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			Dedication

			To my darling mother.

			Forever in our hearts.

		

		
			Author’s Note

			As a foster carer I can usually find some sympathy for parents whose children have been taken into care, as so often they’ve struggled with life’s challenges themselves. But I had no sympathy whatsoever for Haylea’s father, who was evil beyond words. I struggled to write this book at times, but Haylea’s story needed to be told to raise awareness and hopefully save others.
 
			Advice on the care of babies often changes and all practices were correct at the time of writing.

			
			
			
		

		
			Chapter One

			Adrian’s Wish is Granted

			After my mother died I took three months off from fostering. As well as grieving for her, there was a lot to do: informing friends and the wider family of her passing, arranging the funeral, and then clearing out and selling her home. That final visit to her house was heart-wrenching. It was where I had grown up and where she had lived for most of her married life. It contained so many memories. As I closed the front door for the last time I felt a devastating finality. My children felt it too. That part of our lives had now gone for good. No more visits to Nana and all that encompassed. Her welcoming hugs, kisses and smiles. Her endless patience, empathy, love and kindness. Her cups of tea and freshly baked cakes, and the way she would wave us off at the door as we left.

			Mum had always welcomed the children I fostered as one of the family, and in twenty-five years of fostering that was a lot of children. Many of them were still in touch with me and when I told them of Nana’s passing they were greatly saddened, but able to recount lots of happy memories of when they’d seen her at her house or mine. I was on the phone for hours listening to and sharing in their recollections, and their words really helped. Mum was treasured by them as she was by us and so many of my readers. Thank you for all your kind messages. Quite a few of those I’d fostered came to Mum’s funeral. The church was packed.

			I’d arranged a buffet lunch for the wake, which gave us a chance to catch up and share in the joy of having known Mum. Many remembered my father too. It was wonderful to know that my parents lived on in the hearts of so many. My family and I consoled ourselves that after a long and happy life Mum was at rest with my father.

			Towards the end of March I told Joy, my supervising social worker (SSW), that I felt ready to foster again. All carers in the UK have an SSW to monitor and support their fostering, and referrals for children needing a foster home are usually made through them. I’d previously discussed with Joy the possibility of fostering a young child or baby. Adrian, my adult son, was moving out in June to marry his long-term girlfriend and fiancée, Kirsty, and he was worried that without him I might be in danger if an angry teenager or older child kicked off. I thought he was worrying unnecessarily and pointed out that carers can’t pick and choose, and an angry child needs a loving home just as any child does, which Adrian knew. But I’d agreed to mention it to Joy.

			The day after I’d said I was able to foster again Joy phoned me with a referral.

			‘Adrian’s wish has been granted,’ she began lightly. ‘There’s a newborn in the city hospital, a little girl, two days old.’ Immediately I felt my eyes fill.

			‘At present she is being cared for by the nurses,’ Joy continued. ‘But she’s ready to go now they are satisfied she’s feeding. She’s coming straight into foster care. Can you take her?’

			‘Yes,’ I said, and my heart clenched. A little baby separated from her mother at birth. Why? I wondered. Would they ever see each other again?

			‘She weighs six pounds,’ Joy continued. ‘There is no sign of drug dependency.’

			‘Good.’ If the mother is an addict the baby is often born drug-dependent and needs a programme to wean them off it. They can be in agony as they suffer withdrawal.

			‘Her mother has called the baby Darcy-May, but there won’t be any contact.’

			‘None at all?’ I asked in dismay.

			‘No. I understand the baby will go for adoption. Their social worker will have more details when she calls you. They really need to move the baby today, but I said you would need time to prepare as it’s some years since you fostered a baby.’

			‘Yes, that’s right.’

			‘So, I can tell the social worker you will have Darcy-May tomorrow?’

			‘Yes. I expect they’ll want me to collect her from the hospital – I think that’s what happened the last time I fostered a baby. I’ll need to get the car seat down from the loft,’ I said, thinking aloud.

			‘Yes, but you won’t need the car seat tomorrow,’ Joy said. ‘Darcy-May will be brought to you. The family are known to the police and they want to make sure she’s not followed to your house. They must never find out where the baby is.’

			And that was the first inkling I had of the horror story that lay ahead.

