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			Author’s Note

			The definition of neglect is a lack of care resulting in a child’s needs not being met. It is a form of abuse and sadly summed up little Jamey’s life.

		

		
			Chapter One

			Jamey

			It was 23 December, just before Christmas, and I was on the sofa in my living room trying to comfort two-year-old Jamey while listening to his social worker and her colleague. Jamey was curled on my lap, his head resting against my chest and his hands covering his face in an attempt to block out what was happening to him. Every so often he stifled a sob. The poor boy was traumatized, and I was doing my best to soothe him as his social worker, Shannon, brought me up to date and her colleague, Nathan – a trainee social worker – took some notes.

			Jamey had been removed from his home a short while before, after his mother, Kat, had left him alone in his cot all night while she went to a Christmas party. It wasn’t the first time she had neglected her child. The social services had been monitoring her for some months and had also put in place support with the hope that Jamey could stay with her. It hadn’t worked; her only child was now in foster care and would be living with me for the foreseeable future. It was sad – even more so because it was just before Christmas.

			‘Jamey had only just returned home from staying with his aunt – Lacey,’ Shannon continued. ‘The first night he went back home, his mother goes out partying, leaving him alone from nine o’clock.’ Social workers are rarely judgemental, but I could hear the condemnation in her voice. Shannon was an experienced social worker who came across as efficient and forthright. ‘Lacey raised the alarm and let us in. Kat was still asleep. Lacey had found Jamey in his cot, sopping wet, thirsty and hungry. She’d changed him and given him something to eat and drink by the time we arrived. Kat is very angry and upset, and is blaming her sister for informing us, but it’s not her fault.’

			I nodded.

			‘I’ll set up contact for Kat to see Jamey tomorrow.’ When a child first comes into care it’s usual to arrange contact straight away.

			‘It’s a pity Jamey couldn’t have stayed with his aunt,’ I suggested. A suitable relative is generally considered the next best option if a child can’t live with their parents. It’s also the cheapest for the social services.

			‘She wants Jamey to live with her and is angry with me for bringing him into care. She’s going to find a lawyer and apply for guardianship. She’s looked after him quite a bit in the past, but it was an informal arrangement.’

			‘So why hasn’t he gone to her now?’ I asked.

			‘Jamey’s mother, Kat, doesn’t want her sister to have him and says she’s got issues of her own. If Lacey puts in an application to foster him, we’ll assess her.’ A social services assessment is often required even though it’s a relative.

			‘And Jamey’s father?’ I asked. Shannon had emailed the Essential Information Forms, but I hadn’t had a chance to read them as Jamey had been moved at very short notice.

			‘He never sees him, although we’ll try to inform him that Jamey is in care.’

			Jamey whimpered and I held him closer.

			‘Are you all right, love?’ I asked, moving his hands slightly away from his face so I could see him. He moved them back again. ‘Do you like the Christmas tree?’ I asked, tempting him to look. Our house was festively decorated ready for Christmas, although I knew the Christmas spirit would be in very short supply in Jamey’s world right now. He’d just been taken from the only family he knew and brought to live with a stranger.

			‘He’s wearing a nappy,’ I said to Shannon. ‘Is he not toilet trained yet?’ Jamey was two and a half years old – an age when a lot of children are using the toilet or a potty, so it was something I needed to know.

			‘No,’ Shannon confirmed. ‘His aunt has packed some nappies and clothes, but you will need to buy some more.’

			‘OK.’ The bag they’d arrived with was in the hall.

			‘There’s a security blanket in there too, but it needs a wash,’ Shannon’s colleague, Nathan, said.

			‘I wonder if it would help Jamey if he had it now,’ I said, thinking aloud.

			‘I’ll get it,’ Nathan replied, standing.

			He left the living room and reappeared a few moments later carrying not so much a blanket as a grubby piece of cloth that might have once been white but was now grey and chewed around the edges. However, as I gave it to Jamey he pushed it to his face and, eyes screwed shut, began sucking on one corner. The smell and texture would be familiar to him, and no matter how disgusting it might appear to me, it gave him some comfort. I would wash it in time.

			As we talked about Jamey I asked Shannon if he was allergic to anything or taking any medication. She said as far as they knew he wasn’t. She completed the paperwork that allowed me to foster Jamey and then said she’d have a look around the house before they went. It’s usual for the child’s social worker to check the foster carer’s home when they place a child, and also at most subsequent visits. ‘I’ll phone you with the time of contact tomorrow,’ she added. ‘It’ll be at the Family Centre. You know where that is?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Would you like to see the house too?’ I asked Jamey, as Shannon and Nathan stood.

