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			In the Beginning

			When I first started writing my fostering memoirs it broke new ground. No one before had written about the hidden, sometimes secretive world of fostering and the social services. Over the years I’ve received thousands of emails and messages from around the world, many from care-leavers. While some said their time in care was a positive one, many did not, which saddens me greatly. Some felt they were not cared for or loved, and far too many had multiple placements. Some had to move upwards of thirty, fifty or more times. How could this be allowed to happen?

			This is the story of Frazer and Lara. Their lives began very similarly. Frazer’s mother managed a drug fix just before she went into labour and Lara’s just after she’d given birth. She was found injecting herself in the hospital toilet.

		

		
			Chapter One

			Non-Accidental Injuries

			It was the end of October. My previous foster children had just left and I was anticipating a few days, maybe even a week, child-free, when I hoped to be able to wind down after a rather traumatic year fostering during the pandemic. I could catch up with friends and my family.

			My adult son, Adrian, was married to the lovely Kirsty. My daughter Lucy was living happily with her partner, Darren, and had blessed me with my first grandchild, Emma, now two and a half, and a treasure who made us all smile. My other daughter Paula was still living with me, so there was just the two of us and our rescue cat, Sammy, at home. I’d been divorced for many years. Paula had recently returned to work after being furloughed during the peak of the pandemic, so it felt as if life was gradually returning to normal. Of concern was that the R number – used to calculate the spread of the coronavirus – was rising, particularly in some areas. We were regularly reminded on television and billboards to stay safe by sanitizing our hands, wearing a face mask in enclosed public spaces and social distancing. This had become known as the ‘hands, face, space’ rule.

			It was Thursday morning when Joy Philips, my supervising social worker (SSW), telephoned. All foster carers in the UK have a supervising social worker whose job it is to support, monitor, advise and guide the carer and their family in all aspects of fostering. They also advise the carer on their training requirements and generally make sure the children in their care are well looked after.

			‘How are you?’ Joy asked. It wasn’t simply a polite question. The pandemic was still ongoing so she needed to know.

			‘Well,’ I confirmed.

			‘No one in your household is having to self-isolate or is awaiting a Covid test result?’ She asked this most times she phoned.

			‘No.’

			‘Good. So you’re ready to take your next child?’ Referrals usually come through the carer’s SSW.

			‘Yes, although I was hoping to take a few days off.’

			Sometimes it felt like a never-ending stream of children coming through my door who for various reasons couldn’t live at home. Yet despite fostering over 150 children since I began all those years ago, I always gave each child the love and care they needed and deserved. My daughter Lucy arrived as a foster child and became my adopted daughter. Other children have returned home or gone to forever families.

			‘You will be able to take some time off as this placement isn’t needed until Monday,’ Joy said.

			‘All right. Good.’

			‘It’s for a little boy, Arthur, he’s just one year old. He went to an emergency carer yesterday, but she can only keep him for the weekend so he will need to be moved on Monday.’

			‘OK. Why is he in care?’

			‘Suspected non-accidental injuries,’ Joy said, and my heart went out to him. ‘His mother has been struggling for a while. She went to the doctor about herself, but the doctor noticed bruises on the child’s face. He examined the child and found more bruises on his legs and body. His mother is denying harming him and says he is accident-prone.’

			‘I can take him on Monday,’ I confirmed.

			‘Thank you. I’ll let his social worker know and she’ll be in touch.’

			We said goodbye.

			The poor child, I thought. I’d fostered children before who’d arrived with suspected non-accidental injuries, including cigarette burns, scalds, cuts and bruises, and it didn’t get any easier. But I put my concerns for him aside for now – I’d do enough worrying once he arrived – and continued with my day as planned. I spent the afternoon with Lucy and Emma and on my way home dropped in at Adrian’s. He was still working from home but was pleased to have a break. Kirsty, a teacher, was in school. My family lived locally so we were able to see each other regularly. Sadly, my dear parents, who’d been so supportive of my fostering, had now passed.

			Once home, I prepared dinner for when Paula arrived back from work. Later, as we ate, I told her what I knew of little Arthur and that he would be with us on Monday. I share information with my family on a need-to-know basis. Paula was part of my household so needed to know almost as much as I did, and certainly anything that would affect her. If, for example, a child arrived who’d been sexually abused, then we put in place extra measures, especially around bath- and bedtime, and when we had visitors, so that everyone felt safe. Thankfully that wasn’t the case with Arthur (as far as I knew), although, like me, Paula was upset that he was thought to have non-accidental injuries. No child should ever suffer.

			After we’d eaten, Paula went to her room to relax and I watched the evening news. I learnt that cases of Covid were rising around the world and in England they were rising ‘significantly faster’ than predicted. Secondary school children had the highest rate of transmission, and there was talk of another lockdown.

			Arthur’s social worker, Claudette Brimstone, phoned me the following afternoon and our conversation didn’t get off to a good start.

			‘Thank you for agreeing to take Lara and Arthur,’ she said. ‘We were really struggling to find a mother-and-child placement.’

			‘I didn’t,’ I blurted. ‘Sorry. There seems to have been some confusion. I thought I was just having Arthur.’

			‘Oh. That was the original plan, but the judge didn’t accept our recommendations. She wants Arthur kept with his mother while we carry out a parenting assessment. It seems your supervising social worker wasn’t updated.’

			‘Indeed. That rather changes things.’

