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Foreword

The narrative which follows, like all my stories, is not just about the child, or in this case the two children, who I had the privilege of meeting when they came into my care. Just as with my own history, shared in Thrown Away Child, it’s never as straightforward as writing just about the individual coming into care. To be honest, if I recorded events exactly as they happened, you would read pages and pages about nothing more than brushing teeth, combing hair, bedtimes, breakfast choices, and the myriad things that constitute the daily reality of caring for a child. No one person’s story is a single act of drama. My aim is always to explore not just the complexity of emotions associated with abuse and neglect, but also their context and trajectory, their history, the catalysts, the how and the why of children ending up in care – as well as what happens to them while they are there, and the possibilities of what may happen beyond.

As my fostering career has developed (and I can count my experiences in decades rather than years), I have been involved with a great number of children, and have come to know their diverse families and situations.

That has taught me a great deal.

But the only conclusion I can really draw is that every single case is different. There are, of course, some common threads that show up repeatedly, overarching themes that contribute to children ending up in care: patterns like poverty, drug use and foetal alcohol damage, for example.

Yet Max and Mia’s story is so different from all these well-worn tales, which is perhaps equally surprising as it is disturbing. It is, as always, as much about the parents as it is the children: how two people, with all the wealth, privilege, opportunity and influence that most of us could only ever dream of, can fall so foul of their own hopes and dreams. Moreover, it is about prejudice, and the way it can be found in unlikely and unexpected places.

In the end we are all just people, flawed and fallible, whose only power, for better or for worse, lies in the choices we make in our lives.

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



PART ONE

Before

Angelina and Ben



I. Angelina

‘And now we step through into the powerful goddess pose,’ Ruchi says.

Ruchi is Angelina’s yoga therapist.

It is a sunny June morning, already warm despite the early hour, filled with the promise of a beautiful day. The French windows are wide open, though the term ‘French windows’ doesn’t quite do justice to the huge, grey-framed panels of glass that open to allow sunlight to flood across the expanse of oak floor in the West Brompton home that Angelina shares with Ben.

‘Bend your knees slowly and tilt your tailbone downward. Very good. Feel that strengthening fire in your legs. Stay low, feel the pelvis open wide. Palms up to the sky. Now, seven cycles of breath.’

Angelina breathes deeply as Ruchi gives instructions, taking in the heavenly scent of the jasmine flower climbing up the side of the house.

‘That’s it, wonderful. Channel all the power and energy of the goddess as you sink lower into the pose, towards the earth.’

For a moment, Angelina does feel divine. This body of hers, which has done the tremendous job of carrying twins for nine months, is magnificent.

‘That’s it. Harness the maternal vibrations, not just yours, but of all women, everywhere. Now, and throughout the ages. Can you feel it?’

How glorious to be part of this divine sisterhood of birthing women. To know that women have given birth for thousands of years. For a moment, Angelina does feel it. All of it. Something beyond herself, something sublime.

‘You can experiment with this as a birthing position, too,’ Ruchi explains.

The session ends with Angelina completing Shavasana on her side.

‘Truly relaxed,’ Ruchi laughs. ‘Now make sure you get plenty of rest today.’

‘Same time tomorrow morning?’ Angelina asks as she shows Ruchi out of the front door and down the wide Georgian steps to the street.

‘Perhaps,’ Ruchi smiles. ‘But I think your time is very near. Soon you will be a mother. Perhaps even by this time tomorrow.’ Her smile disappears, replaced by a frown. ‘Take care.’

After taking a shower, Angelina calls Ben, as she has done every day since she began her maternity leave more than two months ago.

‘Hey sweet, how’s your day?’ he answers.