		

		
			Chapter Two

			Darcy-May Arrives

			Having agreed to foster Darcy-May, I spent the rest of the day getting ready for her arrival. Straight after Joy’s phone call I dashed into town and bought bottles, nappies, formula, creams, wipes and so on, together with a new mattress for the cot. The cot, car seat, Moses basket and stroller were stored in the loft, but I’d thrown out the mattress after the last baby I’d fostered.

			Just as I’d finished shopping and was loading the bags into the car, Joy phoned again, and for one moment I thought she was going to tell me it was all off and that Darcy-May wouldn’t be coming to me after all. Such last-minute changes in fostering can and do happen. However, she said she’d spoken to Shari, the social worker responsible for Darcy-May and her mother (who I now learnt was called Haylea), and could confirm that Shari would bring the baby to me the following morning.

			‘Shari is going to try to phone you later,’ Joy said. ‘But she’s in court all day. If she doesn’t get the chance, she said she’ll see you tomorrow.’

			‘OK. Do you know what time she’ll be arriving?’ I asked.

			‘No. She’s not sure. She said as early as she could.’

			I drove home, unpacked and prepared for the following day as best I could. I would wait until Adrian, twenty-eight, or my daughter Paula, twenty-four, returned home from work to help me get the items down from the loft. In the meantime I telephoned my other daughter, Lucy, aged twenty-six. She was now living with her partner, Darren, and their baby Emma – my first grandchild, who was nearly eight months old. Lucy was delighted when I told her I would be fostering a newborn, although, like me, she was sad the baby couldn’t stay with her mother.

			‘We can go for walks in the park together, Mum,’ she said. ‘And I’ve got some first-size baby clothes you can have. They’ve hardly been used. But why isn’t the mother keeping her baby?’ she asked, concerned.

			‘I don’t know yet. I should find out more when the social worker phones later, or tomorrow when she brings the baby. I’ve been told very little.’

			‘That seems a bit strange for a planned move,’ Lucy said.

			‘Yes.’

			Lucy knew how the social services worked from being in care herself. She’d come to me as a foster child and I’d subsequently adopted her. She couldn’t have been more loved and cherished if she’d been born to me. I tell Lucy’s story in Will You Love Me?

			‘The baby is called Darcy-May,’ I added.

			‘That’s a nice name.’

			‘Yes, it is.’

			I didn’t tell Lucy that the baby’s family was known to the police. She didn’t need to know that, and she’d worry. I said only that the family wouldn’t know where Darcy-May was, which wasn’t so unusual. If a parent puts a child into care voluntarily and is working with the social services and has regular contact with the child with a view to them going home, they are likely to be told where the child is. But if the child is at risk of harm from the parents then this information is withheld, although sometimes it’s accidentally divulged.

			When Adrian and Paula arrived home from work I told them the same as I’d told Lucy. They were both pleased I would be fostering a baby but expressed the same sadness as Lucy had – that the mother wasn’t able to keep her child. I couldn’t tell them any more, as I hadn’t heard from the social worker. I pass on information to my family about the child we are fostering on a need-to-know basis.

			After dinner they helped me get the equipment down from the loft. We set the Moses basket on its stand in my bedroom, then assembled the cot beside it. I’d use the Moses basket for the first few weeks and, following current guidelines, Darcy-May would sleep in my bedroom for at least six months. Longer if there were any concerns about her health. Assuming she was still with us, she’d then sleep in the cot in a room of her own.

			I was as prepared as I could be and, thanking Adrian and Paula for their help, I sat in the living room with a mug of tea where our cat, Sammy, was curled up in his usual chair. My thoughts went to Darcy-May and her mother, Haylea, of whom I knew nothing. There are nearly two thousand infants taken into care in the UK each year and each has their own sorry story. Some of the infants can return to their mothers, but many have to be found new homes, either with a suitable relative or through adoption. Like many foster carers, I’ve always found fostering a baby bittersweet. They give us so much joy, but we are acutely aware that a mother is without her baby, and then at some point we have to say goodbye, which is very painful.

			It was at moments like this, when I felt a little downhearted and reflective, that I would have telephoned my dear mother for a chat. A few reassuring words from her always helped, but of course that was no longer possible. Fortunately, Adrian appeared with a smile.

