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			Chapter One

			Allegation

			Cathy, are you free to talk? the text message read.

			It was from Tash, a friend and, like me, a foster carer. Her full name was Natasha, but we all knew her as Tash, and she lived about a five-minute drive away. Normally I would have seen her every few months, either at foster-carer training or our monthly support-group meetings, which included time to talk over a coffee, but that hadn’t happened since before the pandemic.

			I assumed she was phoning for a chat or to arrange a get-together. The country was gradually coming out of lockdown and restrictions on mixing were easing. I also assumed the reason she’d texted first rather than just phoning was because of the time. It was nearly 10 p.m., when most of us with children were winding down after a busy day or on our way to bed. I’d been about to switch off the television and go up to bed, but I was happy to hear from her. Rather than reply to her text, I decided to call. She answered straight away.

			‘Oh, Cathy, just a minute,’ she said, sounding flustered.

			It went quiet, as though she might have been going to another room, and I thought I should have texted first. Tash lived with her husband, Jamal, their fifteen-year-old son, Ryan, thirteen-year-old daughter, Evie, and a looked-after child. They often fostered teenagers, which seemed to work well with their own children. I didn’t know who she was fostering at present as I hadn’t seen or spoken to her for some time. Although we were friends, I wouldn’t say we were close friends. She was younger than me and it was fostering that had brought us together.

			I heard a door close, then Tash came on the phone.

			‘Oh, Cathy, thank you for calling,’ she said, her voice trembling.

			‘What is it, Tash? Are you OK?’

			‘No.’

			‘Are you hurt?’

			‘No,’ she said and began to cry.

			‘Tash, please tell me what’s wrong. Is it one of your family? Is someone ill?’ Please don’t say a loved one has died, I silently prayed.

			‘No, no one’s ill.’ She stifled another sob.

			‘Is everything all right with Jamal?’ I tried.

			‘He’s in the other room. I had to come out as he can’t bear to talk about what’s happened. But I need to talk. I thought you might understand as you’ve been fostering for so long.’

			‘I’ll help if I can,’ I said. My heart was racing, and any thought of sleep had gone. What could possibly have happened to make Tash so upset? She was usually confident, vibrant and very able to cope.

			She gave another sob. ‘It’s Becks,’ she said.

			‘Who’s Becks?’

			‘The young person we were fostering. You didn’t meet her. She arrived after lockdown and was here for six months. She’s accused Ryan of sexually abusing her.’

			‘Oh no.’ I knew then Tash had every reason to be distraught – her son had been accused of abusing their foster child.

			‘It’s a living nightmare,’ Tash said. ‘We’ve had the police here and …’ She dissolved into tears again.

			‘Take your time,’ I said gently. I waited for her to recover. My adult daughter, Paula, was upstairs in her room, and Damian, the seven-year-old I was fostering, was asleep in his room.

			‘I can’t believe this is happening to us,’ Tash said at last. ‘The police have interviewed all of us separately – Ryan, Evie, Jamal and me – like criminals. And all because Becks was angry with me. They even contacted the school to see if they had any concerns about us, so they all know now.’ Her voice trembled with emotion.

			‘What happened for Becks to make the claim?’ I  asked.

			I heard Tash sniff and say to someone there, ‘I won’t be long.’ Then to me she said, ‘That was Jamal wondering where I was. This is destroying us.’

			‘I can imagine.’

			‘We’re getting no support from the social services. They say they can’t talk to us or comment about the case until the investigation is complete. Their first priority is with the looked-after child, but what about us?’ Tash said, her voice rising. ‘We’re the victims here.’

			I knew of other carers who’d been put in a similar position, where an allegation had been made by a looked-after child, and that the social services followed a strict procedure. Often not even the carer’s supervising social worker (SSW) contacted the carer until the investigation was complete.

			‘What about Joy?’ I asked. We shared the same supervising social worker – Joy Philips.

			‘She phoned once when it first happened and that’s it. She’s not allowed to discuss it with me either.’

			All foster carers in the UK have a supervising social worker and their role is to support, monitor, advise and guide the carer and their family in every aspect of fostering. Clearly Joy was now bound by the same procedure.

