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To my girls – Joanna, Zoe and Mia.

Thank you for being the family my younger

self could only dream of. x
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

If you had told me when I was sixteen that I’d go on to become a BBC journalist and broadcaster, a dad and a husband, I would have thought you were smoking a ­recreational drug.

So often, as a kid, I grappled with the immediacy of survival. I was caught up in a web of confusion about my identity as a foster kid and, at times, held no hope for my future. My life now is considerably different from how it was at the start, but still, the wounds of my childhood linger. As I frequently observe the childhood bliss that my infant daughters enjoy, it chills me to think that when I was their age, I had already been placed in care with key familial bonds shattered.

I have presented documentaries and reports about the children’s care system across Britain that have required me to share bits of my own story. But I have never looked back on the first eighteen years of my life with the attention that writing this book has demanded of me.

This isn’t a memoir in the purest sense. I’m thirty-four, with a lot of life to still live, hopefully. Rather, this is a book specifically about my life as a looked-after child. I hope that sharing my experiences gives you, the reader, an insight into what it can be like to grow up in care.

To write this book, I had to rediscover the voice of my inner child. I had to remember and re-feel past moments, trauma and events as best as I could. I had to write with integrity, and unfiltered perspective.

Certain moments that I recount in these pages may have been perceived differently by the various people involved at any given time. And in any scenario of my childhood, a range of factors could have been at play that I didn’t know about at the time. It’s clear that looked-after children don’t get to see or understand the full context of their lives in care; and the system doesn’t offer insights into them.

But with all of that said, this book is simply about my take, as a child navigating a system. I have changed names and sometimes places to protect the identities of those involved. At times, I have referred to the social-­services records from my time in care. That allowed me to corroborate timings and events. Fundamentally, however, this is a raw, honest account of a childhood in care.

A lot has been said about the care system and looked-­after children, yet little of the existing literature is written by people with first-hand involvement. So the best thing I can do is honour my own experiences and feelings, ­giving them the most transparent expression possible.

I truly hope you learn something from my story.


1

FAMILIAL

It all begins with Joyce.

I can’t remember anyone before her, although my records mention an emergency foster family I was placed with at about the age of two.

Apparently, Joyce became my foster mum when I was around four years old, but when I think back to the start of my life she is all I can remember. They, whoever they are, say that one way of coping with childhood trauma is by forgetting. Maybe that’s me.

‘Foster mum’ isn’t an accurate term for Joyce. She was the benevolent Caribbean grandmother that anyone would love to have in their life.

Joyce exuded wisdom and strength. With a thick Jamaican accent and celebrity-like status in her community of Walworth, south London, she was in her sixties when she took me in. She was, undeniably, a local legend. She had fostered many children before me. But I knew I was special to her. I was more than fostered. More than looked after.

‘Ashley, you is me likkle boy,’ she’d say fondly and regularly in her Jamaican patois.

A Black woman, Joyce had striking blue-brown eyes and was known for her signature headscarf. Although she sometimes relied on a walking stick because of a dodgy kneecap, she had boundless energy and a strong frame.

We lived in a small, cosy three-bedroom house just off Walworth Road. It was a council house, but for me, back then, it could have been a mansion in Chelsea. It had everything I needed. It was home.

More than just a revolving door for the countless foster kids Joyce took in, her home bustled with people all the time. Joyce was visited almost daily by her biological adult children – two daughters and a son (Keisha, Porsha and Daryl), her grandchildren and a flurry of neighbours, friends and locals.

Joyce was the centre of her community. Whether it was for a dose of timely wisdom, a nostalgic story about her early life in Jamaica or some hearty Caribbean food, someone was always at Joyce’s door. Her home was a sanctuary for so many.

The scent of her rice and peas and well-seasoned chicken was ever-present, synonymous with my earliest memories. Likewise, the American-country sounds of Jim Reeves music playing in the background while she polished her ornaments and plumped her sofa are among the primary normalcies of my childhood.

I suppose I can’t remember when I first knew that I was ‘looked after’, but the unavoidable trappings of being in care – such as children moving in and out and the regular visits from social workers – confirmed there was more baggage to my life with Joyce than I wanted.

But for the most part, I loved life there.

Joyce’s family was my family. Her daughter Keisha had a son called Conor. He was my constant companion. We were the same age, and he’d come round daily and sleep over most weekends. I was light-skinned like him. We were inseparable.

‘Those cuties are gonna be trouble when they’re older!’ our neighbour Shirley would fondly tell Joyce whenever she saw us together in our small front garden.

