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			Dedication

			I want to dedicate this to all those who made it through those strange times during the worldwide pandemic. Especially to those who lost loved ones and suffered the heartbreak that went along with it. But also to those who, like me, muddled through, and somehow got to grips with home schooling and being confined to our homes for all that time. In a strange way, it was a time for learning about ourselves too. It was as if the world slowed down and allowed us to step off for a while and get back to basics, and things such as fast food became unnecessary. We began preparing meals from scratch again, and baking fresh bread and cakes. We took to art and music and poetry. In all, I believe that when the world stood still for that moment in history, we woke up and learned how to live.

			RIP to all our lost loved ones.
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			Chapter 1

			April

			My dreams, just lately, had been laced with worry. Were full of stress and anxiety and those horrible fight-or-flight situations. Except I could never do either because I had that horrible sleep-paralysis thing where, however awful the thing that I needed to run from or wrestle with, I’d be totally rooted to the spot.

			This was, I presumed, all just part of my ‘new normal’, as everyone had taken to calling it. The new normal of a global pandemic. (Though what’s normal, frankly, about a global pandemic?) Yet that was where we were, just a few weeks into the horror that was Covid, and were already used to the prime minister appearing on our TV screens on a daily basis, standing behind his lectern in that oak-panelled office, looking crumpled and unkempt, and reeling off grim statistics and death tolls. It was horrible, and I for one was glad about the fact that Mike had been laid off and put on ‘furlough’ (another new word for us, just as it probably was for many), so was safe at home with me.

			I knew it was bad for people not on furlough who were unable to go into work and do their jobs, and I worried just as much as the next person about how my extended family were going to cope financially. But, if I’m being honest, I was glad that Mike’s was one of the many thousands of businesses forced to shut up shop for the duration because the days would have been very long and lonely, and very, very boring, if I was stuck at home alone, separated from my loved ones, and with just that meagre single ‘exercise’ hour allowed. The world was in chaos, and I needed my sidekick to be with me, not least to be his usual calm, pragmatic self, and to remind me that the situation couldn’t last forever, and reassure me that a vaccine could and would soon be found.

			Still, one thing Mike couldn’t do was intervene in my dreams, which were mostly of dystopian futures and zombie apocalypses, so perhaps it was a blessing that my mobile rang when it did, because it called a halt to a particularly scary one.

			Startled awake, I checked the time before answering, to find that it was 1.30 a.m., and I could see from the screen that it was most likely the Emergency Duty Team (EDT) ringing. At least I assumed it was, because theirs was the only No Caller ID number that ever rang at this time of the morning. I did have the EDT number stored in my phone but, out of hours, all the duty staff used their own work mobiles, so, of course, their numbers never came up. As I padded out of the bedroom onto the landing, so as not to wake Mike, I wondered what the protocol was going to be now about taking in any new children. We’d not long said goodbye to our last child (though in Ethan’s case it was likely to be more of an au revoir, as we knew his dad well) and with no new child on the horizon because we’d already decided to take a few weeks off, just pre-pandemic, I wasn’t completely up to speed. We’d all had emails about mask-wearing, ways of mitigating risks of infection, and so on, and had been reassured that social services and fostering agencies would be operating as normally as possible. With no child of our own in, however, and so much else going on (and then some!) I’d only really skim-read the stuff I’d been sent. If they wanted us to take someone now, there would presumably be some adjustments and complications to deal with. Still, it wasn’t altogether unwelcome to hear from them, even if it was in the small hours. It wasn’t as if we had anything else to do, was it?

			It was a man. ‘Oh, Mrs Watson!’ he exclaimed when I answered, as if my answering the phone was the best thing that had happened to him all night. Perhaps it was. ‘Thank goodness you picked up. This is Ant Weaver from EDT. We have a grave and ongoing situation here and desperately need a bed for a child as soon as possible. As in tonight.’

			‘Right,’ I said, still trying to wake myself up properly. ‘What’s the situation?’

			‘It’s a six-year-old. A little girl, rescued from a house fire a couple of hours ago, and we need somewhere to place her asap. Though we don’t know for how long at this stage, I’m afraid.’

			My heart sank, immediately leaping to the worst-case conclusion; that they needed a bed for her because the rest of her family had died in the fire.

			‘Oh, the poor mite,’ I said, braced for the worst kind of news. ‘What’s happened to her parents?’