			‘She gave us the number of a telephone helpline, but that’s all,’ Tash said. ‘I can’t believe we’re being investigated by the safeguarding team as if we’d actually abused Becks! We’re not allowed to attend the meetings. They’re behind closed doors. I know what the parents of children in care feel like now.’

			‘When did all this happen?’ I asked.

			‘It began two weeks ago. It was Sunday and we’d gone for a walk. Jamal is still working from home and he needed to catch up on some stuff. It’s never quiet in the house with three teenagers, and Becks often played her music very loudly rather than using headphones. Sometimes I’m sure it was just to annoy us. So we went for a walk in the woods – you know, the ones near us. We’ve been there a lot during lockdown. Although my children are teenagers, they enjoy playing hide-and-seek around the bushes and trees. We were there for about an hour and everything seemed fine, nothing was said, then we returned home. Becks poured herself a drink of juice and went to her bedroom, where she started playing her music very loudly again. I went up and asked her to turn it down or use her headphones as Jamal was still working. She did, but as soon as I was downstairs she turned it up again. Ryan shouted at her from his room to stop being so selfish as he couldn’t concentrate either. She yelled back and an argument started, so I went up. Becks was in a really bad mood – I think because of what Ryan had said about her being selfish. She was never an easy child, volatile and unpredictable. She shouted at me. Jamal told her to calm down, but she yelled she hated us all and stormed off out of the house. She often did that if she couldn’t get her own way or was angry, and usually came back within a couple of hours, when we all forgave her and carried on as normal.

			‘But this time she didn’t come back. I tried calling her phone, but she didn’t answer. Eventually I called the duty social worker as we’re supposed to and he said if she wasn’t back within two hours we should phone him again and then report her missing to the police.

			‘So at seven o’clock I phoned him again and he gave me the go-ahead to report Becks missing to the police, which I did. An hour later the duty social worker phoned and said Becks had been found and to cancel the missing person report, but that she wouldn’t be returning to us. He wouldn’t say why and seemed very guarded. It was the following afternoon when we were told that Becks was claiming Ryan had sexually abused her. She said he’d grabbed her breast when they’d been playing hide-and-seek.’ Tash’s voice broke and I heard her stifle a sob.

			‘I am so sorry,’ I said, appreciating the seriousness of this.

			‘I blame myself, Cathy. I should never have let them out of my sight. But Becks seemed to be settling. She was supposed to be with us long term. Yes, she could be very challenging at times, and we still don’t know what really happened at home with her mum’s boyfriend. But never in a million years would I have imagined she’d do this to us. And just because her music was too loud!’

			‘How old is Becks?’ I asked.

			‘Sixteen, a year older than Ryan, but she’s a lot more mature and streetwise. He’s like a little boy by comparison, trusting and naive. You should have seen his face when he was told what she’d said. He didn’t understand to begin with.’ Tash’s voice broke again.

			‘To make matters worse,’ Tash continued after a moment, ‘when Ryan was interviewed he said he might have accidently touched her breast when he grabbed her. They were playing hide-and-seek and when he discovered where she was hiding he crept up from behind and grabbed her, with the intention of just scaring her. Of course he knows he shouldn’t have touched her at all, but he and his sister rough and tumble sometimes and he just forgot in the moment. We believe him, but I’m not sure the police do. It’s destroying us, Cathy, the waiting and not knowing.’

			‘Yes, I can understand that.’ I sympathized deeply.

			‘Jamal is furious and says we won’t ever foster again. I agree with him.’

			‘I don’t blame you. How is Ryan coping?’

			‘He’s not, really. He’s quiet and withdrawn. He’s got schoolwork to do, but he can’t concentrate. The police took away his laptop and phone to begin with, but they’ve returned them now. Of course there was nothing on them other than ordinary teenage stuff. He’s close to tears a lot of the time and keeps apologizing, saying he’s let us down. I’ve told him he’s got nothing to be sorry about. He made an error of judgement and Becks has blown it out of all proportion.’ Tash paused. ‘Have you ever had to face anything like this?’

			‘Yes, although it didn’t become a police matter. Some years ago a child I was fostering told her mother that my son, Adrian, and his friends had kissed her on the lips. Fortunately, I was there and saw what happened.’ (I cover this in my book Another Forgotten Child.) ‘As a single parent I had to deal with it alone. I can still remember the worry.’