			‘Kirsty’s mother wants you to check the seating plan for the wedding reception again,’ he said with a little sigh. ‘She’s emailed a copy to you. I’m sure it’s fine, but can you let her know?’

			‘Yes, of course, love. I’ll have a look at it now.’ It was only three months to the wedding and Kirsty’s mother, Andrea, was doing a fantastic job of organizing everything and everyone.

			‘Thanks, I’ll be relieved when it’s all over,’ he said.

			‘Don’t worry. It will be fine.’

			I checked the seating plan on my tablet and emailed Kirsty’s mother to say it was looking good. I then made some notes for an article I’d been asked to write. Since I’d been publishing my fostering memoirs, I’d also been asked to write articles about raising children based on my years of fostering experience. Before going to bed I made sure everything I needed for making up baby feeds was to hand in the kitchen: the bottles, sterilizing unit, formula and so forth. I knew from experience that a hungry baby doesn’t like to be kept waiting.

			I’m an early riser – a habit from years of looking after children, as I like to be showered and dressed before the child in order to keep on top of the day. As it turned out it was just as well I was up at my usual time for, soon after I had seen Adrian and Paula off to work, the front doorbell rang. It was nearly 8.30 a.m. so I assumed it was a parcel or a letter that required a signature. But as I opened the door I was surprised to see a police officer with a woman beside him, cradling a bundle swaddled in white.

			‘Cathy Glass?’ she asked.

			‘Yes. Hello. Come in,’ I flustered.

			‘I’m Shari.’ Then, turning to the officer, she said, ‘You can go now. Thank you for your help. I’ll call a cab when I’m ready to leave.’

			The officer handed me the briefcase he was carrying for Shari and returned down the path to the police car parked outside. I closed the front door and looked at the tiny baby.

			‘Oh my,’ I swooned. ‘She’s so cute.’ Her little face was just visible over the blanket and under the white hat. Her eyes were tightly closed.

			‘She’s lost a little of her birth weight as most babies do,’ Shari said. ‘But the nurse said she should soon make it up. She’s been feeding well. I’ve got her hospital notes in my briefcase. Which room are we in?’

			‘This way,’ I said. Carrying Shari’s briefcase, I led the way down the hall to our living room. ‘Would you like a coffee?’ I asked her.

			‘Yes, please. Milk, no sugar.’

			I made Shari a coffee and placed it on the occasional table in the living room within her reach. She had laid Darcy-May on the sofa beside her.

			‘I’ll fetch the Moses basket so we can put her in that,’ I suggested. I went upstairs and brought down the basket and stand, then set it up in the living room. Shari carefully lowered Darcy-May into the Moses basket, removing the blanket she’d been wrapped in. I’d already put bedding in the Moses basket and I tucked her in. Darcy-May screwed up her nose but remained asleep.

			‘When was she last fed?’ I asked, as Shari sat down.

			‘Just before I left the hospital.’

			‘I’ll make up some bottles of formula later. I was going to do it before you came.’ I sat in the armchair close to the Moses basket.

			‘I’ve got a bottle of formula you can have. The hospital gave it to me.’ She took it from her briefcase and placed it on the coffee table. ‘And here are the placement forms,’ she added, setting those beside the bottle. I would read them later. She drank some of her coffee and then said, ‘We wanted to move Darcy-May early before Haylea’s father got wind of it. He’s been turning up regularly at the hospital, creating a fuss and threatening the staff. He doesn’t want the baby taken into care. He’s very rude and aggressive. We weren’t followed here. The police were very good. I’ve given the hospital your contact details and a midwife will be in touch.’ She paused to drink her coffee.

			‘Where does the family live?’ I asked.

			She named a neighbouring town. ‘You are unlikely to bump into them here, but I wouldn’t go shopping there. Haylea is in a residential children’s home. She doesn’t want to go home.’

			‘I see. How old is she then?’ I asked

			‘Fourteen. Nearly fifteen.’

			‘Dear me. That is young to have a baby. And the baby’s father?’

			‘We don’t know. Haylea is refusing to give any details, probably because she knows he would be in trouble.’ It’s illegal in the UK to have penetrative sex with a person under the age of sixteen. ‘Haylea didn’t have any antenatal care,’ Shari said. ‘She just turned up at the hospital complaining of stomach cramps. She says she didn’t know she was pregnant.’