			‘Parent singular,’ Ant answered. ‘No father around, at least as far as we know, and the mother should be fine. She’s been taken to hospital, as she does have some injuries – mainly from smoke inhalation, I believe – but paramedics say it’s not life-threatening.’

			‘Oh, thank goodness for small mercies,’ I said, inadvertently quoting my mother, ‘and I’m guessing you’ve been unable to contact any family members due to the time of night?’

			‘That’s another thing,’ Ant said. ‘It was a next-door neighbour who alerted the emergency services, and, according to them, in all the time the family have lived there, there haven’t been any other family members in the picture. Not as far as they know, anyway. They’ve also hinted that the mother has some mental health issues, but right now, that’s all we know, because the neighbour didn’t want to speak out of turn, obviously. Anyway, I see on the system that you don’t have any other children in at the minute so, given the circumstances, do you think you can help? If you can, she’ll be coming to you within the next couple of hours or so and, given the circs, will have absolutely nothing with her. The fire brigade won’t allow anyone back in there until their own investigations have been completed. And, by the sound of it, there might not be much that’s salvageable in any case. Sounds like it was a pretty major conflagration. They are both very lucky to be alive.’

			‘Yes, of course,’ I said, glancing across the landing at the bedroom recently vacated by young Ethan. I’d stripped the bed, and Ethan had actually claimed quite a lot of the decorative items I’d placed in there, but it wouldn’t take me long to dress the room suitably for a six-year-old girl. ‘What’s her name?’ I added. ‘Sorry, you probably already told me and I missed it – I’m only just properly awake.’

			‘Me too,’ he said. ‘Been a long old shift and I’m only halfway through it. And I didn’t yet. It’s Amelie. Amelie Knight, and … hang on one sec while I just check my screen … ah yes, it will be a social worker bringing her to you, name of Andy Clarke. Will you manage for something for her to wear tonight and possibly tomorrow? Only he’s said he doesn’t mind looking for a 24-hour supermarket to grab a couple of things for her if you don’t have what she needs.’

			I smiled. Over the years, between my grandchildren outgrowing good clothes, and my obsession with snapping up bargains (or ‘compulsive shopping syndrome’, as Mike termed it), I had more outfits than a movie costume department; ones for children of every age and superhero persuasion. All packed neatly away in my landing cupboards and loft. And my heart also went out to the doubtless exhausted on-call social worker, who would, I thought, struggle to find anywhere open, and already had enough on his plate. So I assured Ant that I’d manage, and that I also had a huge collection of toys and arts and craft things.

			Now what to do? I thought once I’d hung up. Did I wake Mike straight away and tell him what was going on, or did I let him sleep on and instead spend a lovely hour or so cleaning and sorting out a new bedroom first? Cleaning won. Cleaning always wins with me.

			Cleaning and, of course, coffee. I’d recently treated myself to a large copper-insulated coffee jug. It was quite expensive, but it held around five mugs of my favourite beverage, and in my opinion was worth every penny. ‘It will look so posh on the table when I have meetings,’ I’d said as I’d pleaded my case with Mike, ‘and even if I don’t have many meetings for a bit, think how much more housework I could get done without having to stop every 20 minutes to go back to the kitchen and make a new coffee?’ (He’d just nodded and continued watching the football. He knew it made sense, or at least he knew when I set my heart on something, I wasn’t going to give up without a fight.)

			So I padded downstairs in the dark and made a jug to keep me going and, by the time I stood back to admire my handiwork on the bedroom, realised I’d gone through four mugs of the stuff. Which was fine; it would be a long time before I got back to bed, after all.

			Not knowing anything about our new house guest, I’d taken a chance on unicorns. Pink and purple ones, which gambolled gaily across the duvet cover. I’d also added an assortment of pink cushions, and a fluffy pink throw, which I’d folded neatly across the bottom of the bed. I’d also swapped a couple of pictures of cars for ones of animals and placed a selection of soft toys along the window ledge, with a white unicorn – lately the property of my now seven-year-old oldest grand-daughter, Marley Mae – placed on the pillow. It looked warm and welcoming, and, of course, I always did this, but I couldn’t help but wonder about the little girl it was done for and how she’d be coping. What kind of state must the poor child be in?

