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			Chapter 1

			‘You okay, love?’ I asked Mike, as the motorway spooled out ahead of us. He’d been silent for some time now. A good twenty minutes. I knew why, too. He was feeling the same way as I was. It was something we’d come to learn was an inevitable part of fostering, and which we’d come over the years to refer to as ‘happy-sad’. Mostly sad, but at the same time knowing we should, and would, be happy; the strange, bittersweet feeling we both often got when we’d just said goodbye to a child. Sad that they had left us, but happy that they were moving on to a safe, loving home.

			We were both happy-sad twice over in this case, our most recent placement having been a sibling one. We’d spent a month now looking after four-year-old twins called Annie and Oscar, who we had just dropped off exactly where they were meant to be. The best place. Back with their loving parents, in a new home.

			Mike glanced across at me and smiled. ‘I will be. What about you? Bearing up?’

			I smiled back at him. ‘I will be too. Though I’m going to miss them big time. I hope their mum keeps her promise and allows us the odd visit.’

			‘As if she wouldn’t,’ Mike pointed out, and he was, I knew, right, because Annie and Oscar were obviously not our usual kind of placement, having not spent their early years suffering from any kind of abuse or neglect. And not usual because during the time they spent with us, we took them to visit their mum and dad almost every single day, in hospital, where both were patients, after a horrendous house fire that had been caused by an electrical fault. They’d rescued their children – both of them, miraculously, unharmed – but had both suffered severe and widespread burns. It was our proximity to a dedicated burns unit as much as the fact that we were between placements that made us so well suited to the job.

			Which hadn’t really felt like any kind of job. Far from it. Yes, the little ones were distressed and bewildered in the beginning, obviously, but we’d soon settled them into a reassuring rhythm, anchored by those daily visits to see Mummy and Daddy, and the knowledge that soon they’d be properly reunited.

			Needless to say, it wasn’t just ‘Aunty Casey’ and ‘Uncle Mike’ who’d become besotted with them, either. They were so easy to love, and the entire family duly did. My mum and dad, especially, as just after Annie and Oscar had come to us, Dad had suffered a nasty fall and been unable to drive, which meant me spending a lot of time shuttling back and forth between our houses, with the little ones in tow of necessity. Mum and Dad were usually sanguine about these kinds of partings – they were usually the ones always telling me to buck up – but this time it was me having to hand round the Kleenex, because the pair of them were crying like babies.

			But say goodbye we must, and we were all buoyed by the uncomplicated ‘happy ending’ – which in our line of work was never a given. So I knew we’d shake the blues off in no time. In the meantime, Mike’s stomach was already moving on.

			‘I’m starving,’ he declared. ‘And in need of a large coffee. Shall we pull into the next services and grab some lunch?’

			It had been a long drive – the family came from an area many miles away from the specialist burns unit – and I too was desperate for a coffee. Mostly because I’d forgone a cup earlier in the interests of not further irritating a bladder that was irritable most of the time anyway these days. The menopause, I’d been finding out, had a lot to answer for. Hot flushes, cold sweats, and now logistics too; as soon as I arrived in any public place these days, the first thing I did was always scope out the loos.

			So I headed straight into the ladies while Mike joined the queue at the café, and it was there – not the most professionally well-appointed of environments – that I saw a text come in from my rather grandly titled ‘supervising social worker’ or, in old money, my link worker, Christine Bolton.

			She wanted me to call her as soon as I was able, so my obvious first thought was that we’d forgotten to pack something that belonged to the twins, but running through a mental checklist, I was sure that we hadn’t. The next thought – equally obvious – was that she had another child for us, but I brushed that aside too, because there was no way it would be that. It had only been hours, after all, since we’d signed off on Annie and Oscar. No supervising social worker could want that much blood out of a stone, could they? Plus, she knew we had a lot on the family plate anyway, with a new Watson grandchild on the way.

			‘She’ll be just checking in,’ Mike suggested when I joined him in the queue and wondered aloud what she could want to speak to me about. ‘Asking how it all went, and so on. Tell you what, here’s a good idea, Case. Why don’t you phone and ask her?’