			‘Good grief. Is that possible?’

			‘Not sure. It’s what Haylea is saying, and when we spoke to her father he told us to mind our own fucking business.’

			‘Charming.’

			‘Haylea doesn’t want anything to do with the baby, so it will go straight for adoption. Which reminds me,’ she said, ‘I will need to register the birth.’ She made a note.

			‘Didn’t anyone else notice she was pregnant?’ I asked. ‘Her school? Friends? Others in her family?’

			‘She hasn’t been going to school. I don’t know about friends. As far as we can see there is no one else living permanently at home, apart from her father. Social services were involved some years ago soon after the mother left,’ Shari continued. ‘The father had a new partner and it was decided they were doing a reasonable job of looking after Haylea. It now seems the woman wasn’t there for long and left soon after our visit. Haylea has three older siblings. Two brothers, one who is in prison and we are not sure where the other one is. Her older sister ran away from home soon after the mother left.’

			‘So Haylea has had very little in the way of support?’ I said.

			Shari nodded. ‘The father has a history of causing fights and other criminal activity. He says he wants Haylea and the baby home, but that’s not going to happen. It’s no place for a baby and Haylea doesn’t want any more to do with him. If he should show up here, call the police.’

			‘I will, but that’s not likely, is it?’ I asked, even more concerned.

			‘Hopefully not. But it wouldn’t do any harm to be cautious.’ Which did nothing to help my unease. ‘To be honest, the sooner that poor baby is settled with adoptive parents and able to start her new life, the better.’

			I agreed. Without good family support, Haylea wouldn’t be able to bring up the baby. She was only a child herself. Also, for whatever reason, she had decided she didn’t want anything to do with it.

			Shari checked I had everything I needed for fostering a baby and asked me to sign the placement agreement, which forms the contract the carer has with the local authority to foster the child. She called a cab and while she waited for it to arrive she looked around the house, as social workers are expected to do at each visit.

			Having seen Shari out, I checked on Darcy-May, who was still asleep, so I took the opportunity to make up bottles of formula, following the instructions on the packet. I texted my family’s WhatsApp group to tell them that Darcy-May had arrived and was looking forward to meeting them soon, then I sat beside the Moses basket, gazing at her. As I looked I saw her bottom lip start to move, a sign she could be hungry. I went to fetch one of the bottles of formula and checked the temperature of the milk. Just in time. As I returned to the living room her little face screwed up and her mouth opened as she began to cry; that piercing newborn baby hunger scream that can’t be ignored.

			‘There, there,’ I soothed, and picked her up.

			I sat in the armchair with her cradled close to my chest and offered the bottle. There was a little hesitation, another cry, and then she latched onto the teat. I was relieved. Sometimes newborn babies take a while to realize that a teat means food.

			As I sat there watching Darcy-May feed I thought how much my dear mother would have enjoyed me fostering a baby, just as the rest of my family would. But what of Haylea? I wondered. Where was she right now? What was she doing, thinking and feeling? As she was a minor, the social services had a duty to look after her. Perhaps in time she would be able to start a new life, just as her daughter would be doing. Return to school, get some qualifications, a job and eventually, hopefully, form a loving relationship. In years to come when Darcy-May was an adult she could, if she wished, find her birth mother, assuming Haylea agreed. I love happy endings and as I sat there gazing adoringly at Darcy-May I pictured her as a young woman reunited with her birth mother while her adoptive parents looked on, smiling.

			I was soon jolted from my thoughts. Darcy-May finished feeding and a powerful smell rose from her nappy.

			‘Time to change you,’ I said. I stood and carefully carried her upstairs to my bedroom where I was keeping the nappies, wipes and creams.

			I didn’t have a changing station as I rarely fostered babies, but I’d bought a changing mat while I’d been shopping. I placed that on my bed, with the nappies, wipes and other items I needed within reach. Darcy-May was content as I laid her down but like many babies didn’t like the feel of having her nappy changed. As soon as I took off the old one she began to cry very loudly.

			‘Sshh, it’s OK,’ I said, trying to comfort her as I cleaned her. She cried all the more.

			Then the house phone began to ring, as it always seems to at such moments. I ignored it for as long as I could, but the ringing seemed to be upsetting Darcy-May even more, so with the old nappy off and the new ready to put on, I reached out and picked up the extension. ‘Hello?’ I asked as Darcy-May hollered in the background.