			A check of the time revealed it was now a quarter to four. Silly to wake Mike up till I had to, I decided. It was odds-on she’d be here soon and, given the time, chances were she’d be shattered, so, hopefully, I’d be able to get her straight into bed without waking him at all, which would mean an extra pair of hands if I needed a power nap in the morning.

			After pulling out a couple of storage boxes of assorted girls’ clothing, which we could sort through tomorrow (assuming nothing was retrievable), I then went back downstairs and into our little front room – the ‘snug’ – to look out for them, rather than wait for the sound of the doorbell. We’d not long moved, and Mike had fitted one of those front doorbells that came with a camera and an app, so that, if you were out, you could see who’d come calling. (Or had lied about having tried to deliver your parcel, which was what most people seemed to want them for.) It was a fun novelty, but the bell itself was noisy. No point tiptoeing around all this time only to have him woken up anyway. Happily, a car pulled up only a couple of minutes later, so I tightened the cord on my dressing gown, placed a mask on my face and went to open the front door.

			You never know what to expect at such times, but, given what I knew about the child’s situation, I had at least some idea; that she’d be exhausted-looking, lost and afraid. However, the sight that greeted me was nothing like that. In fact, I was so surprised by what I saw the first time I met Amelie that I even started backtracking through the recent contents of my brain. Had I got the story straight or had I dreamt it?

			For she was like a pink pyjama-clad whirlwind. The very moment she was released from her seatbelt, she jumped out of the social worker’s car, reached back in to grab something, then was up the path like a pocket rocket, whereupon she flung her arms around my hips, a massive smile on her face.

			‘Oh, wow,’ I said, smiling down and stroking soft, russet-blonde shoulder-length curls. ‘What a lovely, lovely welcome!’

			I glanced at Andy, eyebrows raised, and he seemed to understand. He raised his own in response, with a bemused shake of his head, seemingly at a loss to explain this odd reaction, too.

			The girl finally released me, then stepped back and beamed, her smile into my eyes almost unnervingly direct. ‘Can I see my room, please?’ she asked. Then, brandishing what turned out to be a colouring book with an integral place for coloured pencils, ‘I’m doing you a picture. It’s really pretty. Andy said so.’

			She turned her gaze towards him now. ‘It is indeed,’ he reassured her. ‘And I’m sure you’ll see your room soon enough. Now, how about we first go inside,’ he added, as I stood back to allow them both to enter. ‘And then I’ll help you find the page so we can show Casey what you’ve done for her.’ He held out a hand, which she took, and without a moment’s hesitation either, which made me wonder if they’d already met. Perhaps EDT hadn’t been aware when they’d called me, but, if it was true about the mum having mental health problems, perhaps the family were already known to social services. Either way, I would find out soon enough, I supposed.

			I led them both into the open-plan living space at the back, where the girl, once again with a curious lack of inhibition, made a beeline for the large corner sofa. The way she’d spoken, in fact her manner generally, was slightly odd for a six-year-old, and, as Andy bent down to settle her (she’d now announced that she’d like to finish colouring her picture), I wondered if she had some learning difficulties. If she did it might explain some of this strange behaviour in reaction to what she had surely suffered, but still it all seemed very odd. She’d just been pulled from a raging fire, hadn’t she?

			And it seemed Andy had only met her for the first time two hours ago. ‘I’m baffled,’ he admitted, having joined me in the kitchen area. ‘She’s been like this from the moment I picked her up.’ He explained that when he’d got there, they hadn’t known where he’d be taking her, so they’d waited in an office, with an activity box they’d provided in case the child needed distracting at all. ‘She was straight into it,’ he said, ‘drew a heart and a rainbow, wrote “I love you” across it and said it was for me. And she’s never stopped chattering away, laughing, smiling – even dancing! I tell you, I’ve never seen anything quite like it. And when you think about the circumstances … it’s all pretty weird, if you ask me.’

			From what I could see behind his own mask, Andy, I judged, was in his late twenties or early thirties, and though I knew nothing about him, because our paths had never crossed, he definitely didn’t strike me as inexperienced or naive. Just, as I was, a little nonplussed by the child’s odd behaviour. He also confirmed he knew nothing more about Amelie than I did.