Although we were the same age, I looked up to Conor. Even as a young kid, he seemed to exude security and self-confidence. He was a pillar of strength. More like a big brother.

Our antics consisted of play fights around the house, kickabouts in the garden and regular trips to the local adventure playground and youth club. As we got a bit older, that’s where we learned to play table tennis – a game that secured our bond as brothers.

Another highlight? Saturdays. That’s when Joyce would take us to East Street Market. ‘Make sure you stay close to me in these crowds, you hear?’ Joyce would shout to us through the hustle and bustle of the market chaos.

There, she’d buy fresh meat and vegetables for her recipes. During those trips, she’d always get sidetracked by a conversation or three as she bumped into locals. And in those moments, Conor and I would get up to our own mischief. Market trips would be topped off with a cheap toy from a stall and 20p’s worth of pick ’n’ mix from Dalston’s Local – the neighbourhood off-licence.

For me, those market trips and pick ’n’ mix treats with Conor were moments of sheer joy. I needed no convincing that I was at home. And even if the boring social-worker meetings that often popped up alluded to a more complicated story about my family, for me it was simple: with Joyce, I was at home.

Perhaps peak season at Joyce’s was Christmas.

Given the boundless community and cuisine in Joyce’s house, Christmas was an occasion she excelled at. Throw in her strong Christian faith alongside that, and she became almost evangelical in her aim to make sure everyone in the community felt included and fed at that time of year.

I would have been around six years old when, like most kids, all I wanted for Christmas was a Nintendo Game Boy. I pleaded with Joyce: ‘Please can I get one?’ I begged in my infant tone. But there was no verbal response, just a stern look through her thick-rimmed glasses.

Joyce received money from the local authority for looking after me, but she must have also gone into her own pocket when it came to the gifts she bought me. Even so, she soon broke the news to me that a Game Boy was too expensive a present that year. I sighed in disappointment. It was all we kids wanted back then, and I had hoped that somehow Joyce would come through. But she didn’t budge.

I remember so much of that Christmas.

On Christmas day, I awoke early and opened the curtains with boyish excitement. Even at that early hour, the smell of Joyce’s cooking drifted upstairs to our bedroom. She was always joyously militant in preparing the ­festivities from early in the morning.

I reckon that at Joyce’s, I felt like a normal child at Christmas. I remember the overwhelming sense of excitement for the presents and food. I even looked forward to seeing who would turn up at Joyce’s door.

Keisha and Conor arrived that particular Christmas morning, not long after I had got up. Joyce plied us kids (there were two other foster children living with her at the time; I shared a bunk bed with one of them) with fried bacon, scrambled eggs, beans and toast. She was at her best when feeding and serving others.

Throughout the morning, Christmas telly, the clanging of Joyce’s cooking and general chit-chat permeated the house. After breakfast, we made up as much fun as we could, although deep down we were all waiting for the green light to open presents. It was all about the presents in those days. Eventually, Conor, me and the two other children were let loose on them.

The tree, every year, was always packed with gifts. In the weeks leading up to Christmas day, scores of people would pass through, inevitably also delivering a gift or two. Toy cars, football stickers, chocolate and socks were the usual fare. But as I tore through wrapping paper and some well-received gifts, there was no sign of a Game Boy. No sign of that weighty, rectangular block in gift wrap.

Joyce and Keisha fondly watched us from the sofa as we crawled around the tree on all fours. I think Joyce got as much joy as we did just from watching us.

‘Careful, Conor,’ Keisha occasionally cautioned her son, attempting to quell the chaos.

Following weeks of anticipation, it took barely an instant to unwrap and tear through the multitude of gifts. And then . . .

‘I got one,’ shouted Conor.

I beheld it in his hands. A shiny, new Nintendo Game Boy. I tried to hide the emerging disappointment.

Soon enough I had unwrapped all my presents and, as Joyce had tried to warn me . . . there was no Game Boy. Even then, though, I knew enough to be grateful all the same. But despite my best efforts at hiding my feelings – my hopes for a Christmas topped off with a Nintendo Game Boy now gone – I’m sure everyone could see how gutted I was. Most notably Conor.

‘Ash, don’t worry. You can share with me,’ he exclaimed, still jubilant over his gift.

At some point, not too long after the unwrapping of presents, Joyce suddenly darted out of the living room, then walked back in, hands behind her back. She looked at me with deep fondness in her eyes.

‘You know you will always be family, Ashley. You know that, right?’

Her warm Jamaican tone was like a mug of hot choco­late. I always felt reassured by it and knew she’d have my back, no matter what.