			‘I guess this isn’t a good time,’ Joy said.

			‘I’m just changing her. I’ll phone you once she’s settled.’

			Returning the receiver to its cradle, I finished changing Darcy-May and then carried her downstairs. Comfortable again, she was soon asleep so I placed her in the Moses basket, then returned Joy’s call. She was checking that all was well and said she would visit tomorrow. Supervising social workers, like the child’s social workers, are expected to visit the foster carer regularly.

			The rest of the day passed happily with Darcy-May sleeping between feeds, which allowed me the chance to get on with other jobs, including housework. So when Adrian and Paula arrived home from work at six o’clock it was to a calm and well-ordered house. I felt pleased with myself. Dinner was ready and Darcy-May, having just had another bottle, was fast asleep in the Moses basket. It didn’t last long.

		

		
			Chapter Three

			Visitors

			Almost the second Adrian, Paula and I had finished dinner Darcy-May began crying, and from then on we had a very unsettled evening. Perhaps it was colic – although I had winded her – or maybe the formula was different to the one she was used to or she was reacting to the change in surroundings. I didn’t know.

			‘Maybe she’s hungry,’ Paula suggested as I picked her up yet again.

			‘She could be, although she had a bottle half an hour ago.’

			‘Shall I get another one so you can try?’ Paula offered.

			‘Yes, please, love, but warm it first.’

			Paula disappeared into the kitchen while Adrian stood watching me rocking Darcy-May.

			‘For someone so small, she can make a lot of noise,’ he remarked.

			I smiled. ‘I seem to remember you had a good pair of lungs too.’ I sat on the sofa and gently rubbed her back. Adrian was still watching me. ‘Would you like a go?’ I asked.

			‘Sure.’

			Adrian sat beside me and I carefully transferred Darcy-May into his arms. He is sturdily built and over six feet tall; Darcy-May seemed even smaller now lying in the crook of his arm. But Adrian is a gentle giant and as he cooed, rocked and tried to calm her I was very touched. I knew he would make a great father if he and Kirsty had children.

			Darcy-May stopped crying, but only briefly. Paula returned with the bottle and Adrian tried her with it, but she wasn’t interested and grew more upset. There’s nothing quite like a crying baby to make you feel helpless.

			‘What does she want?’ Adrian asked.

			‘Not sure,’ I replied. ‘Sometimes babies cry for no obvious reason.’

			I offered her the bottle, but she didn’t want to know. I then walked around the room with her in my arms until she fell asleep. But the moment I put her in the Moses basket she started crying again.

			‘I’ll see to the dishes, Mum,’ Adrian offered.

			‘Thanks, love.’

			Paula stayed with me as I tried to comfort Darcy-May and eventually she was ready for another feed and took the formula milk. I winded her and put her in the Moses basket, where she slept for an hour before she woke again, crying. And so it continued throughout the evening. If she’d had a temperature or a rash or any other sign she might be unwell, I would have sought medical help. I seemed to remember that when Paula had been a baby she’d become fractious in the evenings for the first few weeks for no apparent reason.

			In the middle of all of this Lucy telephoned and spoke to Adrian, who said I was seeing to Darcy-May. She told him she’d see me tomorrow and sent her love.

			At nine o’clock I decided to try to settle Darcy-May in my bedroom, ready for the night. I needed to try to establish a routine of sorts. Adrian took the Moses basket and stand upstairs and set it up in my bedroom as Paula helped me give Darcy-May a sponge bath, which I thought might comfort her. I used the sink in the bathroom, as she was so small and I knew I should keep the umbilical cord stub dry. Darcy-May cried as we removed her clothes, but once seated in the warm water she relaxed. Paula supported her back and head as I sponged the warm water over her. Using cotton wool, I gently cleaned around the umbilical cord stub. It would drop off in about one to two weeks. Once Darcy-May was bathed, Paula held out the large fluffy towel I’d bought especially for her and I lifted her into it.

			‘She smells so nice,’ Paula said, holding her close. ‘Especially her hair.’

			‘Yes, she does. I love that warm, cosy baby smell.’ I stroked her cheek and she seemed to smile, although it was probably wind.