She pictures him sitting back in his office at Azure, a successful recording studio in Camden, where he is a lead producer. She’s proud of his achievements. Her husband has worked with some of the biggest names in the music industry over his 20-year-long career. Musicians come from all over the world to record in the building famed for its steel-beamed and silvered-glass façade. Much is made of its original architectural likeness to Sun Studio in Memphis, where Elvis made his first recordings; but the Camden studio, while on a similar corner-angled plot, was conceived on a much grander scale. It’s a place Angelina knows well: it’s where she and Ben first met, when Angelina landed her dream job as a receptionist in the iconic music mecca during her final year as a student, and where they fell in love. Ben still denies being captivated by her beauty at the interview, instead claiming that it was absolutely her secretarial credentials that got her the job. She, on the other hand, was very attracted to his stylish good looks, which transcended the 17-year-age gap between them – and meant that they were an item within a few months of her arrival at Azure. It was a dreamy romance, and they were a beautiful couple. Men had always commented on the unexpected fusion of her appearance and accent: pale skin and tumbling red corkscrew curls combined with the rolling Italian lilt of her mother tongue. The red came from her father. Her mother was grey these days, but had been raven-haired in her youth.

‘Very good. I’ve just finished my yoga class, where I was a powerful goddess.’

‘You’re always a powerful goddess to me, babe.’

‘And yet, you didn’t say goodbye this morning,’ she playfully accuses him, feigning hurt.

‘That’s because you were still sleeping, and if I’ve learnt anything from all those pregnancy books, it’s that my baby-mama needs her sleep!’

He talks for a while about a project that he is working on with a Guatemalan marimba artist who has a ‘fresh, exciting sound that Nile might be interested in’, and promises to take her to lunch the following day ‘if the cicogna doesn’t arrive’.

The ancient myth that white storks deliver babies is cross-cultural, and though Ben only knows a handful of Italian words, somehow cicogna, for stork, is one of them. His terrible grasp of the language makes Angelina laugh, but she is always grateful when he tries.

‘No sign of the cicogna with a bundle of babies so far today,’ she assures him. ‘But I’ll let you know.’

‘Ciao!’ He signs off with one of his other ‘fluent’ Italian words.

Angelina sits for a while in the peace of the nursery, imagining what life will be like in the near future when it is full of new life. She and Ben have spent a small fortune on decorating the space, filling it with toys from Hamley’s and paying Danny, a wonderful interior designer who has transformed many of their celebrity friends’ homes, to paint a beautiful garden mural on the walls of the nursery. Angelina is thrilled with the results. The representations of nature make it soothing and tranquil. It has quickly become her favourite room in the house.

She folds and refolds the tiny vests and sleepsuits in the drawers, even though they are already perfectly arranged, and turns on one of the cot mobiles, enjoying the gentle music and hypnotic quality of the rotating rattles. It took some time to track down the baroque lullabies that she had loved as a child, and to avoid ‘twinkle, twinkle, little star’, which every toy seemed to play here in England.

Her thoughts drift to the birth itself, replaying all the different possibilities in her head. She has watched a thousand episodes of One Born Every Minute. She knows all the permutations. She also knows that when the time comes, she will be in the best hands. Her preference would always have been for a calm, candlelit birth in a birthing pool, but that is unlikely. When the registrar discovered they were having twins, he said without hesitation or room for challenge that Angelina should expect to be on the surgery ward, ‘just to be on the safe side’. It felt as if the choice had been taken away from her – but, under the circumstances, it can’t be helped. Healthy babies are the priority.

Lunch is a quinoa, sweet potato and chickpea salad, though Angelina tosses in a few spinach leaves as an extra precaution to keep her iron levels up. She has monitored her diet carefully throughout the pregnancy, anxious to create the best environment for the lives growing inside her. She eats alone, outside on the raised porcelain patio, before deciding to take Ruchi’s advice and get some rest.

She lies back on the sofa, cushions plumped behind her. The French doors are still wide open, a gentle breeze has taken the edge off the heat of the day and created a gentle susurration through the white muslin drapes, as if the house is breathing with her. She drifts off, dreaming of an army of white storks.

Suddenly, Angelina feels a sharp pain deep inside her. She knows, senses immediately, before she returns to full consciousness, that it is time. She takes a deep breath. She is calm. She has channelled the powers of the goddess. She has been carefully preparing for this moment and knows exactly what to expect. Her body is primed, ready.

She phones Ben again.

His current receptionist – her replacement, Saffron – answers the phone, and it is a few moments before she is put through to Ben.

‘The cicogna is here,’ she gasps, as a second wave of pain erupts over her.