			With no tea towel immediately to hand, I couldn’t flick him with one. ‘That’s exactly what I was about to do,’ I huffed, and duly did so.

			Even Christine’s soft, relaxed Liverpool accent couldn’t disguise the urgency in her voice. ‘Casey, you’re going to have a few choice words for me,’ she guessed correctly. ‘I mean, I imagine you’ve not even had time to strip the beds yet, but—’

			‘Seriously?’ I asked, re-visiting my thoughts on blood and stones. ‘We’re not even back home yet. You need us to take someone else? Like right now, tonight?’

			Mike stared, open-mouthed, eyebrows arched up into his hairline.

			‘I’m so, so sorry,’ Christine said, ‘and you know I would never ask if there had been absolutely anybody else.’ Hmm, I thought, where had I heard that before? Was the ghost of John Fulshaw (very much alive but no longer my colleague) wafting around somewhere in the motorway services? ‘But, Casey, we are stuck, and I must tell you that this is no ordinary request. It’s a definite twenty-eight-day placement.’

			The emphasis was very much on the ‘definite’, I noted. I pursed my lips. I was becoming increasingly familiar with twenty-eight-day placements and I wasn’t at all sure that I agreed with the increasing regularity of them, almost as if they were a must-have fashion trend. There was a place for them of course, and they were ideal in certain situations, such as when parents phoned social services and demanded that their children be taken into care immediately, or they would be out on the streets. The twenty-eight-day placement gave the local authority the opportunity to look deeper into the dynamics of the family situation and then decide whether to seek a care order, or to put the children back with the family, opting for putting home-based support in place instead.

			Because the option existed, however – and here was where the ‘increasing regularity’ part came in – it was very easy for some social workers, in our ever more financially strapped service, to ask a carer to accept a twenty-eight-day placement, for no other reason than that they were struggling to find the right foster family to take them and that precious month gave them an extra month of wriggle room. (Not that the term ‘wriggle room’ was ever used, obviously. You couldn’t have a term for something that ‘didn’t happen’, after all.)

			One thing I did know, however, was that this wouldn’t be a case of that. I knew Christine felt the same way as I did about the way such orders were increasingly being ‘repurposed’. So, there would have to be a good reason and she quickly provided it. It turned out that a thirteen-year-old girl called Harley was, even as we spoke, waiting in the day room of a mental health facility, for someone – anyone, it seemed – to go and collect her, as her time there was done and her bed was sorely needed by someone else.

			‘And she can’t go back to her family,’ Christine explained, ‘because they can’t keep her safe. And when I say “family”,’ she added, ‘I use the term loosely, as I’m not sure there’s much of one. Before Harley was sectioned under the mental health act, she’d been living with her mother, a Kayleigh Brown, who has problems of her own. There’s also an older sister, Millie, but she left home just under a year ago, and is no longer in contact. It appears her leaving was the catalyst for Harley’s emotional deterioration.’

			‘So, she was sectioned?’ I asked. ‘What exactly did she do?’

			‘From the paperwork I’ve been sent,’ Christine continued, ‘it seems that after a self-harming episode was discovered, she made several suicide attempts and had been told she could no longer attend school – they were worried for her safety and felt they couldn’t police her sufficiently there – and then six weeks ago a member of the public found her about to leap from a bridge above a busy motorway. Thankfully, they were able to grab her and restrain her until police arrived. That’s when she was sectioned. Because it was apparently a very genuine attempt; not just a “cry for help” type scenario. She’s been in the same hospital getting treatment ever since. Though I have to tell you,’ she added, in a tone that suggested she wished she could skim over it, ‘they say they have done all they can for her, as she doesn’t have a defined mental health issue.’

			‘So they’re not saying she’s better?’