			‘It happens a lot,’ Tash said. ‘The person I spoke to on the helpline said one in four foster carers has a false allegation made against them at some point in their fostering career, and most of them stop fostering as a result.’

			‘We are in a very vulnerable position,’ I said. ‘Is there anything I can do to help?’

			‘Not really. I just needed to talk, and it helps knowing you came through something similar. And you didn’t stop fostering?’

			‘No. Although I did consider it.’

			‘We are not allowed to contact Becks, and the social worker who collected all her belongings said she couldn’t discuss it with us as the investigation was ongoing. We’ve been dropped just like that. Never mind all the years of fostering. Whyever did we bother?’

			‘Because you made a big difference to the lives of many children,’ I said.

			‘Maybe, but I can’t think like that at present. The damage this is doing to my family …’ Her voice fell away.

			There wasn’t really much more I could say. Tash thanked me again for listening and we said goodnight.

		

		
			Chapter Two

			Too Much Responsibility

			As the call from Tash ended I felt low and worried for her. I stayed where I was on the sofa in the living room, deep in thought. What she and her family were going through was truly horrendous – every foster carer’s worst nightmare: being accused of sexually abusing their looked-after child.

			I appreciated the allegation had to be thoroughly investigated, just as it did with any child or young person claiming they’d been abused. Ryan had admitted he might have accidently touched Becks’s breast during the game of hide-and-seek, but the police and social services would need to be sure it was accidental and that he didn’t intentionally grope her. It was going to be difficult to prove one way or the other. There were no witnesses and ultimately the decision might be based on the balance of probabilities – what had most likely happened. And even if it was an accident, there could still be safeguarding concerns.

			The incident highlighted just how vulnerable foster carers and their families are. Unlike teachers, nursery assistants, staff in children’s homes and most others working with children, we are alone in our homes, isolated, with no colleagues nearby to uphold our version of events when something goes wrong or to support us when we need it. Yet we work with society’s most vulnerable children, those who have often been neglected and abused. We are classified as self-employed and, at the time of writing, trade union representation for foster carers is in its infancy, so any foster carer facing an investigation is effectively alone, and on the receiving end of a process that is far from straightforward and transparent – not something you think about when you start fostering, full of hope and goodwill, unless, like Tash, you find your family accused. Some foster carers install CCTV in their homes, but, like most, I rely on safer caring practices.

			Foster carers in the UK have a ‘safer caring policy’, which is designed to keep all family members feeling safe. It includes rules on privacy (for example, not going into someone else’s bedroom, and wearing clothes in communal areas), advises carers not to leave a foster child in a room with someone with the door closed, and to avoid teasing, suggestive remarks and rough play, and offers guidance on how to stay safe online. The carer will also keep detailed log notes. Ryan would have been aware of the safer caring policy and may have attended foster carer training for birth children. There is also training specifically for men.

			Sadly, many of the children we foster have been abused, some sexually, and they bring with them the memories and fallout of that dreadful time, sometimes subconsciously. An event or object can act as a trigger, reminding them of the abuse, so their reaction is based on what they suffered before rather than the present situation. An incident which might go unnoticed or be laughed off by another person can be very distressing for those who are dealing with past trauma. Had Ryan accidently touched his sister’s breast while playing, he would have very likely been embarrassed, apologized and been more careful next time, not found himself the subject of police and social services investigations. There was also the possibility that, as Tash had said, Becks was angry and had retaliated by making the allegation, which she knew would hurt the family. Sometimes when a looked-after child feels settled and cared for, which Becks would have done after six months of being part of Tash’s family, they decide they’ve got close enough and it’s time to test the boundaries or even leave. Making an allegation of this type is a sure way out.

			The average person has little idea of the issues foster parents face, especially when dealing with difficult behaviour in abused children. One of the reasons I write my fostering memoirs is to try to raise awareness about this and other matters connected with our care system. With that in mind, a last word on the subject before I move on: when an allegation is made against a foster carer, it stays on the family’s case file at the social services forever, even if it’s proved false.

			It was time to go to bed, I thought, and with a heavy heart I hauled myself from the sofa. Sammy, our cat, aware it was his bedtime too, stretched, jumped down from the chair and followed me into the kitchen-diner, where his bed was. I checked that the back door was locked and his water bowl was full, and came out.

