Barbara Stewart, 69, is raising her grandchildren, Dylan, 10, and Rebecca, seven

Former school library assistant Barbara Stewart and her husband Gordon, also 69, were looking forward to a relaxed retirement. Instead, they found themselves with a brand-new family. Their youngest daughter, Rachel, now 33, suffers from a mild intellectual disability, meaning she is unable to care for her two children, Dylan and Rebecca. In 2000, the children became the legal responsibility of their grandparents’.

Our daughter Rachel is the youngest of six children. She has special needs but she can read, write, tell the time, that sort of thing. She’s pretty self-sufficient – we worked very hard to make sure she would be able to cope in the world if anything happened to us.

In 1995, Rachel’s son, Dylan, was born, and the next year Rachel married his father, who also has the same sort of disability. They had a lovely wedding, but we worried about them. At first, it seemed that things weren’t going too badly, but by the time Dylan was about a year old, you could see they weren’t coping very well. Things went from bad to worse after Rebecca was born – Rachel was fighting with her husband and they both lacked the capacity to properly look after their children. We took Dylan and Rebecca to our house most weekends, but that was really all we could do – you can’t just walk in and take a child away from its parents.

In August 2000, Gordon and I decided to go on a long holiday, camping around Australia. It was our dream trip. By the time we got to Perth, I was getting very worried about Dylan and Rebecca and how things were going at home without us. 

Sure enough, when we did get home, things had gotten worse. Rachel had brought the children to stay at our house after she’d broken up with her husband, and they were hungry and dirty. I cuddled both the kids, as Dylan cried, “Nanny, I don’t want to leave.” I said, “You don’t have to because Nanny’s going to do what she can to make sure you never have to leave this house again.” I turned to my husband and said, “I don’t know what I’ve got to do to protect these kids, but whatever it is, I’m going to do it.”

Rachel and I went to the local chamber magistrate together and I told him I wanted custody. He asked Rachel if she had any objections and she said no. From there, the process was fairly straightforward. Rachel never once contested the decision – she realised she was in over her head. By November 2000, we had full custody of the children. 

I worked for the first year the children were with us, but  I gave it up in 2001. Gordon was also working as an attendant in the district court. He wanted to stay there until his judge retired, but he gave up work, too. We knew we both needed to be at home for the children. We had retirement plans – we were looking forward to a European trip – but they were put on hold. Of course I hold no resentment – Dylan and Rebecca give us so much joy. 

Rebecca was 21 months old when she came to us. She was almost mute, but it didn’t take her long to come out of her shell. She’s now a very popular little girl who sings in the Australian Youth Choir and loves drama. Dylan was five and he took a little longer to come round – he was a very angry little boy and had probably witnessed some terrible things with his parents. But now he’s doing so well: he’s bright and loves reading and writing. He says he wants to become a screenwriter when he grows up.

The kids respond very well to routine. One night Dylan was giving me a big cuddle and he said, “I love living at your house, Nan.” I said, “We love having you here, mate,” to which he replied, “You know what’s good about your house? You’ve got rules.” I thought, it’s amazing – he knows he needs rules. Both kids have a great family life now and we love sharing it with them. We take them away on holidays and they have a birthday party every year. It’s wonderful to see them so happy, healthy and settled. 

This story was published in the Madison magazine in May 2006.
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