			‘Not quite that, no. Maybe more that she’s bet-ter. Which I appreciate is not the same thing, ‘but they’ve obviously made progress. And now she’s coming out of an institution and able to see her mum again and so on, well, it sounds positive at least, doesn’t it? And I’m sure great strides can be made now …’

			I could tell that Mike was frustrated hearing only one side of this two-way conversation but given the nature of the call, I could hardly put my phone on loudspeaker in the middle of a service station restaurant. Instead I told Christine I needed a little while to discuss it with him first. ‘As I said, we still have quite a drive before we even get home from dropping the twins off,’ I told her. ‘But I do see the urgency. Fifteen minutes, I promise. We’ll discuss it in the car.’

			‘I am so, so, sorry,’ Christine said. ‘I feel terrible dumping all this on you two right now. But, look, please rest assured that I can promise you this. Whatever the decision, this isn’t one of those times where we would ask you to extend. It’s twenty-eight days and that’s that. End of. The mother is on board with it, and is happy to accept some intervention work during the time we have, and wants her daughter back home just as soon as she feels confident that she can keep her safe. Which is not how she feels right now, obviously.’

			‘Twenty-eight days, fifteen minutes – this is beginning to sound like the plot of a disaster movie,’ Mike observed, as we finally sat down to eat our lunch.

			He had a point too, because just as I was running through the details of what Christine had told me, so my mind was running through the plot of a different story altogether. What if the mother decided she couldn’t keep her daughter safe at the end of those twenty-eight days? Christine had already said that Harley was determined to end her life; that it wasn’t a cry for help. She had also hinted that the mother had her own difficulties of some kind, and I wished I’d asked her to elaborate on what they were. What if social services deemed her unfit to have her daughter back? There were a lot of uncertainties around this and I knew that at any minute Mike was going to point out something I was already acutely aware of.

			‘What about Kieron and Lauren?’ he said. And there it was. Our daughter-in law, Lauren, was heavily pregnant with her and our son Kieron’s second child, and we had both agreed – no, promised – not to take a new child on around the time the baby was due to be born, even as an emergency measure. We were effectively ‘on annual leave’ for a couple of weeks and that had been tacitly agreed by everyone. We had an exact date too – Mother Nature notwithstanding – a booked-in Caesarean section, various risk factors having been taken into account.

			Our help was non-negotiable too. Set in stone. As Lauren’s family lived too far away to be able to help out with the practicalities, I had promised that I would be around to look after Dee Dee (our beautiful granddaughter) for the first week or so and to be on hand while they settled into their new routine. And also because Kieron, although he was such a fabulous dad to Dee Dee, still had his challenges, related to his Asperger’s, which included his anxieties about change. And this was, of course, going to be a big change. Perhaps not as big as becoming parents to Dee Dee, but still, it was back to newborn-baby stage, which could challenge the most calm, relaxed and stoic of people, none of which my lovely son generally was.

			‘I’ve thought about that,’ I said, because I had. Had counted it up even as I’d been speaking. ‘We’re okay on that score. The dates will work out. Twenty-eight days with this new girl, then we’ll have a couple of weeks’ break until the baby comes. Don’t worry about that, Mike,’ I said, even though my own doubts were already niggling. ‘I’ll just have to make it absolutely clear to Christine that it can’t be extended under any circumstances. That after the four weeks, we are no longer available. Nada. Non. Niet. Come hell or high water.’

			‘What about on the other score, Case? The one where you say all that but when it comes to it …’ He looked at me pointedly. ‘Come on, you know what you’re like.’

			‘And you know what you’re like as well,’ I pointed out. Because the bottom line was that someone had to take this poor kid on and to turn her down on the basis that we wouldn’t have sufficient about us to stick to our guns about the deadline would be, well, pretty pathetic. Plus, I knew if we said no we’d both feel pretty bad. Whether she was crying for it or otherwise, this girl clearly needed help.

			‘Okay,’ Mike said, ‘and you say this poor thing is actually right now sitting in a waiting room, waiting to hear where she’s going next?’

			I nodded sadly. ‘It’s bloody awful, isn’t it? The psychologists have obviously decided she doesn’t have a mental health issue and she’s all good to go. Just like that. She must be so scared, poor thing. Imagine being in hospital for six weeks, then being told you can’t go home to your mum because she isn’t ready for you. Can you imagine? Bloody awful.’