			Paula carried her, wrapped in the towel, into my bedroom where I closed the curtains and switched on the dimmer light. Together we put a new nappy on Darcy-May and then her vest and sleepsuit.

			‘Night, night,’ Paula said, kissing her. ‘I’ll be in my room if you need me, Mum.’

			‘Thanks for your help.’

			I sat on my bed and with the light down low gave Darcy-May a bottle, which I hoped would see her off to sleep for a few hours at least. I tucked her into the Moses basket and, switching on the baby monitor, came out, quietly closing the door. Downstairs I made myself a mug of tea and then sat in the living room with the microphone from the monitor beside me and opened my laptop. I should start my log notes for Darcy-May while I had the chance. Foster carers in the UK are required to keep a record of the child or children they are looking after. This includes appointments and details of the child’s health and wellbeing. As well as charting their progress, it can act as an aide-mémoire if necessary. These notes, like most other records, are now stored digitally. I logged into the Local Authority portal and began.

			I could hear Darcy-May murmuring and snuffling through the monitor, then there was a little grizzle. I stopped typing and waited. It went quiet and stayed quiet, so I went upstairs to check on her. She was fast asleep. I returned downstairs but checked on her every time the monitor went quiet. Yes, I was being overly cautious, but it’s a huge responsibility, caring for a baby, especially when it’s not your own.

			Sammy, our cat, finally appeared. He’d kept well away from Darcy-May and seemed scared of her, which was good in a way. I knew we had to be vigilant with Sammy and the baby. If a cat jumps into a baby’s crib and snuggles up close, they can suffocate the baby. Sammy wasn’t allowed upstairs, but I’d closed my bedroom door anyway, and I would be keeping a close eye on him during the day as well. The longer he remained wary of her, the better.

			I stayed up until Darcy-May woke for her next feed and then, having changed her, went to bed myself. It was just after midnight, but I didn’t sleep. I lay in the dark, listening to the sounds coming from the Moses basket. I’d forgotten how noisy babies could be when asleep and I wasn’t used to having someone else in my bedroom. I’d been divorced for many years. Every grunt, snuffle, groan and coo had me wide awake. At one point it sounded as though she was chuckling and I smiled too.

			Darcy-May woke every two to three hours for a feed during the night and by the morning I felt as though I hadn’t had any sleep at all. But I didn’t mind. Far worse than a baby crying is one that doesn’t cry at all. Some infants who are brought into care have been so badly neglected that they’ve learnt not to cry, as their needs are never met. They just lie silent in their cots, staring up, withdrawn and unresponsive. It’s heart-breaking and takes many months of loving care, interaction and stimulation from the foster carer before they begin to respond and eventually thrive.

			I could catch up on my sleep during the day while Darcy slept, I thought, as I got up at 6 a.m. to feed her again. It wasn’t as though I had another child to look after, and with no contact I would be having an easy time of it. If the care plan is that the baby will return to the mother, then contact is usually every day. Although this is essential to establish and maintain a bond between the mother and her child, it can be very time-consuming and disruptive for the carer and their family.

			I fed and changed Darcy-May while still in my nightwear and then, as she slept again, I showered and dressed. Downstairs I fed Sammy, let him out for a run and then made up more bottles of formula, which I put in the fridge. Adrian and Paula were up at 7 a.m. as they had to leave at around 8.15 to go to work. Neither of them had heard Darcy-May during the night, probably because I’d answered her calls immediately. Indeed, Adrian assumed she’d slept through!

			‘That would be very unusual for a newborn,’ I said.

			Darcy-May woke again just before 9 a.m. and I fed and changed her in my bedroom. Then I took her and the Moses basket downstairs and settled her in the living room. It was a routine that would see me through the next few weeks.