			He kept his eyes closed and the rag in his mouth and shook his head, so I stayed with him in the living room while the social workers looked around the house.

			‘It’s going to be all right, love,’ I told Jamey quietly as I cuddled him. His eyes remained tightly shut.

			I heard the social workers go upstairs, in and out of the bedrooms and the bathroom, then come down again. They reappeared in the living room.

			‘There is just you and your daughter living here?’ Shannon asked.

			‘Yes. I’ve been divorced for many years.’

			She nodded. ‘Which bedroom will Jamey be in?’

			‘The one next to mine,’ I replied. ‘There is a single bed already made up, or do you want him to use a cot?’

			‘Jamey is used to a cot,’ Nathan said.

			‘Too much so,’ Shannon commented. ‘He was left in it day and night. He might be better in a bed.’

			‘I’ll try him in the bed and see how it goes,’ I said.

			‘Won’t he fall out if he’s not used to it?’ Nathan asked.

			‘I’ll put cushions along the floor around the bed,’ I said. ‘It’s what I usually do when a child first starts sleeping in a bed.’

			They seemed satisfied with this and began gathering together their belongings – coats, laptops and briefcases.

			‘We’re going now,’ Shannon told Jamey, coming over to where I was sitting with him on my lap.

			He didn’t open his eyes or acknowledge her, so she and Nathan said goodbye and saw themselves out. I stayed on the sofa cradling Jamey. He seemed so small and fragile. I was used to having Emma, my granddaughter, on my lap, and although she was a year younger she felt far sturdier and more robust than Jamey. Also, if I’m honest, he smelt as if he needed a bath, but I’d see to that when he felt a bit better.

			The Christmas garlands stirred slightly in the warm air rising from the radiator, but the rest of the house was quiet and still. I held Jamey for a few moments longer and then said, ‘I wonder what Father Christmas will bring you.’ I would need to go into town tomorrow to buy some more presents for him as well as nappies. I’d already bought a few general presents in case a child arrived just before Christmas, but now I could buy more specifically for him.

			Jamey didn’t respond to my comment about Father Christmas, which was hardly surprising. He was still very anxious so I stayed where I was, my arms around him, and continued talking to him quietly.

			‘I’m Cathy, I’m a foster carer and I’m going to look after you for a while. I live here with my daughter, Paula. She’s an adult and is at work. You’ll meet her later today. There’s just us and our cat, Sammy. But he’s in the garden.’ I’d heard him shoot out of the cat flap on the back door in the kitchen as soon as the social workers had arrived. ‘I also have a grown-up son, Adrian, who is married to Kirsty. They live in their own flat. You’ll meet them on Christmas Day. You’ll also meet my other daughter, Lucy, her partner Darren and their baby, Emma.’

			I wasn’t expecting Jamey to remember any of this or even to be interested, but he would be getting used to the sound of my voice and hopefully learning that I was friendly and wouldn’t harm him. When a child first arrives it’s impossible to know what life experiences have taught them. Sometimes even the most innocent comment or action can induce fear and panic in an abused child. I stayed where I was with my arms lightly around him, talking softly, for around ten minutes or so. He kept his eyes closed and the rag in his mouth, but his little body began to relax.

			I heard the cat flap open and close as Sammy let himself in. Then he meowed as he came to find me. He was braver now the house was quiet and the strangers had gone. He came into the living room, stopped by the door when he saw Jamey, then, with another meow that made Jamey start, came right up to us.

			‘It’s all right, love,’ I said. ‘This is our cat, Sammy. He has come to say hello to you.’

			Finally, Jamey opened his eyes and turned his head slightly so he could see Sammy. Then he pulled himself upright and, taking the rag from his mouth, said, ‘Cat.’

			I smiled, pleased. It was the first step along a very long road to Jamey relaxing enough to accept me as his foster carer.