			Upstairs, I went to Damian’s bedroom where the door was partly open as he liked it. I looked in and could see he was fast asleep. I went to Paula’s room to say goodnight. My son, Adrian, was married and living with his wife, Kirsty. My other daughter, Lucy, was living with her partner, Darren, and they had given me my first grandchild – Emma. Paula was propped up in bed with her laptop open.

			‘Everything all right?’ I asked, going in.

			‘Yes, fine, I’m watching a film.’

			‘OK, night, love.’

			‘Night, Mum.’

			We hugged, I kissed her goodnight and then came out. Paula had been furloughed from work until the end of July. It was now May. Furlough was a government scheme to allow businesses that were closed or couldn’t run at full capacity as a result of the pandemic to keep staff on their payroll rather than making them redundant. But like many others, she worried there might not be a job at the end of it. The economy had slowed as a result of the pandemic and orders at her company were low. Earlier in the year, during lockdown, she’d got a bit depressed and since then I’d kept a close eye on her, but she seemed to be coping better now.

			I got into bed, still thinking about what Tash had told me. On top of all the other bad stuff we’d had to deal with since the start of the pandemic, it weighed heavily on my mind. Adrian was of the opinion that I should cut down on fostering and it was at moments like this that I considered it. My husband had left us when my family was very young, so I’d faced all the ups and downs of fostering for thirty years alone. Perhaps Adrian was right and I should cut back, but then again …

			It was another day tomorrow and I’d start it afresh. It was going to be a busy day. After taking Damian to school I’d do the weekly shop, then in the afternoon I’d look in on Lara. I’d fostered Lara, now aged twenty-one, and her nineteen-month-old son Arthur, before Damian. Although she was doing all right, I visited every so often to give her a bit of extra support and because I liked to see her, as I do all the children I’ve fostered. They are part of my extended family.

			It seemed I’d no sooner dropped off to sleep than it was time to get up. Friday, and Damian was spending the weekend at home with his mother as he had been doing every weekend, which gave me a chance to spend time with my family.

			But first I had to face the ordeal of breakfast with Damian, which I knew wasn’t going to be easy.

			I showered and dressed and then woke him, preparing myself for the conversation I knew would follow.

			‘Good morning, love,’ I said brightly. ‘Time to get up.’ I opened his curtains. ‘It’s a lovely sunny day out there.’

			Damian rubbed his eyes, yawned and sat upright in bed. ‘Am I seeing my mummy?’ he asked, slightly anxiously.

			‘Yes, love, for the weekend as usual.’

			‘I don’t want any breakfast.’

			‘But you’re going to try to have a little something,’ I reminded him. ‘You can choose what it is.’

			‘I feel sick,’ he said, getting out of bed.

			‘I think you will feel better once you are up and about. You did last time.’

			‘I might be sick if I have breakfast.’

			‘I don’t think so.’ I handed him his clean clothes. ‘Go to the bathroom and I’ll wait here while you get ready.’

			I always give the child I’m looking after age-appropriate responsibility for washing, toileting and dressing. Damian had good self-care skills. As the eldest of three, he’d had to grow up quickly. I waited on the landing while he used the toilet, washed and dressed. Five minutes later he was ready.

			‘Well done, that was quick,’ I said.

			‘I’m not hungry,’ he said. ‘I don’t want any breakfast. Mummy says I don’t have to.’

			‘I know, love, but your social worker and the doctor want you to have a little. You can choose what you want.’

			I offered him my hand, but he walked downstairs behind me, looking sullen and a bit annoyed with me. I was acting on advice from the paediatrician and with the knowledge I’d received from Damian’s social worker, Korin Elrod, that he should be offered regular meals, and if he had some responsibility for choosing and preparing them it could help ease some of his anxiety around food. At just seven years old, Damian was showing all the signs of an eating disorder, which it was thought he’d learnt from his mother. It’s not unusual for children of Damian’s age to be ‘fussy’ or ‘selective’ eaters, and they usually grow out of it, but Damian seemed to be copying his mother to the point of making himself sick. It was worrying and upsetting to watch.

