me out sometimes. But we won’t mention that, will we?’ And she gave a small, high-pitched laugh.


  ‘Is there anything I can do?’ I asked.


  ‘No, nothing you can do.’


  ‘I was thinking of popping in to see you next week.’


  ‘Oh, I see. Well, you can if you like, but really there’s no need. I’m fine. We all are. Couldn’t be better.’


  ‘What day suits you?’ I began.


  ‘Not sure. Have to go now. Bye.’ The line went dead.


  I stood for a moment, completely bemused, then slowly returned the handset to its cradle. It was one of the strangest telephone calls I’d ever received. Whatever was all that about? Why had she phoned? I had no idea. The Laura I’d spoken to while walking back from school had been quiet, shy and a little withdrawn, whereas this Laura was gushy and completely over the top. It didn’t sound like the same person. I didn’t think she was drunk, although she had sounded confused and had repeated herself. But Geraldine was with her, presumably helping her, so I put Laura out of my thoughts for the time being and concentrated on my family.


  After dinner I played some games with the children and then began Paula’s bath and bedtime routine. Later, when she was asleep, I lay propped on Adrian’s bed and we had our little chat before he settled for the night. He suddenly asked, ‘I wonder what Darrel is doing now.’


  ‘I expect he’s asleep,’ I said.


  ‘Do you think his mummy sings to him every night?’


  ‘Yes, although maybe not tonight, as her mouth is sore.’


  ‘What’s that tune called?’ Adrian asked. ‘The one that goes like this.’ He began humming one of the lullabies Shelley had sung.


  ‘Brahms’s “Lullaby”,’ I said. ‘It is beautiful, isn’t it?’


  ‘Yes. I wish you could sing it like Shelley,’ Adrian said.


  ‘So do I.’ I smiled. ‘She’s got a lovely voice. Perhaps we could hum it together? Let’s try.’


  I put my arm around him and in the light of the lamp we began humming the haunting melody of the lullaby, which has become a classic for children everywhere. It didn’t sound too bad at all. And I hoped that the sentiment in our tune carried through the night air and touched Shelley and Darrel, so that they knew we were thinking about them.


  ‘Night, Shelley and Darrel,’ Adrian said as we finished. ‘Night, Mum.’


  ‘Night, love. Sleep tight.’


  ‘Love you.’


  ‘Love you more.’


  Chapter Six


  Useless


  On Monday morning I was going to ask Geraldine if it would be convenient for me to pop in and see Laura on the way back from school, but she left the playground before I had a chance to speak to her. Laura’s phone call on Friday had played on my mind over the weekend and I wanted to just say hi to her and make sure she was all right. I decided I’d stop by anyway, and if it wasn’t convenient I could arrange to go back another time. I bought a bunch of flowers for Laura from the local supermarket and once we’d crossed the road I let Paula out of her stroller to walk. It was 9.40 by the time we arrived outside number 53.


  ‘Baby,’ Paula said as I opened their gate.


  ‘Yes, that’s right. We are going in to see if we can visit baby Liam and Laura,’ I said. Paula grinned.


  I parked the stroller to one side of the porch and, holding Paula’s hand, pressed the doorbell. It was answered almost immediately by Geraldine, who didn’t seem unduly surprised to see me.


  ‘Laura’s up, but not dressed,’ she said rather brusquely.


  ‘Would you give these flowers to her, please?’ I said, assuming from her comment that it wasn’t convenient for me to go in.


  ‘You can give them to her yourself,’ she said equally bluntly.


  ‘Are you sure? I don’t want to intrude.’ But Geraldine was already holding the door wider for us to go in.


  ‘She’s in the living room,’ Geraldine said in the same terse manner and nodding down the hall. ‘Sorry about the telephone call on Friday. Laura wasn’t herself.’


  ‘Oh. That’s OK,’ I said, surprised that she’d mentioned it. ‘How is she now?’


  ‘Fine,’ she said, and led the way down the hall and into the living room. Laura was sitting on the sofa in her dressing gown breastfeeding Liam, and she did appear fine.