		

		
			Chapter Two

			Christmas Lights

			An hour later the only two words Jamey had said were ‘cat’ and ‘car’. The latter when I’d carried him to the toy boxes and shown him an assortment of toy cars. We were sitting on the living-room floor, Jamey on my lap, as I lined up the vehicles, telling him what they were, trying to establish some communication – red car, ambulance, motorbike and so on. Although Jamey wasn’t playing with the vehicles or even touching them, he seemed vaguely interested and was watching me in between sucking his cloth comforter. Whether his lack of language was because he was still traumatized from being removed from home or because he didn’t know many words I couldn’t say. Shannon, his social worker, had said he appeared developmentally delayed, but no formal assessment had been done.

			The average two-and-a-half-year-old knows at least two hundred words and some many more. They can put together short sentences and ask simple questions that begin with words like ‘where’ and ‘what’. They have an understanding of how language works. Jamey had been neglected, so it was possible he hadn’t been given the stimulus or encouragement to develop his talking, although I’d have thought his aunt might have encouraged him, given that he seemed to have spent quite a bit of time with her and she was saying she wanted him to live with her. Jamey hadn’t asked for his mummy or Lacey, which was strange. I would read the Essential Information Forms later, which I hoped would give me more background knowledge so I was better able to understand Jamey and meet his needs.

			Sammy was now curled up on the carpet a little way from us with one eye open, watching Jamey. Every so often Jamey looked at him warily. ‘Have you got any pets?’ I asked him. He looked blank so I wasn’t sure if he didn’t understand or didn’t have the vocabulary to tell me. Generally, though, he seemed a bit more relaxed, so I was reluctant to move from where we were.

			‘Would you like a drink or something to eat?’ I asked him.

			He looked back at me, worried and cautious. Then my mobile suddenly began to ring from the chair where I’d left it, startling Jamey, although its ringtone wasn’t loud. I reached out and answered it.

			‘How is he?’ Shannon asked.

			‘Quiet, but not crying. We’re looking at some toys.’

			‘Good. I’ve arranged an hour’s contact at the Family Centre for tomorrow at eleven o’clock. I was lucky to be given the slot. The centre closes early on Christmas Eve.’

			‘Is this just with his mother or his aunt as well?’ I asked, so I could tell Jamey.

			‘Just Mum. Also, phone contact on Christmas Day, please – a short call; withhold your number and monitor the call. Can you put it on speaker?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Lacey wants contact and I’ve told her she can speak to him on Christmas Day too. I’ve emailed you their numbers and the contact arrangements for the following week.’

			‘Thank you.’

			‘I shall be there at the start of contact tomorrow and hopefully I’ll have some more clothes from home, but don’t hold your breath. Buy what he needs.’

			‘Yes, of course.’ Foster carers receive an allowance towards the cost of looking after the child.

			We said goodbye, and while I had my phone in my hand I messaged my family’s WhatsApp group to tell them Jamey had arrived and would be with us for Christmas. I knew they would want to buy him a present. When Paula arrived home later I’d give her more details of Jamey, as she would be living with him. I shared information about the child I was fostering with my family on a need-to-know basis.

			I put down my phone and continued to take toys from the boxes, hoping to pique Jamey’s interest. The smell I’d previously noticed was becoming stronger.

			‘I think we’d better change your nappy,’ I said.

			He didn’t move or give any indication he’d heard me.

			‘Jamey, let’s go and find you a clean nappy, love,’ I said, and gently eased him from my lap into a standing position.

			I straightened my legs and stood. I was stiff from sitting in one position with Jamey on my lap. I thought he might be too, as he was standing unsteadily where I’d put him, the cloth pressed to his mouth. It was the first time I’d seen Jamey upright. Nathan had carried him in from the car and then he’d been sitting on my lap. Now I could see just how small he was – short for his age; there was nothing of him. The jogging pants and jersey top he was wearing hung loosely on his skinny frame. He was also very pale. His hair had been cut unevenly as if done at home – without much success.

			‘OK, love?’ I asked him, with a smile, and offered him my hand. ‘Let’s change that nappy of yours.’

			He didn’t move so I gently took his hand. ‘This way,’ I said, and led him out of the living room. He walked, not as a two-year-old, but like a much younger child, unstable on his feet. I wondered if it was because he’d been sitting for so long in one position or if there was another developmental reason for it that Shannon hadn’t mentioned.

			I took him along the hall and to his bag. It was small and grubby and had a broken zip. I searched inside and found two nappies and a few clothes. I had spare clothes in the ottoman in my bedroom that I could use until I was able to buy more. From what Shannon had said, there wouldn’t be a lot arriving from home.

			‘We’ll go upstairs to change you,’ I said, and guided him to the foot of the stairs.