I must have been nodding when she brought something out from behind her back.

I looked at her eagerly. ‘A Game Boy!’ I exclaimed. I turned to Conor. The two of us bobbed up and down, giddy with excitement. There were peals of laughter as I uttered abundant thanks to Joyce.

‘I love you,’ she said to me as she looked at me deeply, as if I was the only one in the room. As if I was all that mattered. And I believed her.

I never fully appreciated the significance of those words back then. I heard them often, and any time I drifted towards feeling like I didn’t belong, she’d always convince me otherwise.

So it was the perfect Christmas morning. And as morning turned to afternoon, the whole of Joyce’s family turned up. Then there were the others – an assortment of neighbours and church friends, who’d pass through, all in a bid to show some goodwill (and grab a plate of Joyce’s cooking, no doubt).

Christmas crackers, a staple Eddie Murphy film, family games and the Christmas special of Top of the Pops, all combined to make the perfect Christmas. And by the time we had finished dinner – a spread of jerk chicken, curried goat, rice and peas, with turkey and all the trimmings – we couldn’t possibly have wanted for anything else. Childhood bliss.

As it grew dark outside, during the evening of this special Christmas day, Joyce had one more surprise for me.

She beckoned me upstairs as the rest of the gang cosied up in the living room watching Christmas telly. She stood in my bedroom clutching a black bin bag. I was curious.

‘Ashley, I have something to tell you . . .’

I looked at her, unsure of what to make of the moment. I’d never seen Joyce show even a slight sign of nerves. Until now.

‘Ashley, your mother stopped by late last night while you were asleep. She wanted to give you these Christmas presents . . .’

With care and gentleness, she slowly handed me the black bin bag. I looked inside. There was a portable stereo, toy cars and other gifts. All for me? Everything looked so ­expensive – like the presents rich kids receive in the movies.

I didn’t know much about my mother and this was the first time Joyce had mentioned anything about knowing or being in touch with her. At that point, I didn’t think about the details of how, or why, Joyce knew my mum. Clearly, social services hadn’t connected them; it hadn’t been mentioned at our recent meeting. But in that moment, I wasn’t preoccupied with questions about what could have happened to my mum for me to end up in care.

Retrospectively, I am not confident that Joyce was even allowed to have contact with my mum in this sort of way or have her send stuff to me. Was she allowed to mediate a connection between her foster son and his biological mother? Was she allowed to play such a sensitive role and risk damaging things between me and my mother for the long haul? Surely, she was violating the rules set by the powerful courts and social workers?

In any event, that bin bag marked the first, albeit indirect, encounter with my biological mother that I can remember.

‘And there’s one more thing . . .’ Joyce added. ‘Your mum wanted you to have this photo of her.’

Joyce extended her hand and I took the small paper print from it. It wasn’t much bigger than a passport photo and showed the face of a young, pretty, smiling blonde woman. That was it. I was seeing what my mum looked like for the first time as a looked-after child. Thing is, though, it was just a picture. It didn’t come with a hug, or an ‘I’ve always loved you, Ashley’. Just a photo. Still, it was more than I’d had a few moments earlier.

Joyce said she was pretty, like an angel. I could see that, too.

In that moment, my appreciation of the cool gifts from my mum outweighed any deep curiosity I had about my family backstory. Priorities would no doubt change, but for now, Joyce and the gang were still my family. They were all that mattered. A late-night intrusion by a black bag and photo wasn’t going to convince me otherwise.

Looking back, I wonder what Joyce made of my reaction to the photo. Perhaps it wasn’t what she expected? Perhaps it was not quite the moment she was building it up to be – or hoping it would be.

Was Joyce aware that to me, she was all I needed? Did she know she would be my forever home?

I soon scurried back downstairs to join Conor and play Mario Kart on my new Game Boy. What a Christmas.

My bond with Joyce felt strong. She would say I had a sixth sense for when she was vulnerable – something I took great pride in.

According to one of Joyce’s many stories, she was once in the bathroom upstairs, feeling faint. I was downstairs. She barely whispered my name – but still – I ran upstairs in a hurry, ready and eager to help her in any way possible. There was an unspoken connection between the two of us. Like a puppy, I was her loyal defender, willing to do anything for her. Joyce was there for me and I’d always be there for her. But despite the faith I put in Joyce, it seemed she was intent on subtly directing me to the other ‘real’ family I but had known nothing about.

The photo Joyce gave me of my biological mother was the only trace I had of her for years. In my early years at primary school, I would brandish it around the playground, often boasting about how pretty my mother was.