  ‘Lovely to see you,’ she said, looking up and smiling.


  ‘Baby,’ Paula said.


  ‘He’s gorgeous,’ I said. ‘Absolutely beautiful.’


  ‘Thank you. Hi,’ Laura said to Paula. Paula hid her face shyly against my leg.


  ‘A few flowers for you,’ I said, offering the colourful bouquet.


  ‘That is kind of you. Thank you,’ Laura replied easily.


  ‘I’ll put them in a vase,’ Geraldine said, stepping forward. I passed her the flowers. ‘Would you like a coffee?’ she asked.


  ‘Only if you are making one.’


  ‘I don’t drink coffee,’ she replied curtly.


  ‘I’d like one,’ Laura said.


  Geraldine gave a stiff nod and went out of the room.


  ‘Are you sure you don’t mind me dropping by like this?’ I asked Laura.


  ‘No, of course not. I’m pleased to see you. I wasn’t going anywhere. Sit down, and thanks for the flowers.’


  ‘You’re welcome.’


  I slipped off my jacket, took Paula’s jacket off and draped them over the back of a chair. As I sat down Paula scrambled onto my lap.


  ‘He is a beautiful baby,’ I said.


  ‘He looks like his dad,’ Laura said.


  ‘I can see you in him too. He’s got your nose and chin.’


  She smiled. ‘Mum said that as well.’ Laura seemed more like her old self – the person I’d walked back from school with – quietly spoken, pleasant, unassuming and a little on the shy side. Liam stopped feeding and she began to wind him, gently rubbing his back until he burped. Paula giggled.


  ‘So how are you doing?’ I asked Laura.


  ‘OK. Sorry about last Friday. I nearly phoned back to apologize. I’d had a blazing argument with Andy, and Geraldine said you’d seen it all. I was in a right state when I phoned you, but I’m fine now.’


  ‘No worries. We all have family upsets.’


  ‘I suppose so. Although I’m rather sensitive at present and tend to take things personally and get upset. But I’m fine now. How are you? How’s the fostering? Geraldine said she saw you in the playground with a little boy.’


  ‘Yes, he’s gone home now. He was just with me for a day and a night to help out his mother.’


  Laura nodded. As we talked we could hear Geraldine moving around in the kitchen and then go down the hall. Presently she came in with two cups of coffee and a plate of digestive biscuits on a tray, which she placed on the coffee table.


  ‘Thank you,’ I said.


  She gave a stiff nod. ‘I’ve put the flowers in the front room,’ she said to Laura. ‘If he’s finished, I’ll put him in his cot.’


  Laura wrapped the shawl around Liam and carefully passed him up to Geraldine, who carried him out of the room.


  ‘He sleeps now,’ Laura said. ‘Help yourself to coffee and biscuits.’


  I moved Paula from my lap and onto the seat beside me so I could drink my coffee. She was still shy and kept close but pointed to the biscuits. I passed her one. There weren’t any toys in the room; I guessed Kim probably kept hers in her bedroom and Liam wasn’t really old enough for toys yet.


  Laura took a sip of her coffee and then leant back on the sofa with a small sigh. ‘I guess it’s normal to feel exhausted when you’ve had a baby.’


  ‘Absolutely,’ I said. ‘I was. Up every three hours at night for feeding, and all the hormones rushing around.’


  ‘Yes, those hormones,’ she said with another sigh. ‘Andy says it’s the hormones.’


  ‘But Geraldine is a big help?’ I asked.


  ‘Yes.’ She glanced at the door as though checking Geraldine couldn’t hear, and then lowered her voice. ‘I know this sounds really ungrateful, but sometimes I resent her being here. I mean, I need her help, but I wish she wasn’t so bloody right the whole time. I guess that’s mother-in-laws for you.’


  I smiled understandingly.


  ‘Did you feel low after you’d had your babies?’ Laura now asked, looking at Paula.


  ‘I was very tired, but thankfully I didn’t get the baby blues,’ I said. She took another sip of her coffee but kept her eyes down. ‘Why? Are you feeling depressed?’ I asked.