			I admitted that I hadn’t seen anything quite like it either. ‘But we’ll find out soon enough, I guess,’ I said. ‘Or not,’ I corrected myself, because if she wasn’t in the system, had no immediate family and Mum was currently hospitalised, then all I had to go on was what I had in front of me, and unfortunately nothing as yet made any sense.

			We got the form signed (just a standard form with Amelie’s full name and date of birth, her mother’s name, and their address – there was obviously no care plan as yet), by which time Andy was yawning and keen to head off, leaving Amelie in my care.

			She hugged Andy as if he was a cherished older brother and, once he’d gone, after wolfing down three biscuits and a carton of juice, was more than happy to go and see her new room, greeting the scene before her with a wide-eyed, ‘Oh, wow!’

			Then curiously, she flung her arms out and did a melodramatic yawn. It was almost as if she’d watched a ‘how to demonstrate a yawn’ video on YouTube. It took no time at all then to get her into a pair of my stock of pyjamas; she was as trusting of my help as one of my own grandkids, and not at all fazed to be ushered into an unfamiliar bed. ‘I’m so tired,’ she exclaimed, slipping happily underneath the unicorn-covered duvet at once. ‘I love my room,’ she added. ‘Thank you very much!’ then reached for a hug, and pursed her tiny rosebud lips for a kiss too. This was very, very unusual, but I did as any woman in my shoes would do, and gave the child a quick peck on the cheek, a big smile and a warm hug.

			‘You get some sleep, sweetie,’ I said as I left the room and gently closed the door.

			I paused outside our room and wondered if now was the time to wake Mike and tell him about our most unusual house guest, but I stopped myself. It was, after all, only just gone 5.00 a.m. still.

			More coffee, then. My news could wait for another couple of hours. So I slipped my mask off and padded back downstairs, reflecting that, whatever transpired in the morning, my ‘new normal’ had just become anything but.

		

		
			Chapter 2

			Decades of getting up at the same obscenely early time every morning meant that Mike found it impossible to sleep in. I wasn’t quite so regimented in my own habits, so he was naturally surprised to wake up and not find me fast asleep beside him, particularly given that for the past fortnight, since that chilling announcement ‘You must stay at home’, we had been living in a weird parallel universe which meant neither of us had anything to get up for.

			He was even more surprised to see me sitting at the breakfast bar (with so much caffeine on board there was no possibility of going back to bed and actually sleeping) and scrolling through my social media at 6.30 in the morning.

			He was, however, not terribly surprised to hear that, while he’d been snoring away, totally oblivious, we’d taken in a new child via EDT.

			‘Well, it was only ever going to be a matter of time, wasn’t it?’ was his pronouncement while I made him a coffee. ‘There must be a massive shortage of people willing to do respite care right now. And I reckon that’s only going to get worse as this goes on, since everyone is beginning to realise older people are more at risk. Lots of us are our kind of age, and older, aren’t they and even the ones that aren’t – some will have caring commitments for older family members, and people like that just won’t want to risk bringing strangers into their homes.’ He took his coffee. ‘And there’s the rub, isn’t it? Because with this whole lockdown business and all the stress that’s going with it, there’s probably a similarly large increase in kids needing it, too. Anyway, what’s the story with this one?’

			I gave him the lowdown, little of it though there was as yet, while I set about making us both some breakfast. Yes, it was still early, but we’d made a pact not to fall into slothful habits. With nothing much to do, and absolutely nowhere to go, it would be all too easy to while the days away sitting around and watching telly, so we’d decided to stick to some kind of routine. Getting up, getting dressed, getting out into the garden. And with the weather so nice, I’d even tabled the idea that, rather than veg out, we might even start growing our own veg. We had more than enough space in the garden, after all.

			Mike laid us places at the breakfast bar (another novelty for us) while I fetched some eggs out of the cupboard and filled a saucepan with water.

			‘Odd,’ he agreed, once I’d filled him in on Amelie’s strange response to the traumas she’d been through. ‘But maybe the reality won’t kick in till she wakes up. Maybe last night her brain went into some kind of protective override or something. I mean, that sort of thing can happen, can’t it?’

			I considered that. Mike was right, of course. The human brain was amazing and had lots of protective tricks up its sleeve, but what I’d witnessed from Amelie just didn’t seem like that. Not in the usual way, at least. Something was telling me that her presentation, what I’d seen of her, wasn’t like that. It felt more like a normal rather than reactive behaviour. But still, after a trauma like a house fire, which must have been absolutely terrifying, it was hard to imagine that she wouldn’t have been severely affected by it, so perhaps he was right. We might see a complete change in her when she woke up.