			Jamey was very unsure of the stairs and clutched my hand tightly as we began slowly going up, his other hand gripping the banister as the cloth dangled from his mouth.

			‘You probably haven’t got stairs in your flat,’ I said. It could explain why he was so uncertain on them. Most children his age manage stairs easily. I made a mental note to put the stairgates in place.

			‘In here, love,’ I said, guiding him into his bedroom. I’d left the changing mat, baby wipes, disposable gloves and so forth in here in case I fostered another baby. I’d previously washed and disinfected the changing mat and I now placed that on the bed.

			‘Can you clamber on for me?’ I asked him.

			He didn’t so I lifted him on. As I did he went rigid – stiff with fear.

			‘What’s the matter, love? I’m just going to change your nappy.’

			Tears sprung to his eyes and his little face creased as he rubbed his security cloth over his eyes. It was pitiful; the poor child.

			‘What’s wrong?’ I asked again, worried.

			He shook his head and ground the cloth between his gritted teeth.

			‘I won’t hurt you,’ I said. ‘But I do need to change your nappy. Can you lie down for me?’

			He remained sitting. I couldn’t change his nappy in that position, so I gently eased him down. His arms and legs were stiff. Clearly having his nappy changed in the past had been a bad experience. ‘We’ll soon be done,’ I reassured him.

			I’d already taken off his shoes downstairs when he’d first arrived, and I now gently removed his jogging bottoms. He was grimacing and as I removed his nappy I saw why. The worst case of nappy rash I’d ever seen. The whole area concealed by his nappy was covered in angry red sores. His bottom was bright red and the creases at the tops of his legs were weeping. It must have been agony for him each time his nappy was changed and cream applied. If cream had ever been used, for I couldn’t see any sign of it.

			His nappy was sodden, which would aggravate the sores and broken skin. It also contained three small poo pellets, suggesting he was constipated. Not a pleasant sight, but foster carers, like parents, have to deal with unpleasant things when caring for their children.

			My immediate concern was how best to clean him without causing him more pain. He was grinding his teeth on the cloth, his eyes screwed shut and his face contorted, and bracing himself, expecting to be hurt.

			‘I think we’ll give you a nice warm bath before we put you in a clean nappy,’ I said. I thought this would cause him the least distress. ‘Can you walk to the bathroom with me?’

			He didn’t move so I gently scooped him up in my arms – hoping he wouldn’t choose this moment to have another wee – and carried him into the bathroom. I set him down by the bath and he stood watching me as I ran and tested the water. I talked to him gently, reassuring him that what I was doing was going to help him, for I’d no idea what his experience of bath time at home was.

			‘It’s nice and warm. Not too hot and not too cold,’ I told him as I tested the temperature of the water. ‘I’ll put in the ducks. They like a swim.’ A bag of bath toys hung from a hook beside the bath and I dropped some of them into the water.

			Once the bath was ready, I eased off Jamey’s top and lifted him into the soothing warm water. He still had the cloth in his mouth.

			‘Let’s put that down or it will get wet,’ I said.

			He allowed me to take the rag from his mouth and hang it over the side of the bath.

			‘Sit down, love,’ I said. He was still standing.

			He hesitated and then gingerly lowered himself into the water. As he sat there I could see there was nothing of him. The bones in his shoulders, neck and spine jutted out, and I could have counted his ribs. Shannon had said he was slightly built, but it was more than that. He looked malnourished to me. I would have to inform her of what I’d found having removed his clothes, and possibly take him to the doctor.

			Jamey sat still for a few moments, not interested in the bath toys, his little face serious and woeful. He wasn’t in pain, just lost, and my heart went out to him. At least there weren’t any cuts, bruises or cigarette burns on his body, I consoled myself, as I’d found on some of the children I’d fostered.

			Kneeling beside the bath, I leant over and began making the plastic ducks bob up and down in the hope of easing Jamey’s unhappiness.

			‘Where’s the duck gone?’ I said with a smile, holding it under the water. ‘Here it is!’ I said, releasing the duck so it sprang up.

			Jamey watched for a while and then, reaching out, pushed one of the ducks under, not gleefully but mechanically.

			‘Fantastic! Well done,’ I enthused. ‘Where’s it gone?’