			So that was us decided. Once we’d finished our sandwiches (cheese and pickle, also apparently well-travelled), 
we popped the lids back on our coffees and headed back outside to the car, so I could call Christine back in relative privacy.

			Where, again, she made all the right noises. And I could tell she meant every word she said as she promised that she understood the non-negotiable nature of our commitment to Kieron and Lauren, and would have a plan B in place to be effective from day twenty-eight, just in case.

			‘Much as I hate the idea,’ she added, ‘I will even have another twenty-eight-day placement set up to run on straight afterwards, just in case of a worst-case scenario – you know, if Mum doesn’t come through, or isn’t considered up to it. It will just give us a chance to do some more work with her if need be. I will be very clear with the looked-after children team that this will happen and the care plan will reflect this. If the mother says no to a return, or even if the girl refuses to return, you and Mike don’t have to worry about it. At all. I absolutely promise. I know how much it means to you both to take that time off with the newest member of the family, and that’s exactly what you’ll do, rest assured.’

			‘You mentioned the mother having problems of her own, Christine,’ I prompted, ‘I don’t suppose you know what they are, do you? I mean, if it’s bad, then mightn’t it have contributed to the daughter’s problems?’

			Christine was silent for a moment. ‘Sorry, I’m just scrolling back through my emails. There was definitely something about Mum. Ah – here it is. “Somewhat reliant on alcohol, though nothing diagnosed, and the possibility that she may have used drugs as a crutch at some point.” Again, no concrete evidence, just suspicions and reports from a neighbour. And that’s all there is, I’m afraid. But, as I say, you can rest assured about this,’ she said again. ‘Twenty-eight days, then it’s no longer your problem.’

			Rest assured. Very easy to say, but not so easy in practice. As we turned out of the parking lot and re-set the sat nav for the hospital, we were both silently contemplating possibilities for the next twenty minutes of what looked like being a twenty-five-minute journey. I’d no idea what was going through Mike’s mind (same as what was going through mine no doubt – here we go again) but I was also once again questioning the validity of these types of placement. They gave no security to a child – not if there was no certainty that they would be going home at the end of it – but almost of equal importance was that it made normal life extremely difficult for a foster carer.

			Respite and emergency placements aside, of course, when Mike and I took on a new child, during the early days and weeks we spent the time learning slowly about their personality and needs. We started with the basics. A list of rules, a mutually agreed list of expectations (bed making, teeth cleaning, language, etc.) and tackled all the smaller problems first (not least any recalcitrance when it came to rules and expectations). This set up a routine, a pattern and a rhythm to daily life that allowed the major things to reveal themselves over time and our subsequent goals for helping a child take back control of themselves. By then, hopefully, we had built up a sufficiently close relationship with the child that would better help us understand what made them tick and support them to work through their problems. This was key, because it was a system that gave us the opportunity to be ‘parents’ above all else. To create a nurturing environment, enabling the child to start to relax a little, and, crucially, hopefully, to place some trust in us. They would hopefully by then see that we were a safe place to be and that’s when the real work would begin.

			A twenty-eight-day placement made almost all of this impossible. The carers were expected to do only very prescribed types of work with the child and it was made clear to the child from the outset that they were not making a home with you. Yes, you were expected to teach them about family dynamics, and house rules, and how they could best manage their behaviour so that they could operate effectively within their own home, but this was part of a package that was rather hands-off for the foster family and included visits by various professionals, on a twice-weekly or even daily basis, to do similar and/or complementary work with them. But whatever the actual work involved, the problem (at least to my mind) was the same – it was a structure that didn’t allow time to build trust, to nurture, or to explore the root of a child’s problems. To be perfectly honest, I hated it. It made me feel more like a B&B owner than a carer.

			As the now more familiar scenery rolled on by again, I shared my thoughts with Mike. ‘Oh gawd,’ I said. ‘I’m wobbling a bit now. Have we just made a mistake?’

			He grinned. ‘You are a case, Case,’ he told me. ‘All this thinking! This is a job we’ve agreed to do. And do in the way we’re supposed to do. Can’t you, just for once, just accept this as a piece of work with a child that’s going to last twenty-eight days? You know, we’ve only ourselves to blame if we make it more than it is.’