			‘I just don’t know,’ I admitted as I dropped slices of bread into the toaster. ‘It’s just a guessing game right now.’

			He chuckled. ‘Isn’t it always?’

			I nodded. ‘But perhaps by the time I call Christine, she’ll have gathered some more intel. Maybe the mum will have been able to shed a little more light, or she’ll have sleuthed out a bit more background for us. I can’t believe there isn’t some family out there somewhere.’

			I wasn’t holding my breath on the intel front, however, not with everything else that was going on, but I knew it wouldn’t be for lack of trying. We’d worked alongside Christine Bolton, our supervising social worker, for quite a few years now, and we knew each other pretty well, so I knew that she’d be concerned that we’d agreed to a placement in the early hours, without having the chance to really think about it, or indeed consider if Amelie was a suitable fit for our family. Christine was incredibly conscientious, and had a genuine desire to keep her fostering ‘crew’ happy. Knowing we’d gone ahead, she would, I was sure, be on the case already, to find out as much as possible and to give us any help she could.

			I wasn’t disappointed. By the time I called her, at just after nine, she was fully up to speed. And though she hadn’t yet had time to find out any more for us about the family she assured me that by the time she made her visit to us at lunchtime, she’d have dug up as much as she could. ‘And when I get to yours later, we’ll put a proper plan in place,’ she said, ‘because there is nothing at this point to suggest that Amelie is going to be scooped up by a loving relative this morning. So, her stay with you might not be a short one. And there’s plenty to suggest we might be talking a month at the very least, as Mum, given the mental health aspect, might well have been sectioned. By the way, our kid, should I bring my own mug and teabags?’

			I laughed. Christine had been born and bred in Liverpool, and I could listen to her soft, sing-song accent all day long. I assured her I still had a stock of teabags – and loo roll – and though we’d obviously have to observe the new ‘social distancing’ rules, that I thought I was still allowed to dig out my own teabags and make her a cup of that foul brew she loved.

			‘Pots and kettles,’ she said before hanging up.

			Mike was now washed and dressed, and with Amelie still catching up on all those hours of missed sleep he was decked out in his ‘projects in the garden’ attire, clothes that were basically fit for the rag bag, and rootling in a kitchen drawer for his shed keys. While I was set on taking the opportunity to grow swathes of tomatoes and runner-bean plants, he planned to use the lockdown to make a start on a brand new project to cheer me up, namely building a base and an enclosure for a hot tub.

			And I needed cheering up, too. I had, the previous autumn, planned and booked a large villa in Spain for a big family holiday. And I mean big. We had saved for a year, just so we could treat everyone, and everyone was booked to come – all my kids and their partners, all my grandchildren, and my mum and dad too, since instinct told me this could be their last chance. Up until the last couple of weeks, I’d clung on to hope that the whole pandemic nonsense would be over in time for us to still go on it. However, once it looked as if it wasn’t, I’d made an executive decision – to buy both ourselves, and the kids, an inflatable hot tub instead. At least, I thought, it would ensure we all had some fun, and with a soak in the hot weather, and a cocktail or two, we could pretend we were somewhere exotic.

			It did the trick; it was nothing grand, but I was ridiculously excited. Mike had promised me fairy lights, a changing area and a hand-built table made out of decking boards that would curve around the outside of it, for the use of drinks and snacks, while we enjoyed, as he put it, our ‘peaceful lockdown retreat’. I was thrilled, and he was right. Though it was still a tad early to be dancing round the garden in swimwear, this unseasonably hot weather was the perfect excuse to hop into a hot tub, and to get out into the garden and soak up the sun. (Though I’d give it a few more days before telling him that a new decking area for doing just that was going to be the next on my agenda.)

			Amelie was still snoring softly in her bed when Christine arrived just after noon, by which time, as if in defiance of the hated virus, the sun was already shining down with Spanish levels of intensity. It was good, I thought, that the poor little thing was getting lots of sleep after the awful events of the night before.