			He didn’t reply but pushed another duck under, then two together. While he was occupied I began gently sponging his back and neck, then under his arms and across his chest. It was just plain water with no soap so it wouldn’t irritate his sore and broken skin. He wasn’t dirty as some children were when they first arrived, and he didn’t have head lice, so I didn’t wash his hair. I’d do that another day when he was more settled.

			Having washed his back, chest, arms and legs, I gave him the flannel and asked him to wash around his penis. He did so and although it wasn’t a very thorough wash, sitting in the warm water would cleanse him. He handed back the flannel and reached for his security cloth, having lost interest in the bath toys.

			‘Let’s get you out and dry you off,’ I said.

			I helped him stand up and then climb out. I wrapped him in the large, fluffy bath towel I had ready. There was so little flesh on him to keep him warm that he immediately began to shiver, his lips trembling, although the house was very warm.

			I released the water from the bath and, making sure the bath towel was wrapped snuggly around him, I guided him along the landing towards his bedroom.

			‘Do you want to go to the toilet before you get dressed?’ I asked. I thought I should start getting him used to the idea of using the toilet.

			He shook his head, so I guessed someone – either his mother or aunt – had introduced the idea of using a toilet.

			‘OK. Tell me if you do,’ I said. ‘Good boy.’ I wasn’t expecting him to tell me, but I had to start somewhere.

			I took Jamey into his bedroom and helped him onto the changing mat. He lay snuggled in the towel while I thoroughly dried him and then gently applied barrier cream all over the sore area that would be covered by his nappy. It was uncomfortable for him but not painful. I fastened the nappy and then dressed him in the clothes he had just taken off. They were clean and later I would find him fresh clothes for tomorrow.

			‘Good boy,’ I said, smiling. ‘Let’s get you a drink and something to eat. You must be hungry by now.’

			I took the bag containing the soiled nappy with us and held his hand as we returned slowly downstairs and went into the kitchen. I dropped the nappy bag outside the back door for putting in the bin later and then thoroughly washed my hands.

			‘What would you like to drink?’ I asked Jamey, who was watching me cautiously.

			He didn’t reply so I took a carton of apple juice from the fridge. From what I’d seen so far I didn’t think Jamey had the fine motor skills needed to use an open cup, so I took out the trainer beaker instead. Also known as a sippy cup, it has a closed lid with a spout and a handle each side, making it easy to drink from. Jamey was still watching me and I threw him a smile, then poured the juice into the cup and added a splash of hot water from the kettle to take off the chill.

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

			He answered my question with a blank stare, so I began opening cupboard doors and showing him the contents, then the fridge, hoping he would spot something he liked. He would be eating our meals, but for now – on his first day – I just wanted him to eat something. He pointed to a bag of crisps.

			‘OK, but I’ll make you a sandwich to have with it.’

			I took him to the table and sat him on the booster seat with the trainer cup in front of him. ‘You have some of your drink while I make you a sandwich.’

			I could see him from the kitchen where I worked, and he began sucking thirstily on the spout of the beaker. ‘Good boy.’

			I made him a sandwich with wholemeal bread, cutting off the crusts and then slicing them into triangles so they were more manageable. I arranged some crisps on the plate, together with some sliced cucumber and cherry tomatoes cut in half. It was an attractive and healthy snack.

			Given that Jamey was very withdrawn, I wasn’t expecting him to show much enthusiasm for food, and I thought I’d probably have to encourage him to eat. However, the moment I put the plate down in front of him he set upon it and began eating the crisps, then the tomatoes, cucumber and sandwiches. He was clearly hungry. I sat with him as he ate and drank and then I refilled his beaker, and he drank half of it.

			‘Would you like something else?’ I asked. ‘A yoghurt? Fruit?’

			He shook his head.

			‘OK. We’ll have dinner later.’ Indeed, we’d be having it in two hours, for it was already four o’clock.

			I needed to telephone his social worker and tell her about the condition Jamey was in. It couldn’t be left. I took him into the living room to the toy boxes, hoping he might amuse himself while I spoke to Shannon. It was growing dark outside so I switched on the Christmas-tree lights, and they shone magically. Jamey’s eyes rounded and he said his third word.

			‘Lights.’

			‘Yes, that’s right, love. Christmas-tree lights. Well done. Have you got a Christmas tree at home?’ Daft question, really, as there hadn’t been enough money for food, let alone a Christmas tree.