II. Ben

For a second, Ben is unable to think straight. He looks at the receiver as if it’s the head of a cobra that has somehow slithered into his hand. Even though they have been preparing for this day for months, now that it is actually here, he is paralysed. But he quickly pulls himself together and – happiest when he is in control and taking charge of something – sweeps back into action. The world will have to wait a little longer for the next big thing in Guatemalan folk music.

He presses a button and brings the cobra up to his face. ‘Saffron, call me a taxi, please.’

‘Consider it done, Mr Martell,’ she says, importantly. Even in his dazed state he notes the reassuring efficiency of Angelina’s replacement.

The marimba artist is more than understanding when Ben explains to him that his wife is expecting twins and has just gone into labour, waving him from the office with gushing good wishes. In the reception area, Saffron stands to say goodbye, and it turns into a kind of curtsey as she splutters her good luck message, such is her hero-worship of her boss. Ben exits the building on a strange high: buoyant with the goodness of the world, but also feeling as if he might be the first man in the world to experience fatherhood.

The taxi driver is as effusive as everyone else once he discovers Ben’s news. The roads are clear at this time of day, and by the time they reach the West Brompton address, it is ‘mate’ this and ‘mate’ that, and Ben has heard all about the ‘carnage at the business end’ of the taxi-driver’s wife’s first delivery. He could have lived without some of the graphic detail, but it is someone else’s story and provides a much-needed distraction. Angelina’s birth tale won’t be anything like that.

Supremely prepared, Ben has left the 4x4 in the drive facing the right way, with Angelina’s suitcase already packed and in the boot of the vehicle. It has been there for the last three weeks, like all the textbooks tell you.

While the taxi is still pulling up outside, he can see Angelina through the vast bay window at the front of the house. She is silhouetted by the sunlight, pacing around the room. She has both hands pressed into her back and her elbows pushed out. Even though the taxi is on the company account, he stuffs a bundle of notes into the driver’s hand as he exits.

‘Thanks, mate.’

The taxi driver can’t believe his luck. He’s received the equivalent of a day’s money in one short trip. Impending fatherhood does funny things to people.

Ben takes a deep breath. This is it. He is on the cusp of the happiest moment of his life. Of their lives. The day he finally gets to meet their children.

Though he is beside himself with excitement, he adopts as calm a demeanour as he can muster, for Angelina’s sake, as he enters the house. She has to do the hard bit. He knows what his role is. The least he can do is to be the rock that she needs to get through the next few hours.

‘Darling, I’m here.’

He flies towards his wife. Angelina is flushed, standing in a small pool of water. It is seeping through the oak floorboards into the empty space below, the area designated for Ben’s new home studio. Or possibly a space for his wife to set up the organic beauty product business she has spoken about from time to time. If he’s honest, in his mind, it is already the home studio. Tom, his architect friend responsible for the grand design of the house, has already put together some rough plans for how it could be developed. Ben and Tom both attended the same boarding school in Surrey and, like most of his fellow ‘inmates’, as they like to call each other, are still very close, living and working in London and all doing well for themselves. Ben likes clean lines and everything to be pristine, but today he doesn’t mind the stain on the floorboards. It seems fitting, somehow: a christening stain. A symbol of new beginnings. The footprint of the stork.

He grabs the additional bag Angelina has prepared for them to take. As with everything else in relation to the pregnancy, they have read the textbook. The bag is filled with bottles of water, snacks, glucose tablets for energy, and some books and magazines for the slower moments of the labour. He helps her to the car, clipping her seatbelt in gently below her bump. He’s still not sure he can believe that this is happening. He darts around the house, closing and locking the windows and doors.

Then, back out to the 4x4. It all takes mere seconds, but he feels as if he is in slow motion. He starts the engine but, before reaching for the handbrake, he first puts his hand over Angelina’s.

‘I love you, Signora Redilocks.’

Instead of the affirmation he was expecting in response to his favourite nickname, Angelina gives out an almighty shriek as the next contraction overtakes her.

Ben drives to the hospital. He takes what he designated weeks ago as ‘route B’, knowing that, even though it’s slightly longer in distance, it will be fastest at this time of day. He has practised the journey several times, at different times of the day and through varying volumes of London traffic. His experiments mean that he is sure that he understands the timings. His navigation system agrees with Ben’s calculations.