			Damian’s mother, Rachel, had spent some of her life in a children’s home and had struggled with an eating disorder since becoming a teenager. She was the only role model Damian had. Aged twenty-four, she was a single parent, and after the birth of her last baby she had agreed that Damian should go into care, as long as she could have him home every weekend. The social services had drawn up a care plan so that I looked after him during the week and he stayed with his mother from Friday after school to Sunday evening. Rachel knew she could phone me to collect him earlier if necessary, but so far that hadn’t happened. I’d already noticed that Damian’s attitude to food worsened on a Friday just before the weekend. He loved his mother and seeing his younger siblings, and I’m sure his mother loved him, but there was a lot of anxiety in their home as she struggled to cope.

			Downstairs, Damian opened the door to the kitchen-diner, as he liked to do first thing each morning, then petted Sammy. We’d got into a little routine, him and me. As Damian made a fuss of Sammy, I rinsed the cat’s bowl, refilled the water compartment and set it on the floor, then Damian added the dry cat food. Sammy knew this and now meowed at Damian for breakfast rather than me. Damian would have loved a pet of his own, but his mother had bought a puppy some months before and had then had to have it rehomed when it kept messing on the floor and she couldn’t cope.

			‘Good boy,’ I said to Damian as he put away the scoop and bag of dry cat food. ‘Now, what would you like to drink?’

			Drinking wasn’t a problem for Damian. ‘Blackcurrant,’ he said. He took the bottle of blackcurrant juice from the cupboard and handed it to me. I poured a little into a glass and added water. Damian took it to his place at the table.

			‘What would you like to eat?’ I asked him lightly.

			He didn’t reply but sipped his drink.

			‘Cereal, toast or yoghurt?’ I suggested. He’d had these before.

			‘I don’t want toast,’ he replied.

			‘No, OK. What would you like?’

			As I waited for him to reply I filled the kettle and popped a slice of bread in the toaster for my breakfast.

			‘Cereal?’ I suggested.

			He shrugged, put down his glass, came into the kitchen and began opening and closing cupboard doors. I had most things he liked within his reach so they were easily accessible and he didn’t have to use a stool. He eventually took out the packet of Bitesize Shredded Wheat and a bowl, then carefully counted out five. He returned the packet to the cupboard and took the bowl to the table.

			‘Would you like milk and sugar on them?’ I asked. Although I could guess his reply, I still offered them.

			He shook his head.

			I poured my coffee, buttered the toast, spread on marmalade and joined Damian at the table. He picked up one piece of Shredded Wheat and nibbled on it first before putting it into his mouth. He spent a long time chewing it while I set about my breakfast. I liked my food, I always have, and it pained me to see Damian so reluctant to enjoy his. Interestingly, while eating in the home environment was a challenge for Damian and problematic, he ate school dinners. This was probably what kept him going and the reason he wasn’t underweight like his mother. I had been asked to keep a food diary and the school also let me know what he’d had to eat.

			As I ate, I could see Damian out of the corner of my eye. He had a drink, swallowed with a rather loud, dramatic gulp, then picked up another Shredded Wheat and nibbled on that. I always kept my presence relaxed and low key when he was eating, unlike his mother, who apparently reacted to Damian’s refusal to eat – becoming distraught and bribing him. While this was understandable, it didn’t improve Damian’s relationship with food. It had been suggested that some of his behaviour around food was to gain attention.

			Eventually, one by one, he nibbled and then ate the five small Shredded Wheat.

			‘What fruit shall we have?’ I asked. I always offered fruit at breakfast and he often ate a little if I had some too. ‘Tangerine, like yesterday?’

			‘No. I don’t like tangerines.’ I didn’t point out that he had liked them yesterday and the day before.

			‘What shall we have then?’ I asked.

			‘Banana,’ he said.

			I left the table, sliced up a banana and set the plate between us. He ate two slices and I eventually ate the rest. Breakfast had taken half an hour, but he had eaten. I was following strategies suggested by the paediatrician as well as some that had worked for me in the past.

			‘Time to brush your teeth and then we’ll leave for school,’ I said.

			Damian rushed from the table and then upstairs, where he began gagging into the sink in the bathroom. I hurried after him. He’d done this before.

			‘No,’ I said firmly, going into the bathroom. ‘You know you don’t do that. Brush your teeth, good boy, then we can go to school.’