			He shook his head. I could see he was enthralled by the lights, as indeed I was. I feel there is a mystical quality about Christmas-tree lights that you never grow out of. Jamey wasn’t interested in the toys but joined me on the sofa as I phoned Shannon. He was still gazing at the lights and as I waited for the call to be answered he rested his head against my shoulder. I put my arm around him and felt the joy and peace of Christmas step that little bit closer.

		

		
			Chapter Three

			Paula Helps

			‘I’ll arrange for him to have a medical,’ Shannon said as I finished telling her of Jamey’s emaciated body, sore bottom and the food he’d ravenously eaten. ‘But it will be after Christmas now. How are you treating the sores?’

			‘I bathed them in warm water, thoroughly dried the area, and then used barrier cream. I’ll go to the chemist tomorrow and see if they can recommend something stronger.’

			‘I’ll ask his mother what she uses. I’ve got to phone her shortly.’

			‘Could you also ask her if he can have his favourite toy, please? There’s nothing in the bag.’

			‘I’ll try again. I did ask her while we were there, but she wasn’t happy about letting go of his belongings, to put it mildly. Not that there is much in the flat. What’s Jamey doing now?’

			‘Sitting beside me gazing at the Christmas-tree lights.’

			‘That’s nice. There’s no sign of Christmas at his home.’

			‘That’s a pity,’ I said, although I wasn’t surprised.

			I’d fostered other children whose first proper Christmas had been when they’d come into care. Many of them had been much older than Jamey so had missed out for years. I’m sure their parents didn’t intentionally deprive them of a good Christmas, but there wouldn’t have been much left over for presents if, like Jamey’s mother, they were drug- and alcohol-dependent, which many of them were. They’re expensive habits and would have first call on their income as they wouldn’t be able to face life without them. These substances affect the way the brain works, and I know of many parents who, once clean, were shocked and disgusted at how badly they’d neglected their children – to the point where they’d been taken into care and even adopted, so they’d lost them for good. But while I felt sorry for the parents – no one should suffer the pain of losing their children – the child’s welfare must come first.

			Shannon wound up by saying she’d see me at contact tomorrow. Jamey was still nestled in the crook of my arm, his little body more relaxed. I put down the phone and looked at him. His eyes were closed.

			‘Jamey?’ I asked, quietly.

			He was asleep, bless him, exhausted from the gruelling day. I carefully withdrew my arm from under him and then laid him flat on the sofa to continue to sleep. It would do him good. I took the cloth from his mouth but left it in his hand. I crept quietly from the living room and went upstairs for a throw-over fleece, which I covered him with. Even in sleep his little face was anxious. His brow was furrowed as though he was worrying. I hoped that in time I could take away his pain so that he could play, carefree, as a child should.

			Leaving Jamey to sleep, I went into the front room and to my computer, where I took the opportunity to check emails. Shannon’s included the Essential Information Forms and I quickly read them. They gave Jamey’s age, date of birth, ethnicity and home address. It appeared he and his mother had been living in a one-bedroom flat; Jamey had slept in a cot in the living room while his mother slept on the sofa, as the bedroom was too damp to use. He didn’t see his father and the only extended family was his aunt, Lacey, who was listed under other significant adults. Jamey’s mother was twenty-eight and Lacey was thirty. Details of the child’s nursery and education were blank. Jamey had no known health issues or allergies, which I knew. The reason for the foster placement was neglect and he was the subject of a court order. Thankfully there was no suggestion he had been sexually abused, and the box on the form for behavioural problems said, None. His first language was shown as English, with the comment that Jamey was very quiet and appeared to have limited language skills. An assessment may be required.

			I was just coming to the end of the forms when the landline rang. I grabbed the handset, hoping it hadn’t woken Jamey. It was Joy Philips, my supervising social worker. All foster carers have a supervising social worker whose role is to support, monitor, advise and guide the carer and their family in every aspect of fostering.

			‘I understand you’ve got a new arrival,’ Joy said. ‘Jamey Durrant.’

			‘Yes, a few hours ago.’

			‘Sorry I couldn’t be there when he was placed. I was in a meeting.’

			Some supervising social workers try to be present when a child arrives. This is more important for new carers than those who have done it before and know what to expect and the questions to ask.

			‘How is he?’ Joy asked.

			‘Asleep on the sofa.’ I then told Joy what I’d told Shannon, ending with details of the contact that had been arranged for tomorrow.

			‘Have you got everything you need to foster him?’ Joy asked.

			‘Mostly. I’ll go shopping tomorrow. Thanks for the Christmas card,’ I added.