			While she slept I made myself another coffee and took the opportunity to read the placement forms Shari had left yesterday. It included the consent form I needed to allow me to seek emergency medical treatment for Darcy-May should it be necessary. But as I flicked through the pages I saw that the boxes which should have contained information were largely blank. Some of this was because that part of the form was only relevant to older children, where details of nursery, school, language, emotional development, interests and any challenging behaviour were noted. What information there was about Darcy-May I already knew. Her date of birth, mother’s name and age. But the box for her contact details was blank. Darcy-May’s ethnicity was shown as white British; her legal status was that she was the subject of an Interim Care Order, leading to a Full Care Order and adoption. Details of her health included the name of the hospital where she was born, that her birth had been normal, she was healthy and weighed six pounds one ounce. It stated that her mother hadn’t received any antenatal care, which again I already knew. The box for dietary requirements said that three-hour feeding had been established with formula baby milk. The page where key workers were listed showed Shari’s and her team manager’s names and work contact details. Beside contact arrangements for Darcy-May was typed None. The box for other significant persons was also blank, although further down it stated that Haylea had been living with her father and had no contact with her mother and siblings. Never before had I seen a placement form so full of blanks. Darcy-May was alone in this world. All she had was us.

			I set the form to one side and, deep in thought, finished my coffee. A key went in the front door and Lucy’s voice called, ‘Hi, Mum, it’s me!’ Just as she used to when she’d lived here and returned home, only now of course she had my granddaughter with her.

			I immediately stood and went into the hall to greet them. ‘Hello, love,’ I said, hugging and kissing them both. ‘How are you?’

			‘Good. Where is she?’ Lucy asked.

			‘In the living room.’

			Everyone loves a new baby, and I had the impression that Lucy had come to see little Darcy-May as much as she’d come to see me. She passed Emma to me and slipped off her shoes. Emma smiled adorably, waved her arms in the air, and with a cry of delight snuggled her face into my cheek. I kissed her and she babbled away as if she was talking. I saw Emma regularly, but even in the space of a few days she seemed to have developed.

			We went into the living room where Lucy stood at the Moses basket, gazing down on Darcy-May, while I sat with Emma on my lap. I took some toys from the toy box for her to play with.

			‘She’s gorgeous. Like a little doll,’ Lucy said, admiring Darcy-May. ‘You forget how tiny they are at this age.’ But it wasn’t long before Lucy became serious and sad.

			‘Isn’t her mother seeing her at all?’ she asked.

			‘No. She’s only fourteen and has made the decision to give her up for adoption. She hasn’t anyone at home to support her.’

			‘Oh dear, how sad. But you do need a lot of support with a baby. I’m twenty-six and have Darren, his family, you, Adrian and Paula. Yet there were still times when I felt I was sinking. It’s easier now Emma is sleeping through the night. I feel human again, but those early weeks passed in a blur.’

			‘You did fine,’ I reassured her.

			‘But to have no one must be dreadful.’

			‘Yes, I feel sorry for her.’

			‘Will you meet her mother?’ Lucy asked.

			‘I don’t think so.’

			‘If she saw her baby, she might not be able to give her up,’ Lucy said. But Lucy knew as I did that there were other factors involved. If the social services decided that Haylea couldn’t provide adequate parenting to raise her baby, then they could place her for adoption without her consent – through a court order.

			Emma wanted to be put down on the floor, and I admired her crawling. She’d only recently started crawling, so it was still a little jerky. She scampered a short way and then stopped as if she couldn’t believe she was moving. It was comical, but eventually she reached the toy box and began to amuse herself. Lucy and I talked as Emma played. When Darcy-May woke for a feed Lucy wanted to give her the bottle, which was fine until Emma got jealous and grizzled, wanting to be picked up. I tried but she wanted her mother, so we swapped and I took Darcy-May.

			Lucy stayed for the rest of the morning and left at 12.30. She was returning home to give Emma some lunch before taking her to a mother-and-baby group in the afternoon. I kissed and hugged them both goodbye at the door and then went into the kitchen to make myself a sandwich lunch. Before I’d taken the first bite the front doorbell rang. It was too early for Joy, my SSW – she wasn’t due until three o’clock. Leaving my untouched sandwich, I answered the door. A woman wearing a royal-blue tunic with a shoulder bag and a small case stood there.

			‘Cathy Glass?’ she asked.

			‘Yes.’

			‘I’m Arabell Turner. Midwife. I understand you are looking after a baby girl, Darcy-May.’

			‘Yes, that’s correct. Come in. I’m her foster carer.’ I’d been expecting the midwife to visit at some point – it’s usual when a newborn baby returns home – but I thought she would have phoned first to make an appointment. ‘She’s in the living room,’ I said, and led the way.

			‘How is she doing?’ Arabell asked.