  She gave a small nod and set her cup carefully in the saucer. ‘Sometimes, then at other times I’m as high as a kite. Irrational and ridiculously happy. Do you think that’s the hormones too?’


  ‘It could be. Have you seen a doctor?’


  ‘No. I’m not ill, just a bit down. That’s why Geraldine spends so much time here.’


  I nodded. ‘And you don’t think you should see the doctor or tell the midwife? They might be able to suggest something to help.’


  ‘No. I’ll be OK. I got over it last time with Kim. I guess it’s the luck of the draw. Geraldine never had it with any of hers, but my mother did.’ She stopped, as Geraldine could be heard in the hall and then came into the room.


  ‘You’re not overdoing it, are you?’ she said to Laura, and I wondered if she’d overheard.


  ‘No!’ Laura said, with the briefest flash of resentment.


  ‘I think it’s time you showered and dressed,’ Geraldine said to her.


  ‘In a moment,’ Laura replied. ‘There’s no rush. It’s not as if I have to be anywhere.’


  I thought it was time to go. ‘I’ll be making a move then,’ I said. Geraldine hovered as I quickly finished my coffee and then returned the cup and saucer to the tray. ‘Thanks for the coffee,’ I said to her and, standing, I took our jackets from the chair back.


  ‘Will you come again soon?’ Laura asked, with a plea in her voice.


  ‘Yes. I’d like to. When is convenient?’ I helped Paula into her jacket.


  ‘Any day. I’ll be here. Every day if you like,’ Laura said with a small laugh.


  ‘But we do have things to do,’ Geraldine said flatly, looking at her.


  ‘What about Thursday or Friday afternoon?’ I suggested.


  ‘Yes, Thursday,’ Laura said quickly. ‘I’ll look forward to it.’


  ‘You can come to me if you wish,’ I said, putting on my jacket.


  ‘Best if you come here,’ Geraldine said. ‘One o’clock on Thursday should be convenient.’


  I looked at Laura for confirmation and she nodded resignedly.


  ‘I’ll see you Thursday then,’ I said. I assumed I wouldn’t be seeing Laura in the playground before then.


  Leaving her sitting on the sofa, I took Paula’s hand and we went down the hall. Geraldine saw us out.


  ‘Thank you for the flowers,’ she said before she closed the door.


  I lifted Paula into the stroller and fastened her safety harness. ‘Baby,’ she said.


  ‘Yes, baby Liam is having a sleep,’ I said.


  ‘Bye,’ she said.


  ‘Good girl.’


  I pushed the stroller down the front garden path and onto the pavement. I feel there is a fine line between assisting someone in a positive way when they need help, and completely taking over, so the person loses confidence and comes to rely too heavily on their caregiver. It was something I was aware of in fostering and strove to avoid. While I was sure Geraldine meant well in looking after her family, from what I’d seen she was doing far too much for Laura and had taken over, dominating her and making decisions for her. True, I hadn’t taken an immediate liking to the woman, but that may have been a personality clash. What concerned me now was that she appeared to have reduced Laura to a childlike state so that she relied on her for everything, and Laura was starting to resent this, understandably. I liked Laura – she was the type of person I’d want to be friends with – and clearly she’d wanted me to visit again. It was a pity I couldn’t persuade her to visit me on Thursday. I felt that not only would the change of scenery have done her good, but it would also have given her a break from her mother-in-law.


  When I collected Adrian from school that afternoon Geraldine made a point of nodding in my direction but didn’t speak. I returned a pleasant smile. She left the playground as soon as she had Kim, and they were nowhere in sight when we began the slow walk up our road. At home I found a message on the answerphone from Shelley’s social worker, thanking me for looking after Darrel at such short notice. She said she’d spoken to Shelley that morning and her mouth felt a lot better now. I was grateful she’d found the time in her busy work schedule to let me know. Not all social workers would have done that and it was very thoughtful of her. Adrian, who’d heard the message, was also pleased Shelley was feeling better.


  ‘So she’ll be able to sing to Darrel tonight,’ he said.


  ‘Yes, I’m sure she will.’