			‘You’re welcome. Have a good Christmas. I’m sure you will. I’m off work for the week and will be back in the New Year. If you need emergency advice you know to contact the duty social worker.’

			‘Yes.’ Most of the staff were taking the week off. Both Joy and Shannon would visit us in the New Year – within a month of Jamey being placed.

			Joy and I wished each other a merry Christmas and said goodbye.

			I went into the living room to check on Jamey and found him wide awake, lying on the sofa and watching the ceiling decorations as they slightly stirred.

			‘Hi, love, you’re awake. Do you remember where you are?’

			He looked at me with large, sorrowful eyes, then pulled himself into a sitting position.

			‘What would you like to do? Play with some toys?’

			He slid from the sofa and stood in front of the Christmas tree. ‘Lights,’ he said, pointing.

			‘Yes. Christmas-tree lights. It’s Christmas soon.’

			He went to the patio windows to look out. It was a pretty miserable day outside, wet and windy. He turned and spotted Sammy curled up by the radiator.

			‘Cat,’ he said, pointing.

			‘Yes, that’s right. Our cat is called Sammy. Would you like to stroke him?’

			I went over and began stroking Sammy, showing Jamey what to do – running my hand from his neck, down his back, keeping to the direction of his fur. ‘Like this.’

			Jamey watched but didn’t say anything or want to stroke Sammy. Instead, he returned to the tree, which clearly fascinated him.

			‘Lights,’ he said again.

			‘Yes, let’s count them.’ I began counting. ‘One, two three.’ I got to ten, but Jamey had lost interest and was looking around the room. ‘Would you like to play with some toys now?’ I asked, going to the toy boxes.

			He looked at me carefully, then frowned, straining – a look I recognised from other infants. ‘Do you want the toilet?’ I asked him.

			He didn’t reply but filled his nappy, so I took him upstairs to change him. He’d passed a few more pellets. It would take many days before he was no longer constipated and was going to the toilet normally, and I’d be monitoring it. The barrier cream was doing its job so changing him wasn’t too uncomfortable, and I reapplied the cream.

			Downstairs I deposited the nappy bag in the bin outside, washed my hands, and then for the next hour I tried to find something that Jamey might like to play with. But he was overwhelmed and just looked at everything I showed him. Still holding his hand, I took him on a tour of the house so it wasn’t so strange. I told him about each room and named some of the items in them – chair, table, computer and so on. Upstairs I said, ‘Jamey’s bedroom,’ as we went in. Then, ‘Jamey’s bed.’

			I showed him the other bedrooms, the bathroom and toilet. ‘For doing poos and wees,’ I emphasized.

			We were about to go downstairs when he tugged my hand, wanting to go into his room again.

			‘Jamey’s bedroom,’ I said as we went in. ‘Jamey’s bed.’

			He seemed to be looking for something and I wondered if it was a cot.

			‘Now you’re a big boy you can sleep in the bed,’ I said, patting the bed. I drew the curtains while I was in the room as it was dark outside now.

			Jamey seemed to want to go into the other rooms again so, still holding hands, we went all over the house for a second time. I switched on lights and closed curtains and blinds as we went. As we were going downstairs I heard a key in the front door. I’d lost track of time. It was Paula returning from work and I hadn’t even begun dinner.

			‘Hello, love,’ I said. Arriving in the hall, I gave her a kiss. ‘This is Jamey.’

			‘Hi, Jamey,’ she said with a smile, slipping off her shoes. ‘How are you?’

			Jamey looked at her.

			‘This is my daughter, Paula,’ I told him, then said quietly to her, ‘He’s not saying much at present, but he likes a hug.’

			‘Well, that’s good,’ she said, smiling at him. ‘I like hugs too. Would you like a hug now?’ She squatted down so she was at his level and opened her arms.

			Most children who have a strong attachment to their parents wouldn’t hug a stranger, but Jamey went over and cuddled her as he’d been doing to me.

			‘That’s lovely,’ she said, clearly touched. ‘I’m going to get changed now and then I’ll play with you.’ Paula liked to change out of her office wear when she arrived home.