Nothing has been left to chance. Nothing can go wrong.

They make the trip in 22 minutes. Angelina has three more giant contractions in the car. Ben remembers all his reading, and calculates they must have been just over five minutes apart. There’s still a way to go, but things are definitely moving at a good pace.

He reminds Angelina to rest between contractions. She seems distracted, not listening to his advice, as if she’s retreated into a world of her own. He thinks this is normal, too.

He helps her through the doors to the hospital, and then rushes back to park the car properly.

He has paid, of course, for a private room. Between contractions, Ben helps Angelina into her robe. In the quiet moments, he stands and rubs her lower back, pressing down firmly as the midwife has shown him. He is the model of an attentive birthing partner.

In the violent moments, when Angelina throws herself onto various items of hospital furniture wailing and shrieking, he can only look on helplessly. He didn’t realise that it would be so animal. He barely recognises his Signora Redilocks in those moments.

Hours pass. Professionals check things. Contractions keep coming, but they don’t seem to speed up.

Nothing happens. He has a strange sensation of losing his footing, even though he is seated in a hospital chair, or pacing white floors.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asks, anguished, once out of earshot of his wife.

‘Nothing’s wrong, Mr Martell. We’re monitoring every-thing. It’s all perfectly normal. She’s six centimetres dilated, but things have slowed down a little. The babies will come in their own time, when they’re good and ready. You can’t hurry nature.’

‘What can I do?’ he asks, knowing that the question is futile.

‘Let’s put her in the bath,’ suggests the midwife.

Ben pours water over Angelina’s tummy, and sings songs to the unborn children, trying to encourage them out. He makes up words to the tune of ‘Silent Night’:

Birthday’s here,

ou-t you come,

we’re wait-ing,

for you now.

Hurry alo-ng,

we wish you were here.

Come out in heavenly pe-ace!

Come out for he-aven’s sake.

Nonsense sentences, but some of it makes Angelina smile, at least. He tries desperately not to let his anxiety show as Angelina’s pain increases.

‘All is well,’ the midwife tells him again and again, but the smile doesn’t always reach her eyes and he detects a strain in her words.

He doesn’t believe her.

Back out of the bath, Angelina is back on the gas and air, but at such a rate that the midwife takes it away. He’s never seen his wife like this. She is no longer ‘there’ in the room with him. Her distance is accompanied by sounds that are deep and primitive and like nothing he has ever heard before. Listening with his musical production ears, he finds it fascinating. The level of concern for his wife that they provoke is alarming.

Finally, the midwife declares that Angelina is ready. ‘Mrs Martell, it’s time to push.’

‘Thank god,’ Ben murmurs, though he has never had cause to believe in a higher deity until now.

Angelina leans against the back of the bed, a bed on wheels that she has nearly pushed out of the room more than once over the last hour. The midwife has ensured that the brakes are now firmly on the wheels.

‘Because you and the babies are not going for a tour around the hospital just yet,’ she jokes.

Max comes out first. His delivery is straightforward, and after being whisked away for moments to conduct his Apgar score, the tiny creature is in Ben’s arms. Max’s safe arrival appears to give Angelina the extra bout of energy she needs to push for his sister.

Ben is busy cooing over Max, filled with wonder at the tiny miracle, and doesn’t notice straight away how the mood in the hospital room is changing rapidly.

‘His tiny fingers,’ he croaks, and looks up at the midwife, who has her hands on Angelina’s stomach, and is frowning.

‘His sister has moved into breech position.’

Suddenly, everything seems to happen at once. There is rapid movement and intense activity all around him. Professionals appear as if by magic. They call out things that he doesn’t understand. The registrar, more nurses. It is all a blur. A sickening, numbing blur. He doesn’t know what is going on. It is astonishing how many people are suddenly in this small room. Arms reach out for the child and Max is taken away from Ben. A baby is replaced by a folded surgical gown in his hands.

‘Put this on,’ a voice commands. Another nurse.

‘Max will be fine,’ the midwife says. ‘We need to focus on Angelina and the second baby now.’

Angelina is helped onto the bed. Equipment comes flying through the doors. There is machinery everywhere and people in every corner of the room. Ben hears words that terrify him. ‘Heartbeat dropping.’ ‘Is she—’ he breaks off. ‘Are they in danger?’ he whispers.