			‘You mean more in time? No way, Mike! I’m firm about that.’

			‘No, I don’t mean in time – I mean in emotional investment. I mean more in the sense that, when it comes to day twenty-eight, you’ve become so emotionally involved that if things don’t work out with the girl’s mum, you get so weighed down with guilt and your usual “only I can see this through” mania that you can’t give her up, and I have to speak very, very sternly to you.’

			‘That’s a long speech.’

			‘Remember it. We can’t be everything, to every child, every time. Best we keep in mind that we’re just a step on the journey.’

			‘Your destination is ahead,’ said the sat nav.

		

		
			Chapter 2

			We arrived at the hospital just as the rush hour was starting, but you’d never have known it in this semi-rural, out-of-the-way place. At first glance, you’d never know it was a hospital, either. It looked more like a manor house, with an equally grand garden: all mature trees, dappled shade and designer flower beds.

			I only knew differently because I’d been here before. Our second ever foster child, Sophia (who had a multitude of problems that we felt at a loss to help with), had come here when she’d left us and I remembered driving up to the entrance as if it had been yesterday, as it had been such an emotionally charged day. It also occurred to me that we were here to collect another equally troubled soul – same gender, similar age – but making the journey in the other direction. Were we right to take this girl on, or had we acted too hastily?

			Head over heart, I reminded myself as we approached the entrance, just as I’d told Ty a few minutes earlier. Our long-term foster child Tyler had just had his eighteenth birthday. The time when, legally, if he was no longer in education, he would be expected to fly the nest. The very idea seemed unimaginable to all of us. Ty, who had come to us aged eleven, after being arrested for stabbing his stepmother, was our ‘foster’ son only in name. I don’t know why, among all the kids who we’d opened our homes and hearts to, but it was obvious early on that we would never let him go. In reality he was as much ‘one of ours’ now as our own kids.

			As such, and as he was the only one of them at home now, I’d called him to fill him in straight away; this was an unusual set-up for us all, after all, and it was important that he was fully on-message.

			‘It’s difficult to explain the twenty-eight-day thing,’ I’d told him, ‘but it’s very much a temporary set-up. So the idea is to just work with this girl on that basis, as caretakers – so it’s not about trying to form the usual bonds with her. Like I said, it’s difficult, but I’ll try to explain more tomorrow. For now, just be polite and welcoming when we get back with her.’

			He’d laughed. ‘As opposed to what, Mum?’ he wanted to know. ‘Anyway, I won’t be here. I’m just about to head over to Denver’s. But, yeah, it’s all cool.’

			Cool. That was the thing. To keep cool and detached. But as soon as we stepped inside the building I knew my heart would try its level best to rule my head. Not good.

			The reception of the hospital was exactly as I remembered it. Tastefully decorated, subdued lighting, smart blue cubic seating. And at its centre, seated next to a uniformed nurse, a kind of sun: a beautiful smiling child who seemed to light the whole place up. Not the cowed, nervous wreck of a girl I’d half expected. No, in her place was a girl with a head of bouncing, blonde-coloured curls, who looked straight at me, from a pair of the palest blue eyes I’d ever seen, and then stood, without prompting, to greet us. She was around my height. Possibly an inch taller. Which I’m obviously used to but in this case only enhanced the impression that there was a maturity about this thirteen-year-old girl.

			‘You must be Mr and Mrs Watson,’ she said. ‘Thank you so much for agreeing to have me. I’m so grateful.’

			I was taken aback even more, and not just by how articulate she was. She sounded so self-assured that I almost dropped into a curtsey.

			‘Lovely to meet you, Harley,’ I said, recovering myself. ‘And please, call me Casey. And this is Mike,’ I added, turning to him. ‘No need for thanks, sweetheart, I’m just pleased we’re able to help.’

			The nurse had stood up as well and now produced a large holdall from beside the seat. ‘All Harley’s things are here,’ she said. ‘Don’t forget your laptop is in the side pocket and sit on it,’ she added to Harley with a grin. Then, returning to us, ‘It’s been a pleasure looking after her. There are just some notes for you to take with you at the desk, but then that’s about it, I think. You all ready to go then, Harley?’