			I took Jamey with me into the kitchen until Paula appeared, then she kept him occupied in the living room while I made dinner. I could hear the gentle, loving way she was talking to him, coaxing and encouraging him as I had tried to do. He was quiet for most of the time but did say ‘lights’, ‘cat’ and ‘car’ again. I cooked a fish dish for dinner and we all ate together. Jamey was hungry and fed himself, although he used his fingers rather than the child’s knife, fork and spoon I’d set out. After dinner Paula took him into the living room again while I cleared up. She reappeared quite quickly.

			‘I think he’s done a poo,’ she said, grimacing.

			‘I’ll see to him,’ I said with a knowing smile. Paula was a big help with fostering, but changing nappies wasn’t her forte. My other daughter Lucy was different. Working in a nursery, she’d had to get used to changing nappies, wiping bottoms and cleaning up accidents just as foster carers have to, but she was no longer living with us.

			Once Jamey was clean, I took him downstairs where Paula sat on the sofa and read to him. We had a good selection of early-years picture books, including ones for Christmas. I took the opportunity to sort out the contents of Jamey’s bag where I found a pair of pyjamas. At around 7.30 Jamey began rubbing his eyes, clearly tired.

			‘I’ll take him up and get him ready for bed,’ Paula offered.

			Jamey held onto both our hands, suggesting he wanted us both to go, so that’s what we did. Upstairs I took a new child’s toothbrush from my spares and Paula helped Jamey brush his teeth and wash his face and hands, while I put a stairgate in place at the top of the stairs. Once they’d finished in the bathroom, we showed him where I slept and then Paula’s room before going to his room. Paula helped him into bed and I took spare pillows from the airing cupboard and arranged them either side of the bed so if he fell out in the night it would be a soft landing.

			‘Would you like your light on or off?’ I asked him. ‘Or maybe on a little?’ It’s details like this that help a child settle in a strange room. I turned the dimmer switch up and down to show Jamey. He didn’t reply – hardly surprising, as this was all so different to sleeping in a cot in the living room at his home. I left the light on a little.

			‘I’ll leave your door open, so if you need me in the night, call out and I’ll come to you,’ I told him. ‘Night, love.’ I kissed his cheek.

			‘Night, night,’ Paula said, and kissed him.

			We looked at him, so small in the bed, his little face just visible above the covers. ‘Shout if you want me in the night,’ I said.

			Although Jamey was clearly tired and needed to sleep, I was reluctant to leave him alone. He seemed so vulnerable, and I wasn’t sure he would call out if he needed me. The thought of him lying there alone in the dark was heart-wrenching.

			‘I’ll listen out for him if you want to get on with something,’ Paula offered. ‘I’ll be in my bedroom for a while.’

			‘OK. Thanks, love.’

			Paula and I said goodnight again to Jamey and, leaving the light on low and the door open, we came out. Paula went to her room, and I went downstairs to my computer in the front room where I logged onto the council’s portal to start my log notes on Jamey. Foster carers in the UK are expected to keep a record of the child or children they are looking after. This includes appointments and 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. There was no sound coming from Jamey’s bedroom and ten minutes later, when I’d finished and had shut down the computer, I checked on him. He was fast asleep.

			Presently Paula came downstairs and we sat in the living room with mugs of tea.

			‘I texted Adrian and Lucy and told them Jamey was here and how cute he is,’ Paula said.

			I smiled. ‘Yes, he is a darling, for sure. A lovely little chap.’

			‘It will be nice having him with us for Christmas,’ Paula said. ‘I’ve been thinking a lot about Nana recently. It makes me sad, but having Jamey here to look after will help.’

			‘Yes, I know what you mean,’ I said, and gave her a hug.

			My mother had spent last Christmas with us and had died on the morning she was due to return home. I’d found her in bed. We were heartbroken, and as the anniversary of her death approached the memories came flooding back. But Paula was right, having Jamey with us would help, although of course I felt sorry for Jamey’s mother, who wouldn’t have her son with her at Christmas.

			‘You’re frowning, Mum,’ Paula said.

			‘Oh dear. I didn’t mean to. I’ve got a lot to do tomorrow,’ I replied. ‘Jamey has contact at eleven o’clock and I need to collect the Christmas order and buy some more presents for his sack, and some nappies.’

			‘I finish work at twelve tomorrow so I could collect the Christmas order on the way home,’ Paula offered. ‘I pass the supermarket.’

			‘Oh, yes, please. That would be a big help,’ I said, and kissed her cheek. Then we sat quietly gazing at the tree lights and sipping our tea. ‘We’ll give Jamey a really good Christmas.’

			‘Yes, we will.’
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