			‘It’s still strange though,’ I told Christine, once we were both settled in the garden to chat, albeit the requisite two metres apart across the garden table. (That was one good thing, I thought, about taking on a placement. As designated key workers we were at least allowed to interact.) ‘The little mite didn’t seem at all fazed about any of it. Never asked who I was, where she was, or even anything about her mummy. And after everything that happened. Don’t you think that’s odd?’

			Christine nodded. ‘On the face of it, yes. But after what I’ve learned this morning, maybe not as odd as you might think.’

			‘Ah,’ I said. ‘So you’ve managed to find out some background about the family?’

			‘I have indeed.’

			‘So, are they known to you, then?’

			‘Well, as it turns out, apparently yes – though I’ve literally just found that out. And our involvement with the family is only very recent. In fact, the family have only been in our area for a short while. Anyway, it seems the head teacher at Amelie’s school shared her concerns about Mum with us a couple of weeks back, and someone had already had a conversation with her GP, and medically, as in mental health wise, there is indeed a history.’

			And a sad one, it seemed.

			Amelie’s mother, Kelly, had bipolar disorder, and had apparently been suffering with it for some time. Although she was being treated with powerful medication, the nature of the disease meant that she often refused to take her meds, convinced that doctors were trying to either subdue or to poison her.

			‘Her main thing,’ Christine explained, ‘which has been going on now for a while apparently, is that she believes the FBI are having her followed, and that they have been bugging her house. Amelie’s school got in touch because they had begun to be concerned about her welfare. Mum would often keep her at home, and when she did take her in, she would act very bizarrely, hiding Amelie beneath her coat till everyone else had gone into school, and returning her reading diary with odd symbols drawn on it, rather than her signature.’

			I glanced upward towards the bedroom windows, thinking about the poor little thing tucked up in her new temporary bedroom, and how frightening and bewildering it must have been for her, seeing her mother’s mind unravelling the way it clearly had. ‘And what about the fire? Any news on how it started?’

			‘It’s a little early to get it confirmed by the fire service, but I understand Mum was very clear anyway. She told them that she’d set fire to the house deliberately.’ Christine shook her head. ‘I was thinking on my way over that she could have easily killed both of them, so this is a very lucky outcome. And you know, if it wasn’t for the lockdown, and so much work having been postponed, chances are that there would have been some sort of intervention already – Amelie was so clearly at risk, wasn’t she? But on the other hand, perhaps the lockdown was also a blessing. Apparently the neighbour told one of the paramedics that he was supposed to be in Tenerife this week. He was joking that he was after a bit of heat to warm his bones, but not as a result of next door burning down! Funny how life works out sometimes, eh?’

			‘It sure is,’ I agreed. ‘Someone must be looking out for that little one upstairs, mustn’t they? And did Mum say why she needed to try and burn the house down?’

			Christine nodded. ‘Yes. She was absolutely convinced that an agent was in her home yesterday. For some reason, she’d covered all the windows with aluminium foil and then basically set about trashing the house, looking for clues about what they were up to, apparently. Amelie had taken herself off to bed, presumably to get out of the way, but woke up when she heard her mother screaming for agents to show themselves. It took the poor kid quite a while to find her mum; she’d started the fire in the living room, but Amelie apparently found her hiding in the downstairs loo and led her outside to safety. Poor woman was only wearing her knickers, apart from a layer of tin foil she’d wrapped around her head.’

			‘So was Amelie interviewed then? Has all of this come from her?’ I asked.

			‘Mainly the neighbours, as well as the mother’s ramblings, which didn’t make a lot of sense, but, yes, Amelie apparently filled in some of the blanks when she was talking with the paramedics on scene.’

			I could barely believe what I was hearing. It sounded like something from a science-fiction movie. ‘But surely the girl’s mother knew her daughter was in there and at risk of being killed?’

			‘According to the hospital,’ Christine said, ‘she wouldn’t have been in any state to even think about her daughter at such a manic stage. She was way beyond any coherent thoughts; she even started to accuse the doctors and nurses of being part of the conspiracy. She told them she started the fire to try to destroy any bugging devices that she knew for a fact had been hidden around her home. After she was checked out and treated for smoke inhalation, she was immediately sectioned under the Mental Health Act and was transferred for a mandatory 28-day stay at a facility in Manchester.’