			The girl smiled sweetly and, again, full of composure, she held out her hand to shake towards the nurse. ‘I’m all set,’ she said. ‘Thank you so much for all you’ve done, and please tell Doctor Dave I said goodbye.’

			‘Oh, come here,’ the nurse said, pulling Harley in for a hug. ‘Doctor Dave will miss you just as much as I will, but we definitely don’t want to see you back here. And I mean that in the nicest possible way, okay?’

			It seemed she wasn’t alone. By the time we’d signed our lives away and collected the paperwork, there had been further heartfelt goodbyes, as more people – staff and fellow patients by the look of it – seemed to appear specifically with the intention to wish Harley well. She’d obviously already touched a few hearts here. Though I noticed a certain stiffness about her too. As if she was not entirely comfortable at being touched.

			I noted that, and also that she was silent once we climbed into the car and set off again, immediately plugging herself, via a pair of earbuds, into a mobile phone. She obviously wasn’t up for mundane chit-chat with strangers either and I couldn’t blame her. It had been a very emotional time for her, clearly.

			I was also thankful for our sakes. Better she be plugged into whatever she was listening to than us all have to endure the sort of award conversation that would have been fine for a short trip, but not so great on a long journey – especially given why we all knew she was coming home with us. A very big elephant to have travelling in the car with us.

			No, I thought. Better to get her home, settle her in and take things as they came. In the meantime we could relax and all draw breath for a while.

			It was to turn out to be a very short while indeed.

			Mike had only been driving for ten minutes or so, but, despite the coffee, I could already feel myself dozing off. (It had been a long emotional day, after all.) Which was why, when Mike yelled ‘What the hell?’, it genuinely made me jump, and I turned my head, following the direction of his horrified gaze through the rear-view mirror, to see Harley, no longer plugged into her earbuds, but jumping – literally leaping – from the moving car.

			It all happened so fast that I could still see the image on my retina – a single fluid movement of the door opening and Harley lunging, then tumbling, out. I’d never even heard the seat belt click open.

			‘Oh my God!’ I cried. ‘Mike!’

			‘What the hell?’ he said again. He slammed the brakes on, pressed the hazards and pulled the car over to the kerb, while I watched Harley bounce down the road, like a rag doll, behind us.

			He unbuckled his seat belt, as did I. ‘I can’t believe that just happened,’ he said, as we both scrambled out of the car. ‘Jesus! Thank God I was slowing down for the junction!’

			‘Thank God no one was coming the other way!’ I added, as we jogged back up the road to where Harley had come to rest. ‘Should we phone for an ambulance, you think?’

			‘Let’s check her out first,’ Mike said, kneeling down as he got to her. She was trying to sit up, but looked stunned and confused. Had she done it in some sort of unconscious fugue? We were as lost for words as we had ever been in our fostering careers. And more than a little shaken up ourselves.

			‘Lay still for a minute, love,’ Mike said, placing an arm on her upper back to support her.

			She shrugged his hand off with a sharp twist of her back. I noted that too. ‘No, it’s fine. I’m okay,’ she answered. Though she clearly wasn’t; the whole right side of her face was badly grazed; smeared with dirt and bits of grit, and already weeping blood.

			‘You’re far from okay, love,’ I said. ‘It’s just a good job there were no other cars behind us.’ And even as I said that, another vehicle had to swerve and slam on their brakes to avoid us all huddled in the middle of the road. The driver slowed and wound down his window.

			‘You all okay?’ he asked anxiously. ‘Do you need me to phone for an ambulance?’

			‘I’m fine,’ Harley said again, scrabbling onto all fours, then to her feet. With that, and our first aid training, it seemed fairly obvious that there’d be no need to take her to A&E.

			‘It’s okay,’ Mike said just as I was about to. ‘Nothing appears broken and we’ve just left a hospital. I think we’ll get her back there to get checked out, but thank you.’