			He stopped retching, squirted toothpaste onto his toothbrush and began cleaning his teeth. When he’d first arrived and tried to make himself sick it had shocked me, although I’d been warned by his mother that he did this. In the first week after he’d moved in he did it every day, but now it was only every so often, usually on a Friday when he would be going home for the weekend, or on a Monday after he’d just returned. I’d informed his social worker as well as entering it in my log notes, as foster carers are supposed to. It seemed likely Damian had learnt this behaviour from his mother, although she claimed she always closed the bathroom door when she was being sick so he couldn’t have seen her. In my experience children don’t miss much, and even if Damian hadn’t seen his mother trying to be sick, he’d very likely heard her through the bathroom door. Rachel’s eating disorder had become significantly worse during lockdown due to all the anxiety caused by the pandemic. She was receiving help from an eating disorder clinic, but at present all the sessions were still online because of the restrictions on mixing.

			‘Good boy,’ I said as Damian finished cleaning his teeth. He patted his mouth dry on the towel.

			As we went along the landing I could hear Paula moving around in her bedroom, so I called goodbye and that I’d see her later.

			‘Don’t forget my bag,’ Damian told me as we left the house.

			‘I won’t. I’ll bring it with me when I collect you from school,’ I reassured him.

			I took a bag containing what he needed for the weekend with me in the car when I collected him from school on a Friday and took him to his mother’s. I hadn’t forgotten his bag yet, but that didn’t stop Damian worrying. Prior to coming into care, he’d arrived at school dirty and smelly and had told his teacher they didn’t have enough money for the launderette. If I didn’t pack fresh clothes to last the weekend, it was likely he wouldn’t have any. Plenty of his belongings had remained at home, but his mother’s life was chaotic.

			Damian liked going in my car – Rachel didn’t drive – but before we got in we had our usual conversation about why he couldn’t sit in the front passenger seat. He wasn’t old enough, but he still asked, hoping I’d relent, although I had explained that it was the law, not me. He then sat in the back and as I drove made vroom-vroom noises that were supposed to mimic the engine accelerating. He also made the sounds of gears clashing (which I never did) and tyres screeching (not often). He asked questions about cars, which I answered as best I could, and said he was going to learn to drive when he was old enough.

			Damian was a cute kid; some would say cheeky and challenging, but I liked him a lot. He spoke his mind and had character. It was just such a pity he’d had so much responsibility so young. When he’d first arrived he’d wanted to assume all the responsibility he had at home, including cooking for all of us – chicken nuggets and chips in the oven – putting out the rubbish, shopping and being in charge of me. I’d given him age-appropriate tasks like making his bed, putting away his toys and taking his washing to the linen basket, but I’d explained that as his foster carer I liked to do the rest. That didn’t stop him from asking, though, and worrying about what was happening at home: did his mother have enough money? Had his younger brother, Nathan, been fed? Had baby Liam had his nappy changed? And so on. I’d seen it before in children I’d fostered who’d had to assume some of their parent’s role. As well as causing the child anxiety, it puts them in the position of being in charge, so setting boundaries for good behaviour and sanctioning negative behaviour then becomes very difficult, as Rachel had found out. She saw Damian as ‘hard work’, which he could be, but he’d responded to my clear and consistent boundaries. Although, of course, I’d had the benefit of years of bringing up children and foster-carer training, which Rachel had not.

			There was a lot of noise from Damian as I approached the school, gently braked and then parked the car.

			‘Well done, you didn’t hit the kerb,’ he said.

			‘That happened once,’ I said indignantly. And it had been because I was concentrating on him rather than parking.

			‘Have you put the handbrake on?’ he asked.

			‘Yes, love,’ I replied with a smile.

			I got out and opened the rear door, which was child-locked. I put on my face mask, as adults were expected to do, and we entered the playground. The start and end times of school were still being staggered to help reduce contact and the spread of coronavirus, so there was only one class going in or coming out at this time. Breaks and lunchtime were staggered too. Damian’s teaching assistant (TA), Mrs Halas, was in the playground to greet us. I said goodbye to him, wished him a good day and told him I’d see him later.

			‘Don’t forget my bag!’ he called as he went in.

			‘I won’t.’

			I returned to my car, tucked my face mask into my pocket and then texted Lara.

			Going to the supermarket. Do you need anything?

			By the time I arrived at the supermarket she’d replied with her list.