			Manchester was many, many miles from where we lived, and I wondered about the logistics of taking Amelie to visit her mother there. But then it kicked in. Given the Covid restrictions, would she even be allowed to visit her? I imagined not. There were already lots of reports of people not even being able to visit dying relatives, and having to have those precious last conversations via iPads the medical staff held up for them. I also picked up on the 28-day thing.

			‘So, you were right then,’ I said. ‘About her being sectioned. And the mandatory 28-day thing, is that how long this placement will be then? I mean, presumably, once Mum is back on her meds, Amelie will be returned to her, presumably with lots of support put in place. Or would there still be too much risk for that to happen?’

			‘Well, your guess is as good as mine at this stage, obviously. Mum might be in hospital for months. Of course, it could be that after the 28 days they have her back on track and with ongoing support …’ Christine spread her hands. ‘But in reality, who knows? Given what’s just happened, and the fact that she’d already come into the system before the pandemic, my hunch is that they would have to be very, very sure that she had sufficient capacity – and, well, even if they deemed her capable of living independently, to be responsible for a child … That’s a whole other scenario, isn’t it? So, bottom line, if you do decide you’re happy to take Amelie on, it would need to be on the grounds that it’s completely open-ended. An indefinite placement. Which, I know, under the circumstances isn’t something to take on lightly.’

			Christine was certainly right about that. But, at the same time, were it not for the pandemic, it didn’t feel particularly daunting. We were always in it for the long haul, unless there was good reason for that not to be the case. Apart from a few specific periods when family matters took precedence and we elected to do some periods providing only respite, that was what we did – took kids in until they could either go back to their own families or were found long-term foster homes to see them through to adulthood, or adoptive parents. We’d begun as specialist ‘crisis’ foster carers, given extra training to deal with particularly challenging children, and though that whole programme had been retired a few years previously (almost certainly due to budget cuts), we were more often than not on the ‘to call’ list when those particularly challenging children came along.

			Amelie definitely didn’t sound as though she fitted that category so there was no reason not to be in this for however long it took. I said so.

			‘Ah, and that reminds me,’ Christine said, ‘I wanted to talk to you about helping out with a bit of respite care as well. Was already going to this week, actually, as we were wondering if you could commit to doing some short periods of cover for other foster carers as well. I know it’s a big ask, especially in these uncertain times, when we can’t get out and about to properly support everyone, but that’s the problem. A lot of carers have teenagers living with them right now – a few of them pretty problematic – and some are going a bit stir-crazy. As well as that, as you can imagine, I’m sure, the carers are struggling to keep teens indoors, especially when they’re in an area where they’ve made friends. It’s proving really stressful, what with all the inevitable arguments that ensue, and there’s nowhere to go to get away from it. So, we’ve got our heads together and have put together a scheme whereby we swap children around if we can during this time – one, so that they’re out of area and don’t have the pull of mates to make them leave the house, and, two, just to give carers a bit of a break if they need it. The kids as well of course, giving credence to the old adage “a change is as good as a rest”. Hopefully. Fingers crossed and all that.’

			I nodded as she spoke. It did make sense, and, really, we carers were an ‘at risk’ group anyway, since we were bringing in children from other families. But I supposed if as much protection as possible were put in place, then we didn’t really have much choice. Or should we, for that matter. It was our job to step up, after all, and the pandemic didn’t stop the break-up of families, did it? In fact, as Mike had already commented earlier, it was almost certainly contributing to it, and particularly in this case. I could only imagine what sort of horrors Amelie’s mum must have been thinking about if she already had conspiracy theories running around her head.

			‘Of course,’ I said. ‘In for a penny and all that. And having Mike home makes a massive difference.’

			Mike’s voice chipped in. ‘Is that my name I hear being taken in vain?’ he said, as he emerged from the house, having just been inside to get his drill back off its charger. ‘I just went up to check – little one’s still blotto, by the way.’

			‘You did indeed,’ Christine told him. ‘Casey’s just been signing your life away. Well, for the immediate future anyway.’

			I explained about the open-ended nature of taking on Amelie, and that we’d be happy – well, that I was – about adding the odd challenging teen into the mix here and there. ‘If you’re happy, that is,’ I added.

			He laughed. ‘So pretty much business as usual then,’ he said. ‘Except I don’t get to escape to the sanity of work every day.’ He shrugged. Then did a whirr of the newly charged drill. ‘So, in the words of Chief Brody – you know, him off Jaws – it looks like we’re
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