			‘I’m fine,’ Harley said a third time as the man drove off. ‘Why can’t anyone just let me go ahead and kill myself? God!’

			Something heavy settled in the pit of my stomach. A profound sense of foreboding, I imagined, which felt like a stone. I proffered a hand in case she felt unsteady on her feet, but she batted that away too. I could see that her leggings were torn and one side of her hoodie had been streaked with black, oily marks from the road surface. Go ahead and kill myself. Great.

			But I knew better than to tell someone with mental health issues not to be silly, let alone a child we had only just met, so instead I focused on the mundane.

			‘Oh dear, look at your lovely hoodie,’ I said, standing back to give her space. ‘I imagine that will need a couple of washes. And your face is all scratched. Ouch, it looks pretty painful! Or, at least it will be. Let’s get you into the car again and we’ll go back to see the nurses; see what they can do.’

			Harley limped back to the car and clambered in, wincing. If nothing else, she’d be stiff and bruised tomorrow. And I’d wake up wondering if what had just happened could have possibly just happened. And what if there had been a car coming the other way? What had we just done in taking on this kid? ‘Yeah, they’ll most likely keep me there,’ she said as she clicked on her seat belt. I thought so too. They clearly couldn’t tell us she was fine, could they? She’d just tried to kill herself again! ‘So at least I won’t be a burden to you after all,’ she added, smiling sweetly.

			I noticed Mike flick the tiny child-lock switch as she did so, then head round to do the other side too. But I decided I should go for belt and braces. ‘A burden? You absolutely are not a burden, sweetie, but it is best we get you checked out, and I’m sure you’ll understand why I’m going to get in the back with you this time. I can’t believe you did that, honestly.’

			I climbed in and she looked across at me as if I were a bit dim. ‘Why can’t you believe that?’ she asked. ‘Didn’t they tell you I want to die?’

			I didn’t want to answer that, but this was definitely not a time for small talk, so once I’d found a pack of tissues and suggested that she use them – fresh beads of bright red blood were still forming and trickling down her face – I was relieved when she picked up the phone and earbuds she’d abandoned to do her death-defying leap; it at least allowed me to sit and try and process what she’d just done. Not to mention think again just how wrong they clearly were about her mental state.

			Ten minutes later, however, we were in for another shock. While Harley was whisked away to have the wound on her face cleaned and dressed, Mike and I, having explained to the receptionist what had happened, were asked to sit and wait. Five minutes later, we were shown into the manager’s office, which was occupied by a woman who introduced herself as Mrs Raine.

			‘I’m the manager,’ she elaborated. ‘I’ve just come off the phone to Doctor Phelps. And you’ll be pleased to hear that, after assessing the situation, we’ve decided that we won’t be bringing Harley back as an inpatient. The discharge stands, and if the nurses uncover anything from the accident that needs further treatment, we’ll be suggesting you go to your local accident and emergency department.’

			I was stunned. Pleased to hear? ‘But it wasn’t an accident,’ I pointed out, a little more shrilly than I intended. ‘We’ve already explained what happened and I imagine she has too. Harley opened the door of a moving vehicle and jumped out on purpose. So I really don’t understand why she isn’t getting readmitted. She clearly isn’t well yet. In fact,’ I continued, ‘she actually said that she was determined to kill herself. She must have duped everyone here into thinking she was safe and able to leave.’

			Mrs Raine smiled at us both, albeit grimly. ‘Mrs Watson,’ she said, ‘Harley has never stopped threatening to kill herself. She says it daily. But the fact is that she has been through all the tests, had all the counselling, been seen by a full team of psychiatrists and psychologists, and she doesn’t have a diagnosable mental health problem. Her problems are environmental and care-seeking.’

			Care-seeking, that old chestnut. I bristled at the term. Actually that new old chestnut, because it was a phrase I’d first encountered only recently, at a new course I’d been on; the new politically correct term for what we’d always known as ‘attention-seeking’, because, they explained to us, that term was now derogatory because it indicated that a child would do anything, good or bad, just to get recognition – to get attention. Giving it a new name, of course, also gave it a new PC explanation. Which we
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