		

		
			Chapter Three

			Lara and Arthur

			I tell Lara’s story in Unwanted, so I’ll not say too much here, other than this: her mother had died when she was a child, and with no family to look after her she’d gone into care. This hadn’t been a good experience for Lara. She’d had a lot of moves and generally didn’t have a good word to say about foster carers. With no role model and little help, she’d struggled to bring up her son, Arthur, as a single parent and had found herself in an abusive relationship. I’d fostered her and Arthur in a mother-and-child placement, at the end of which Lara had been allowed to keep her son. However, they were still being monitored by the social services, so Lara knew it was important she didn’t fall into bad ways. Parenting doesn’t have to be perfect but ‘good enough’. It’s a term the social workers use when assessing parenting capacity.

			It was nearly 1.30 when I parked outside the block of flats where Lara lived with Arthur. It was a three-storey brick building fronted by a grass verge on an estate that was a mixture of private and social housing, about a twenty-minute drive away from my house. Lara would have had time to collect Arthur from nursery, which he attended in the mornings only, and given him lunch. I took the carrier bag containing her shopping from the passenger seat and got out. It was another lovely May day with the sun shining and birds singing from the rooftops.

			I put on my mask and went in through the main door. There was no one in the communal hall so I took the mask off as I climbed the flight of stairs to Lara’s flat, which was at the rear of the building and looked out over the lawn. I’d been here many times before, first helping her with the decorating and furnishing, then after she’d moved just to visit. I didn’t want to ring the doorbell in case Arthur was having a nap, which he did sometimes after nursery. Lara was expecting me, so I tapped lightly on the door and said, ‘It’s Cathy.’

			Arthur couldn’t have been asleep for I heard his footsteps running towards the door, then he banged on it with his fists. ‘Caffy, Caffy.’

			‘Yes. It’s me,’ I replied with a smile.

			It was a few moments before Lara opened the door. She had her phone pressed to her ear. ‘Speak later,’ she said to whoever was on the phone. ‘My foster carer is here.’ She still referred to me as her foster carer, which I rather liked.

			‘How are you?’ I asked, going in and taking off my shoes.

			‘OK.’

			Arthur was trying to get into the carrier bag of shopping, aware that I usually bought something for him. He was collecting play animals to go in his farmyard/zoo set, and I often bought an animal to add to his collection or another small gift. I had a box of eggs in the bag today, so I didn’t want those broken.

			‘Just a minute, love,’ I told him. ‘Let’s take Mummy’s shopping to the kitchen first.’

			I took the few steps into the one main room of the flat and stopped dead.

			‘Good grief, Lara! What’s happened here?’

			‘I know, it’s a mess,’ she said gloomily. ‘I haven’t had time to clear up.’

			‘You’re not kidding! But what’s the mattress doing in here?’ I asked, aghast. The mattress from the double bed was on the floor, taking up most of the available floor space. On top of it were the pillows and duvet from the bed, various discarded clothes, some of Arthur’s toys and empty cereal bowls. ‘It looks like you’re camping,’ I added, with a weak smile.

			‘We couldn’t all sleep in the bedroom,’ she said. ‘So Frazer helped me move the mattress in here last weekend.’ Frazer was her boyfriend.

			‘It’s been like this all week?’ I asked.

			‘Yes.’

			‘Claudette hasn’t been?’ I checked, worried. Claudette was their social worker.

			‘No, she’s not due until next week.’

			‘And supposing she made an unannounced visit and found it like this?’ Lara knew, as I did, that social workers made unannounced visits in addition to their planned ones.

			‘I know,’ Lara said dispiritedly. Arthur was still trying to get into the carrier bag.

			‘Here you are, love,’ I said, and gave him the wrapped model of a roaring lion.

			‘Let’s put away the shopping,’ I said to Lara. ‘Then I’ll help you take the mattress back to the bedroom and have a tidy-up.’

			‘There’s no point,’ she said. ‘Frazer will be back tonight. He can help me put it away before he leaves on Monday.’

			It seemed Frazer was spending most weekends here. I hesitated. ‘As long as you do. Why is it here?’

			‘When Frazer stays we either wake Arthur or he wakes us, so it works better if we sleep in here.’

			I could see her problem. The flat was tiny, with one main living room, a kitchenette leading off it and one bedroom, where there was just enough room for a bed and a cot.