  With no foster child to look after, I made the most of any free time I had to continue writing my dissertation – when Paula had her morning nap, and also in the evening when she and Adrian were in bed. The subject of my dissertation, education and children in care, was a subject I felt passionately about, as so many children in the care system failed to reach their full academic potential. I was exploring the reasons why this should be so and what could be done to reverse the trend. It was a big subject, although one that had received surprisingly little research and had only seldom been addressed. I worked on my dissertation again on Thursday morning while Paula had her nap. After lunch I put some of her toys in the ‘baby bag’, together with her trainer cup and a change of nappy, and explained to her that we were going to see baby Liam and his mother, Laura.


  ‘Lawwah,’ Paula said, making a good attempt at pronouncing her name.


  ‘Yes, Laura.’


  ‘Lawwah, Lawwah,’ she repeated, and then broke into fits of giggles. I kissed her cheek.


  It was a fine, sunny day, so we didn’t need our jackets. I let Paula walk down the street to number 53, but I took the stroller nonetheless. I didn’t know how long I’d be staying at Laura’s, so I wasn’t sure if I’d have time to return home first or if I’d have to go straight to school to collect Adrian.


  ‘Baby,’ Paula predictably said as I pushed open the garden gate.


  ‘Yes, we are going to see baby Liam and Laura.’


  ‘Lawwah, Lawwah,’ she said, chuckling.


  I parked the stroller on one side of the porch, unhooked the baby bag and then pressed the doorbell, but no one answered. I waited and pressed the bell again. ‘She did say Thursday,’ I said out loud, wondering if I’d got the wrong day.


  ‘Fursday,’ Paula repeated, not knowing what I meant.


  The door suddenly opened and Geraldine stood before me, looking uncharacteristically flustered. ‘I was going to phone you to cancel, but I couldn’t find your number.’


  ‘Oh. Do you want me to come back another day? Laura has my phone number.’


  ‘I know, but she wouldn’t give it to me – I mean, she couldn’t find it,’ she quickly corrected herself.


  I wasn’t sure if I was being admitted or not. Paula stood beside me, holding my hand.


  ‘Well, you may as well come in now you’re here, I suppose,’ Geraldine said tersely, opening the door wider. ‘Or she won’t be pleased. But best keep your visit short. Laura hasn’t been up long.’


  ‘Oh dear. Is she ill?’ I asked, concerned and feeling this was the most likely explanation for someone staying in bed all morning. She didn’t reply, so I helped Paula over the doorstep and into the hall.


  ‘She’s in the living room,’ Geraldine said.


  She turned and I followed her down the hall with some apprehension, not knowing what to expect. I sensed an atmosphere, although I wasn’t sure why. Laura was sitting on the sofa, gazing into space. I thought she looked pale and tired, and had possibly been crying. There was no sign of Liam.


  ‘Hello,’ I said, smiling as we entered.


  ‘I’ll leave you to it then,’ Geraldine said stiffly, and went out, leaving the living room door wide open.


  ‘Are you all right?’ I asked, going over to Laura.


  She shook her head, but didn’t speak. Standing, she crossed to the living-room door and pushed it shut so hard it slammed. Paula jumped; it made me start too. She returned to the sofa and burst into tears.


  ‘Oh, love, what’s wrong?’ I asked, going over and sitting beside her.


  ‘Everything,’ she sobbed. ‘Everything.’ Paula stood close to me, looking very worried


  ‘It’s OK,’ I reassured Paula. ‘You can play with your toys while I look after Laura.’ I quickly took the toys I’d brought with us from the bag and settled her on the floor, close by my feet. I put my arm around Laura’s shoulder and tried to comfort her as she silently wept. I was half expecting Geraldine to reappear – she must have heard the door slam – but she didn’t.


  ‘It’s all right,’ I said to Laura.


  I held her until she was calmer and then she took out a packet of tissues she had tucked beside her on the sofa. ‘Sorry,’ she said, peeling a tissue from the packet and wiping her eyes. ‘I’m having a bad day.’ Fresh tears formed.