‘Look what I’ve got!’ I’d shout to whoever cared to listen, frantically waving the photo, exclaiming to uninterested kids that the person in the photo was where I got my good looks from. After all, I had no idea what my dad looked like.

The more I became aware of other children’s parents and their ‘normal’ families, the more relieved I became that I had a photo. My proof that I had a mum.

Some kids carry teddy bears or toy cars wherever they go. I carried my photo. It was my one and only prop to convince the other school kids that I wasn’t a reject.

One day, however, that photo disappeared. I was at school, playing with other kids in the playground during break time. Running around in a frenzy, I didn’t realise I’d dropped the photo. Nearby, meanwhile, the school caretaker was milling around with a street vacuum, cleaning the school grounds. In the blink of an eye, completely unaware, he’d hoovered over the picture.

I watched as his machine swept over it. I looked up at the caretaker – he was completely oblivious to what he’d done. It was gone. Despite me asking him to get my photo from his machine, he never did retrieve it from the vacuum bag. One boy’s treasure, another man’s trash.

I went home deflated that day. I knew no one at school would understand what the loss of that photo meant. I never told Joyce.

While the photo, over time, would gain a deeper significance in my mind and eventually spark my curiosity about who my mum really was, the only other insight I was given into her came from my biological uncle who began to visit me a couple of years into life at Joyce’s.

Uncle Terry, my mother’s brother, lived in the same part of London as me and was eventually given permission by social services to visit once a month. I remember a bit about him. Pale. Foggy glasses and greasy hair. He didn’t appear to hold by the sort of hygiene rules that Joyce worked so hard to instil in me.

Terry wasn’t employed. I always just seemed to know that. He mentioned that he’d once tried his hand at working in a nursery, but that eventually fell through. He lived in a council flat by himself. A self-confessed loner. No friends or partner.

I think visiting me was less about his concern for my welfare than relieving his own sense of loneliness. Still, I liked my time with him. Any time he visited, he’d come armed with treats for me – a Beano comic book and a Mars bar.

It was on one occasion when he took me to the local McDonald’s that I formed the next impression of who my mother was.

Terry and my mother hadn’t got on, and they’d also spent time in the care system as children. I was, therefore, part of a cycle of intergenerational care. My mother had me when she was a teenager. My dad was much older. My uncle said something along the lines of my mum not having made the best choices.

The more time I spent with my uncle, the more he fed me negative stories, and the more Joyce would tell me positive things about my mum. It was as if she sensed the negative spin my uncle was feeding me about my mother. According to Joyce, my mum had a good heart. She said that my mum called her regularly to check on how I was doing. But she never mentioned this to social services during our awkward meetings.

Joyce told me that my mum cared about me. She even promised that one day, I would get to meet her. Through Joyce’s observations about my mother, I built up an almost mythical image of who she was. And over time, the few impressions I’d formed of my mum – through the long-gone photo, Joyce and my uncle – sparked a deeper curiosity.

Just as Joyce was the first foster parent I could remember, Karen was the first social worker.

Karen was a white woman with a large frame and long black hair and a face that carried a softness that felt maternal at first glance. But, to me, there was also a coldness. As my social worker, she’d visit Joyce’s home every few months to ‘assess how the placement was progressing’, to put it in her words. She was always armed with a pen, notepad and bag brimming with paperwork. Part of her role was to make sure I was getting on okay.

Whenever she visited, she’d get out some sort of form, where she’d tick boxes and write copious notes. I couldn’t put my finger on why, but I never felt fully at ease around Karen. Did she really care about me? That was a question I’d ask myself. I suspected that I was probably just one of many kids she had to visit and fill in forms about. Even with that caring, maternal veneer, I wasn’t convinced. She seemed too busy, too professional, to be able to care properly.

When she came to visit, I always felt as if I was under scrutiny. I felt a gaze of judgement. And during our meetings, I was always performative, putting on a fake front.

There was an unspoken pact with Joyce when it came to these social-services meetings. I was to act as if all was perfect in the world. We couldn’t give social services any reason to believe I needed to be moved on.

I always found it a bit funny that, in front of social workers, Joyce would try to sound posh and water down her Jamaican dialect.

‘Would you like a cup of tea, Karen?’ she’d say in a most awkward fashion, exaggerating her smile and overenunciating. But Joyce was perfect to me. She didn’t need to put on a show.

Karen didn’t say much to me during her visits, but her gaze spoke volumes. And, in time, I would realise why.
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