			‘All right. I’m feeding her on demand about every three hours.’

			‘Good.’ Setting down her case, she looked in the crib. ‘What a dear little mite. She seems very content. I’ll have to disturb her later to check her over, but I can do the paperwork first.’

			She sat in the armchair next to the crib and took a laptop from her shoulder bag. ‘We’ve gone digital,’ she said with a sigh. ‘But I have the Red Book in my bag for you. That’s still physical.’

			As she waited for her laptop to load, she took the Red Book from her bag and passed it to me. This is the Personal Child Health Record, or PCHR. It’s known as the ‘Red Book’ simply because the book has a red cover. It contains the baby’s details and a record of their growth and development – weight, body measurements, immunizations and so on. I would need to take it to all Darcy-May’s medical appointments so it could be updated. Eventually it would go with her to her adoptive parents.

			‘Did you deliver Darcy-May?’ I asked as we waited.

			‘No, a colleague on the night shift did. By the time I arrived the next morning the mother had gone. I never met her. I was out this way so offered to make this call.’ Usually the mother-to-be builds up a relationship with the midwife during her antenatal care, but Haylea hadn’t had any antenatal care.

			‘The mother didn’t stay long in hospital,’ I said.

			‘No. Apparently she was eager to leave. There were no complications, so the doctor discharged her. She has an appointment for a postnatal check-up in six weeks’ time. Have you met her?’

			‘No, and I’m not likely to. There is no contact and the baby is going for adoption.’

			‘Probably for the best, poor little thing,’ she said, pulling a sorrowful face. ‘I understand the grandfather has been going into the hospital causing trouble. Does he know where the baby is?’

			‘No.’

			‘Good. Keep it that way.’ She paused and tapped the keypad. ‘Here it is. Normally a midwife visits the mother and baby at home for the first few weeks to help with the mother’s postpartum care,’ she said. ‘Then the health visitor takes over. But that doesn’t really apply to you as you didn’t give birth. So, if you’re happy, I will record this visit and then pass to the health visitor for the next one.’

			‘Yes, that’s fine with me.’

			She spent a few moments scrolling down and studying the file. ‘A lot of this form isn’t relevant. It’s about the mother, so I’ll just put Not applicable; baby with foster carer.’

			I nodded.

			She then asked standard questions about the baby, the formula she was on, how much and how often she was taking her feed, if her nappies were wet – which they were. Dry nappies can be a sign the baby is dehydrated. Did she have a soiled nappy each day? ‘Yes,’ I replied. Had the umbilical cord fallen off yet? No – although she would check it when she examined the baby. ‘Any signs of jaundice?’

			‘No.’

			‘She has a good colour,’ she said, peering into the Moses basket.

			Once she’d finished, she examined Darcy-May, who didn’t like being woken and having her clothes taken off. She cried as the midwife examined her, listened to her heart, looked in her eyes and mouth and at the umbilical cord stub. Arabell took portable scales from her case and I gently placed Darcy-May onto the tray. She noted the results.

			‘There’s just the heel-prick test,’ she said.

			I held Darcy-May and braced myself, as I knew what was coming: her heel would be pricked and a drop of blood taken and tested for several diseases, including cystic fibrosis and sickle-cell disease. She screamed as the needle pricked her skin.

			‘I am sorry,’ Arabell said, and placed the sample in a sealable plastic bag.

			Darcy-May wasn’t really due for another feed yet, but as she was so upset I took her with me into the kitchen where I quickly warmed a bottle of milk. I returned to the living room where Arabell was putting away her laptop.

			‘She’ll soon calm down,’ she said with a professional smile, and headed towards the door. I followed, baby and bottle in hand. ‘The health visitor will be in touch,’ she said.

			‘Thank you.’

			Having seen her out, I returned to the living room. Darcy-May took some of her bottle and fell asleep, so I laid her in the Moses basket. The room was warm and I was tired from a broken night. I leant my head back and closed my eyes with the intention of just resting for a few minutes. I must have dropped off, for suddenly the front doorbell was ringing. It was three o’clock so it would be Joy. Darcy-May had been startled by the ringing too and began crying loudly. I picked her up and answered the door with a screaming baby in my arms who also needed her nappy changing. Not the best way to greet your supervising social worker.
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