  ‘I understand,’ I said, gently rubbing her arm. ‘Is there anything in particular upsetting you? Anything I can help you with?’ I appreciated how easily things can get on top of you if you are tired and feeling low; even the ironing can seem like an insurmountable task.


  She shook her head. ‘No. If only it was that simple.’ She twisted and pulled at the tissue. ‘I feel so useless the whole time. I can’t seem to do anything right. I get stressed about the simplest of things, even making a cup of tea or answering the phone, so I don’t do anything, because I can’t cope. I feel tired the whole time and I can’t be bothered to move. Last night I lay in bed listening to Liam crying to be fed, but I didn’t have the energy to get up and feed him. Andy had to get up and bring him to me, and then, when he’d finished feeding, he changed him and settled him back in his cot. We agreed I’d do the night feeds, as he has to go to work, but I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. Then this morning when Geraldine arrived at seven he told her.’


  ‘She arrives that early?’ I asked, slightly surprised.


  ‘Yes, that’s when Andy has to leave for work. They make sure one of them is here with me the whole time.’ She gave a small sob and Paula looked up at her. I threw her a reassuring smile. ‘I know I’m useless,’ Laura said. ‘But Andy and his mother don’t help. They talk about me behind my back, and she tuts when I do something wrong. Or maybe it’s me being oversensitive, I don’t know. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be going on at you like this – you haven’t come here to hear this – but I’m so miserable I don’t know what to do.’ She wiped away more tears.


  ‘It’s all right,’ I soothed. ‘Don’t feel embarrassed. We all feel down sometimes, but I am concerned. Have you seen a doctor yet?’


  ‘No. It will pass eventually. It did last time. I just have to get a grip. That’s what Geraldine says: “Get a grip.”’ She sniffed.


  ‘I’m not sure that’s the best advice,’ I said. ‘Sometimes we need help getting over these things. And there may be a physical reason why you’re feeling low. A friend of mine developed a thyroid problem after having her second child. She felt really low, with no energy, and she lost her appetite. She worried for weeks before she saw her doctor. He sent her for tests and the thyroid problem showed up. She was put on medication and within a week she was back to her old self. I really think you should see your doctor.’


  Laura shrugged despondently. ‘I don’t know. I’d have to phone the doctor to make the appointment, and I struggle making decisions about anything right now. I couldn’t even decide which babygrow to dress Liam in this morning. I mean, how daft is that? It was a choice between white or blue, and I panicked and froze. I just stood there, with him not dressed and getting cold. Then Geraldine heard him crying and came in. She wasn’t pleased. She said I should have called her sooner. She dressed him while I went back to bed. I like being in bed, asleep. It’s nice being unconscious. I think they like it too. I’m such a burden. I’m sure they’d all be better off without me. Sometimes I think I should do them a favour and kill myself.’


  Chapter Seven


  Upset


  I looked at Laura, more concerned than ever now. This was more than feeling down or having a bad day. It sounded to me as though she could be severely depressed.


  ‘I really think you should see a doctor,’ I said again. ‘I don’t understand what’s stopping you. You could be suffering from postnatal depression.’


  ‘Yes, I could be,’ she said. ‘But I don’t want it on my medical records. I got through it before with Kim without the doctor, and I will again.’


  ‘How long did it take then?’ I asked.


  ‘Not sure. I think I was back to normal when Kim was a year old.’


  ‘A year!’ I said, astonished and dismayed. ‘That’s far too long to be feeling like this. And why should it matter if it’s on your medical records? Lots of people suffer from depression at some time in their lives. I remember reading that it was as much as twenty per cent of the population. Shall I make the appointment for you if you don’t feel up to doing it yourself? I could phone now from here and you could decide when you wanted to go.’ I thought this might help, as everything seemed such an effort for Laura right now, which of course was a sign of depression.


  ‘No, it’s OK,’ she said. ‘I can tell my doctor at my six-week check-up. I think it’s the week after next. I’ll tell her then.’


  ‘Will you definitely tell her?’ I asked.


  She nodded.