			‘All right, love. Let’s put your shopping away.’

			I trod carefully along the narrow space between the mattress and the sofa and went into the kitchenette. There was washing up in the sink and a musty smell coming from somewhere. I handed the carrier bag to Lara for her to unpack, as I set about doing the washing up.

			‘How much do I owe you?’ Lara asked as she put away the items.

			‘Nothing.’ I never charged her for the food I bought. She was living on benefit money and I could afford to help her out. I knew Frazer helped too.

			‘Thanks,’ she said, but she sounded down.

			‘Are you OK, love?’ I asked.

			‘I guess.’

			‘You don’t sound it.’

			I turned from what I was doing to look at her, in time to see Arthur pulling rubbish out of the bin, which was overflowing.

			‘No, love, yucky,’ I said to him.

			He paused, threw me a cheeky grin and continued. It wasn’t really his fault as the bin looked like a treasure trove with all the different-coloured wrappers, tins, cardboard containers and general assortment of rubbish within his reach. I guessed that was where the smell was coming from too.

			‘Lara, why don’t you empty the bin while I finish off here,’ I said. ‘Then we can have a chat over a cup of tea. I’ve bought a packet of your favourite biscuits.’

			‘Thanks,’ she said, but without much enthusiasm, and moved Arthur away from the bin.

			She carried the bin from the kitchenette, across the mattress and out of the flat. Arthur looked at her, disappointed.

			‘Mummy will be back soon,’ I said. ‘She’s emptying the bin. Where’s the lion I bought you?’

			He ran into the living room, picked it up and brought it back to show me.

			‘Well done. What noise does a lion make?’ I asked as I continued doing the dishes. Arthur was only a year and a half old, so I wasn’t expecting him to know. ‘It roars,’ I said, and made the noise. He copied my roar and laughed.

			‘Yes, well done. Can you find me a cow?’

			He returned to the living room and brought back a toy cow.

			‘Good boy. What noise does a cow make?’ I asked, rinsing a dish. ‘They moo.’ I mooed and Arthur copied me. I’d played with him a lot while he and Lara had lived with me, and since visiting them, so he was very comfortable in my presence. ‘What about a cat?’ I asked, and meowed. Arthur chuckled and copied me.

			‘Well done. A horse?’

			We were still making animal noises when Lara returned from emptying the bin.

			‘Sounds like you’re having fun,’ she said, setting down the bin. She opened the packet of biscuits I’d bought and began eating them. Arthur started agitating for one and Lara peeled off a couple for him. He ran off to eat them on the mattress in the living room.

			‘Have you both had lunch?’ I checked.

			‘Yes.’

			I finished the dishes as Lara filled the kettle and then made us a mug of tea each. It was a bit of ritual when I visited. I gave the kitchen a tidy, did any washing up, then we had tea with whatever treat I’d bought while we talked. Lara and I had done a lot of talking while she and Arthur had been living with me and since. I could read her moods and knew she got down sometimes. She was considering trying counselling again when the services were fully operational once lockdown was completely lifted.

			We took our mugs of tea into the living room and sat side by side on the sofa, resting our feet on the edge of the mattress. Arthur was still on the mattress, the toy lion in one hand and a half-chewed biscuit in the other.

			‘Make sure Frazer helps you put the mattress away after this weekend,’ I said. ‘I am worried what Claudette will think.’

			‘I know. He had to leave in a hurry to get to work on Monday,’ she said, her voice flat. Frazer worked for a small firm of builders I knew.

			‘Is everything all right between you two?’ I asked, wondering if they’d argued and that was why she seemed low.

			‘Yes, we’re good.’

			‘Excellent. So what’s the matter?’

			‘I don’t know.’ She shrugged and cupped her mug in her hands. ‘My life doesn’t seem to be going anywhere. I’m stuck in the same old routine.’

			‘I think we all feel that way to some extent,’ I said. ‘It should start to get better once lockdown is over.’

			‘I was talking to Shell and Courtney last night and they are planning on going to Ibiza as soon as travel opens up. A week of clubbing. They assumed I couldn’t go as I had Arthur.’

			Shell and Courtney were good friends of Lara’s, although their lifestyles were very different now as Lara had Arthur to look after.

			‘While I
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