			‘Does it? You’re approved to foster all age groups and you have experience of mother-and-baby placements.’ She would have seen this on my file.

			‘Yes, but I was expecting just Arthur …’ I paused. ‘He’s a year old?’ I checked, in case this was wrong too.

			‘Yes. His mother, Lara, is twenty, a single parent, and has faced her own challenges. She was in and out of care herself and has no real family to support her. She lacks parenting skills.’

			‘Joy said Arthur had suffered suspected non-accidental injuries.’

			‘Yes, that was the concern of her doctor. But in court Lara’s lawyer pointed out that we’d had no previous concerns about her abusing her child, that the boy was thought to be very accident-prone, and the cuts and bruises could have easily been sustained as a result of rough play, tripping and falling. It’s impossible to know. The judge ruled that Lara and Arthur were to be found a mother-and-child placement while they were being assessed. Your reports will form part of the assessment.’ I knew this was standard practice. ‘Assuming you can take them, of course. If you really can’t, we will have to try to find somewhere else, but it’s not going to be easy.’

			‘So you want to move them on Monday, not today?’ I checked.

			‘That’s correct. Arthur can have his cot in with you if you don’t have a spare bedroom. We don’t want them in the same room, to begin with at least.’

			‘They can have their own rooms, that’s not an issue. How long is the placement likely to be?’

			‘Four months, although it could be extended.’

			‘All right. I’ll take them.’

			‘Thank you. I’m anticipating collecting Lara and Arthur on Monday morning and then coming straight to you.’

			‘Where is Lara now?’ I asked.

			‘With her boyfriend, but she won’t be seeing him again once she’s with you. He’s not the child’s father and has a history of violence. Lara will sign an undertaking not to divulge your address to him.’

			‘I’m pleased to hear that. Is it possible he harmed the child?’

			‘It was suggested, but Lara is adamant that Arthur’s bruises were a result of him falling. The emergency foster carer took him to the hospital for a scan and there are no signs of previous or new fractures.’

			Which was a relief, although, of course, a child can be beaten without sustaining fractures.

			‘Well, if there is nothing else, I’ll see you Monday,’ Claudette said, winding up. ‘I’ll email you the placement forms.’

			‘Thank you.’

			Having said goodbye, I spent the rest of the afternoon hoping I’d done the right thing in agreeing to look after Lara and her son, and getting their bedrooms ready. Now Adrian and Lucy had left home I had the space; the larger bedroom would be Lara’s and the cot would go in the smaller room next door. I assumed the social worker wanted them separated because of the suspected non-accidental injuries. If they were sharing a room it would be more difficult to monitor what was happening at night. Lara would be expected to do all the caring for her child, so if, for example, he woke at night she would tend to him, although I would be on hand. Part of the foster carer’s role in a mother-and-child placement is observation and record keeping, as well as giving support where necessary.

			As I worked, the enormity of what I’d committed to hit me. It was a huge responsibility. When I’d had a mother-and-baby placement before it was purely to support and guide the mother in her parenting; there’d been no suggestion of her harming her child. Now I would need to watch Lara and Arthur very carefully every minute of the day and if he woke at night. I’d never forgive myself if he sustained another injury while in my care. It crossed my mind that it would have been so much easier to just look after Arthur, but the judge had decided to give Lara another chance, and I needed to as well.

		

		
			Chapter Two

			Lara and Arthur

			I told Paula when she came home from work that evening that we’d be looking after Lara as well as Arthur. She had mixed feelings too. She was also concerned at the possibility of another lockdown, and the effect it would have on her job. She had an administrative position in the offices of a local manufacturing firm. At the start of the first lockdown she’d worked from home for a short while until the number of new orders coming in had fallen and there hadn’t been enough work, so she’d been furloughed. She had returned to the office a month ago, but workers had been warned that if order numbers were still low and didn’t pick up soon, some of them would be made redundant. Many businesses were struggling because of the pandemic, despite a good furlough scheme. I reassured her as best I could and said the situation we were in was unprecedented. Until now, pandemics had only been the subject of films for us.

			Claudette Brimstone, Lara and Arthur’s social worker, emailed me the placement information forms and I read them after dinner. As well as containing basic details like Lara’s and Arthur’s full names, dates of birth, ethnicity (white British; language spoken: English), religion (none) and the care plan, the forms gave a potted history of what had been going on. Lara was twenty and the only child of a single mother who had died from a drug overdose when Lara had been seven years old. With no relatives to look after her, she’d been taken into care where she’d remained until eighteen. She didn’t appear to be in contact with any of her foster carers, which I thought was a pity. The box on the form that asked whether the young person was known to smoke or abuse alcohol or drugs said: No known drug abuse but Lara smokes and drinks alcohol. This could be an issue around Arthur.

			Arthur’s date of birth was 5 October so he was just one year old. Details of his father: Unknown. His mother was Lara Lewisham. The social services had become involved when Arthur was six months old after a neighbour had overheard an abusive argument in the flat where Lara and Arthur were living with her boyfriend. It didn’t give the boyfriend’s name, but he was ten years older than Lara and had a history of violence. The social services had been monitoring the situation, although due to Covid restrictions many of their visits had been virtual – online. I read that Arthur was up to date with his vaccinations and was walking, but didn’t have any language yet, which wasn’t surprising at his age. Neither of them had any allergies or special needs, but Arthur was still receiving most of his nutrition from formula milk. There was the comment: The foster carer will need to teach Lara how to wean
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