  I couldn’t really say any more. Laura was an adult and as such I had to respect that she could make her own decisions, although I was no less worried. ‘Have you been out of the house at all?’ I asked.


  ‘Not since I was taken ill in the playground. That shook my confidence.’ Her eyes welled again.


  ‘Oh, love,’ I said, touching her arm.


  ‘Don’t worry, I’m not always this low,’ she said. ‘I’m having a bad day. Some days I’m almost normal, whatever that is.’ She gave a small, stilted laugh and wiped her eyes. ‘But how rude of me. I haven’t offered you a drink. Let’s go into the kitchen and make a drink now. I told Geraldine I wanted to do it this time.’ She immediately stood.


  I took Paula by the hand and we went with Laura into the kitchen. Her house had a similar layout to mine, with the living room and kitchen at the rear, overlooking the garden. ‘You’ve got a lovely garden,’ I said. ‘Is it your work?’


  ‘It used to be. But I haven’t touched it this year. Andy’s been keeping it tidy. What would you like to drink? Tea or coffee?’


  ‘I don’t mind. Whatever you’re making.’


  She tensed. ‘Could you tell me, please, to make it easy? I don’t know what I want.’


  ‘Coffee, please,’ I said.


  ‘Good. I’ll have the same,’ she said, relieved. ‘Now, first the mugs.’ She turned to the sink, took a mug from the draining board and began drying it on a tea towel. Slowly, carefully, as if it took all her concentration. She set it down and began drying the next.


  ‘Shall I fill the kettle?’ I asked, trying to be helpful


  ‘Oh, yes, good idea. You do that, while I find the coffee.’ Clearly making coffee was no longer second nature to her, as it is for most of us.


  I filled the kettle and plugged it in as Laura placed the dry mugs on a tray and then opened one of the cupboards and took out a jar of instant coffee. She was like a child asked to perform a task by their mother – meticulous and wanting to get it right. But I saw her hands tremble as she spooned a teaspoon of coffee into each mug. Even a simple task like this appeared to cause her anxiety.


  ‘I don’t know what biscuits we have,’ she said, now looking in the cupboards. ‘Geraldine’s been buying them.’


  ‘I’ll just have a coffee,’ I said. ‘No biscuit for me, thank you.’


  ‘Are you sure?’


  ‘Yes, I’ve been eating too many.’ I smiled.


  ‘Do you take milk?’ she asked intensely.


  ‘Yes, please.’


  With the same profound concentration she opened the fridge door, took out the milk and set it on the work surface beside the tray. A plume of steam rose from the spout of the boiling kettle before the sensor switched it off. I kept Paula at my side, away from the boiling water, as Laura carried the kettle to the mugs and then carefully poured in the hot water and returned it to its stand. She added the milk. All her movements were slow, controlled and precise.


  ‘Ready,’ she said with a small sigh, and returned the milk to the fridge.


  She carefully picked up the tray and Paula and I followed her back into the living room where she set it on the coffee table. I was going to ask Laura if I could fill Paula’s trainer cup with water, but she flopped on the sofa and, throwing her head back, began crying again.


  ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked, very concerned and going to her.


  ‘I’ve spilt some,’ she said, pointing to the tray.


  I glanced at the tray; there was a tiny slop of coffee on it, really small. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said. ‘I can wipe it up if it’s bothering you.’


  But, of course, in Laura’s fragile state it did matter, a lot, and her tears fell silent and uncontrollable. My heart went out to her. To be so wretched and upset over something so small was pitiful. ‘It doesn’t matter, really,’ I said, trying to reassure her. ‘Shall I fetch some kitchen towel and wipe it up?’ I thought this might help.


  She shook her head but wouldn’t be consoled. It was heartbreaking to see a grown woman reduced to this state over something so trivial. Paula must have felt it too for she climbed onto my lap and wanted a cuddle. I sat with one arm around Laura and the other around Paula.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ Laura said through her tears. ‘I’ve upset your daughter now.’


  ‘Don’t worry. It’s you I’m concerned about.’ More tears fell.


  Geraldine must have heard, for she came in. ‘I think it’s best if you go,’ she said.