Angelina screams, and his question is left unanswered. Ben is put in charge of the gas and air.

‘Let her have as much as she wants.’

Ben feels impotent in the midst of all the activity. The urgency makes everything seem chaotic, but, at the same time, he understands that everyone knows exactly what they’re doing. He tries to hold on to that thought. He holds Angelina’s hand and finds that he has tears running down his cheeks.

He feels terrified. This is the most traumatic experience of his life. What on earth must Angelina be feeling? In all this haste there is no time to explain anything, but he gathers that Mia will be born by emergency caesarean. The scene is so different from just a few minutes ago. It feels as though it must all be happening to someone else, some other couple, on one of the birthing programmes that they watched together. This wasn’t how it was meant to be for them.

‘More!’ Angelina screams. He watches helplessly as she inhales the gas in deep, long breaths.

The registrar begins the C-section. Angelina no longer speaks in English. She screams and swears in Italian. The words degenerate into a sobbing wail.

‘Voglio il mio bambino,’ she cries, over and over again.

Hearing his beautiful wife screaming that she wants her baby almost breaks Ben.

Suddenly, at the point where he thinks he can’t possibly take any more, out comes Mia. Wrinkled, much smaller than her brother and covered in blood, but after a second there is the miraculous sound of a cry.

The nurses and midwife all cheer. The umbilical cord is cut. The tiny baby is placed into a white towel and handed to Angelina, who seems to have lost all command of English and now seems only able to converse in Italian.

After all the drama and seriousness, the room is back to smiles. One of the nurses leaves to fetch Max back.

The ordeal is not over for Angelina, who now needs to be stitched back up, both from the cut of the caesarean and the tear from Max’s birth. Ben is distracted by the business of meeting his children and concern for his brave wife, but he takes in a few odd details from the scene.

He sees a nurse gently wipe the registrar’s face as he is busy with the needle, to stop sweat from dripping from it.

‘Well done, Jacob. Well done,’ the nurse whispers.

He realises then, with the nurse congratulating the registrar, how close they must have been to disaster. Jacob. Ben is usually good with names. It’s important in his industry. But he realises that he barely knows the name of anyone in this room. And yet, he is so grateful to them all. That realisation causes him to cry once more, though he hardly knows why. A tap has been turned on inside him. He had no idea that it was possible to shed so many tears. It’s ridiculous. He is so joyful that it is overwhelming: the happiness, the relief. He isn’t a religious man, but he offers up a silent prayer of thanks.

He must let his mother know.

And then he is overwhelmed by sadness, and cries harder. Somehow, in the midst of the drama and the beauty, he momentarily forgot about the death of his mother, which took place in Angelina’s second trimester.

He has barely had time to grieve for her properly, so caught up has he been in the excitement of the pregnancy and preparation for life with twins – but suddenly it hits him hard, compounded by the shock that he could possibly have forgotten, even for a moment, that it happened. What kind of son does that make him? What kind of father will he be? He aches for his own mother, feeling her absence deeply in this special moment. He is overwhelmed by the responsibility that burns so fiercely inside him, now that he has a whole family and not just Angelina to take care of.

He forces himself to focus on the present, snatching back the joyful feeling of fatherhood, so wonderful, so exciting. He picks up the phone to make the call to Italy. He can barely string the words together to let his in-laws know that they have become grandparents and that, although there were some complications, their daughter is doing well.

‘It’s a miracle. The cicogna came! Max and Mia are here!’

A cocktail of emotions is all mixed up inside him: relief that his new family are all okay, that the twins have arrived safely, shock at the traumatic nature of the birth, and gratitude that Angelina has survived the ordeal. And it’s all mingled with the sorrow of not being able to share the joy with his own parents. Grief bubbles back to the surface. It’s life. Sunshine and rain, day and night, good and bad. It’s normal.

‘Bravo, Ben!’

Of course Angelina’s parents are on the first flight they can book themselves on. They have had their bags packed for weeks, on tenterhooks for this news. There are more tears of joy from the other end of the phone.

Little does Ben know how short-lived that joy will be.
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