  I nodded. My presence didn’t seem to be doing Laura any good, but I thought I should hear from Laura that she wanted me to leave.


  ‘Shall I go?’ I asked her gently. ‘And come back another time?’


  ‘Yes, I’m so sorry. I’ll have a sleep now.’ Fumbling for the packet of tissues, she stood and walked quickly from the room calling ‘Sorry!’ again as she left.


  I looked at Geraldine. Her face had finally lost its stern, almost condescending expression and she looked worried. ‘It’s a pity you’ve had to see her like this,’ she said. ‘But she’ll feel better after she’s had a lie down.’


  I didn’t point out that Laura had been in bed all morning and had only just got up. ‘Don’t you think she should see a doctor?’ I asked.


  ‘If we think it’s necessary then of course we will consult a doctor,’ she said, her usual terseness returning, and clearly resenting my suggestion.


  ‘And you don’t think it’s necessary now?’ I asked as I began returning Paula’s toys to the baby bag.


  ‘No. And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t discuss it with your friends in the playground,’ she said. ‘I know you like a chat.’


  I was mortified. I stopped what I was doing, straightened and looked at her. ‘I wouldn’t dream of discussing Laura, but I am very concerned for her.’


  ‘So are we,’ she said tartly.


  She waited, watching me, while I finished packing away Paula’s toys, almost as if she was on guard. Then she led the way to the front door.


  ‘I’ll let you know when Laura feels up to having visitors again,’ she said as we went out.


  ‘Thank you.’ The door closed behind me.


  I breathed in the warm spring air, relieved to be out of the crushing, depressive atmosphere in the house but also very worried. It wasn’t time to collect Adrian from school yet and I didn’t feel like going home, so I put Paula in the stroller and told her we were going to the park. She clasped her hands together in glee. As I walked I went over what I’d seen and heard at Laura’s. Was she suffering from postnatal depression, also known as postpartum depression? I didn’t know. What were the symptoms? I wasn’t sure. My friend with the thyroid problem had confided in me that she’d felt ‘low’, and another friend had told me she’d felt ‘down’ after the birth of her first child – a dose of the baby blues, she’d said, and had put it down to tiredness and having to adjust to a new baby. But that was surely very different from what Laura appeared to be going through: constant tears, wanting to sleep all day and talking of suicide. That must be more than the baby blues or a ‘bad day’? Thankfully I’d escaped all of this – other than feeling tired, I’d been fine when I had my children. We arrived at the park and I let Paula out of her stroller and then lifted her into one of the toddler swings where I pushed her gently.


  If it had been Shelley or someone who had social services’ involvement suffering as Laura was, I would probably have telephoned their social worker and discussed my concerns. But Laura didn’t have a social worker – there was no reason why she should – and she had her husband and mother-in-law looking after her. From what Laura had said, they’d brought her through a similar episode after she’d had Kim, so I had to assume they knew what they were doing, although I still thought a year was too long to wait if Laura didn’t feel significantly better very soon.


  I was still thinking of Laura, or rather worrying about her, when twenty minutes later I returned Paula to her stroller and headed towards Adrian’s school. It was a sunny day in late May and he had the following week off school for the spring bank holiday. If the weather stayed fine we’d make the most of it in the garden, visiting parks and so on. I arrived in the playground with five minutes to spare and kept a look-out for Geraldine, wondering what, if anything, she’d say to me. But she hurried in just before the Klaxon sounded, collected Kim and walked swiftly out again without looking in my direction. Adrian arrived at my side, excited by the prospect of only one more day of school before a week off, and gave his sister a big kiss, which as usual made her chuckle. Having had plenty of exercise in the park she was happy to stay in the stroller, so our walk home was much quicker than usual. As we passed number 53 I glanced at the house, but there was nothing to be seen. I saw Paula look too and her little face clouded over. She didn’t have the vocabulary to express how she was feeling, but she’d seen Laura crying and I knew that it had probably upset her. It had upset me too. ‘I’m sure Liam’s mummy will be better soon,’ I said, reassuring her.


  As I made dinner that evening and then played with
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