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All rights reserved. Reproduction, distribution, or transmission in any form or manner without the publisher’s prior written consent is strictly prohibited except where permitted by copyright law.

This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to real people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locations is purely coincidental. The author explicitly prohibits any entity from using this publication to “train” AI technologies to generate text. Without limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to produce text, including, but not limited to, systems capable of creating works in the same style or genre as this publication, is strictly forbidden. The author retains all rights to license the use of this work for AI training and the development of machine learning language models.
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As a reader, you may wonder why some words seem misspelt, but as an Australian writer, I use English spellings rather than American ones. So, NO! I am not a poor speller, and I have used the spell check, but with an Australian slant.

I loved recounting the story of Addison and Greyson, and I hope you enjoyed the unfolding tale of their trials and successes.

If you enjoyed the book and have a moment to spare, I would be grateful for a short review on the page or website where you purchased it. Your assistance in spreading the word is much appreciated. Reviews from readers like you make a massive difference in helping new readers discover stories like Coming Home to You.
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Addison checked the bedroom to ensure Tyler hadn’t left any belongings behind. As a foster mother, the most challenging part of the job was saying goodbye to someone you had nurtured and supported for weeks and sometimes months. While foster placements usually lasted longer, Addison's busy lifestyle led her to prefer acting as an emergency carer. Sometimes, when the calls came late at night, Addison feared for the mental well-being of children removed from an abusive or drug-related home, but she never refused the requests to take care of the children.

With a sigh, she closed the bedroom door; she would deal with the clean sheets and general tidy-up once Tyler was gone. This time, Addison hoped there might be a happy ending. Tyler’s drug-addicted mother had spent months in rehab, and with her clean bill of health, the judge at the family court had given her custody of the ten-year-old boy. Addison walked into the lounge room, where the boy sat with his bag at his feet. Seating herself next to the boy, she said, “Tye, I hope everything works out with your mum, but if you need to talk, you can always ring me. I will never be too busy to listen to you, and if you need help, I can come to your aid.”

The boy smiled and said, “Thanks, Addi. I hope it will be different this time, but now I know some people will care for me if Mum is not right. If it isn’t okay with Mum, I won’t wait so long to call for help.”

Addison handed the boy a small cell phone. 

“This is for you. My number is here. Hide the phone from your mum, even if you think things will be different. If things go badly and she finds out about the phone, it will be one of the things she will sell for cash. I will activate it for twelve months, but you will need to charge it periodically. Leave it turned off so it doesn’t make any noises, and charge it when your mum is out of the house.”

Tye hugged Addison. “Thanks, Addi, you’re the best.”

He slid the phone into his bag as someone knocked on the door. Addison smiled at the boy and said, “Well, it’s time to go.”

The person at the door was the regional coordinator, and she would take Tyler to meet his mum.

“Can I have a hug?”

Tye grinned and wrapped his arms around Addison.

“Stay safe, my friend,” she said as the boy released her and turned to walk away. Stella, the regional coordinator, patted Addison on the arm and smiled sympathetically. 

“I know parting is hard after spending months making a connection, but maybe it will work for Tyler this time.”

“You’re right; I’ll keep my fingers crossed for them. I can’t imagine how devastating it must be to have an addiction, and when the authorities take your child, that must be heartbreaking.”

Once Stella and Tyler drove away, Addison decided to have a cuppa before she cleaned Tyler’s room. The phone rang before she had made her drink, and it was her friend Cathy calling.

“Hi, Cath, what can I do for you?” 

“It’s what I can do for you. Has Tyler left? You probably need me to cheer you up. Meet me at Bean and Co., and we’ll have decadent pastries and drinks.”

“You know what? I was going to clean Tyler’s room, but pastries win every time. What time?”

“Now, girlfriend. I’ll meet you there.”

Afternoon tea with Cathy was just what Addison needed. The two women taught at the same school, but  Cathy taught the lowest grade, and Addison taught grade four. Almost immediately, the two women became firm friends. Cathy was one of the few teachers who didn’t do her country service and move on. Because the school served the children from the army base, it was sometimes a hard slog. Addison didn’t blame the children who had given up on education because being an army brat and relocating numerous times killed the desire to integrate into the community. She did her best to encourage the kids to participate and offered extra tuition for struggling students. The most frustrating part was reconnecting with the students; their parents had transferred, and the move destroyed all her excellent work.

Addison shook her head and focused on her friend.”Tell me about the book club you joined.”

Addison laughed. “I diligently read the book, making notes where I felt the author did well or places that I thought she fell down and when I arrived at the house where the club was meeting, I discovered that not everyone was as diligent. Half of the women there hadn’t read the book, and they said they used the club as an excuse to have a time out from their boring lives. Those ladies sure can drink.”

“Oh. Will you go again?”

“Sure, it was a real hoot, and I need something in my life that makes me smile.” 

There was no better way to lift her spirits than to be with her friend, and Addison felt grateful that Cathy understood how hard it was for her to bid goodbye to her charges.

“Not wanting to hark back to school, but I had an interesting enrollment the other day.” 

“Interesting, good or interesting bad?”

Cathy screwed up her face. “Interesting, sad, is more like it. A little girl came in with an older man. The child has become the ward of the man’s son. The soldier is on deployment somewhere, so rather than process her through the foster system, the big bosses decided the soldier’s father would be a suitable guardian until the man returns home.”

Addison nodded. “That sounds like a smart move.”

“It might be smart if the man had an ounce of compassion about him. He orders this little girl around like she's a soldier, and considering that he was a career army officer, it’s probably the only way he knows to talk to people. The little girl, Lacey, is terrified of him. She won’t interact with the other kids and cries a lot.”

“Have you tried talking to the man?”

“He says he’s trying his best, but his best is woeful, truthfully.”

“Thanks. Now, instead of stressing about how Tyler is going with his mum, I will be stressing about the little girl.”

“Maybe you could check on her during your playground duty tomorrow.”

After Addison arrived home, she didn’t feel as sad as she had earlier, and that was all down to Cathy’s intervention. She postponed cleaning Tyler’s room and spent time in the kitchen preparing dinner. After placing the meal in the oven, Addison collected cleaning materials and sheets and headed to Tyler’s room to clean and tidy. Addison was happy she had opted for a four-bedroom, two-bathroom option when looking for a house. In her role as an emergency foster carer, she assumed she would have to house a teenager at some point, and the extra bathroom would be a boon. 

As she cleaned, Addison worried about the little girl Cathy described. The guardian might remain overseas for months, and the situation didn’t sound sustainable for the little girl or the gruff ex-military man. Addison knew it wasn’t her business to interfere; the thought of the little girl suffering for months until her guardian returned didn’t sit well with her. On Monday, when she returned to school, Addison decided to do as Cathy suggested: check on the little girl and see if she could devise a resolution.

Having decided to investigate the situation with the little girl, Addison finished cleaning the room. She bundled the sheets into the washing machine with towels, teatowels, and washcloths. The washing machine seemed to take ages to work through its cycle, but Addison hoped to have the laundry hung out before sitting down for dinner. With little else to do, she poured herself a glass of wine, grabbed her book and sat down to read and relax.

The following day, Addison prepared a picnic and headed out of town, driving to the Clarence waterfalls and picnic ground. She considered calling Cathy, but knew her friend had visited her parents at their home an hour from Chessberry. During the school holidays and the summer, the area was popular with families, but fewer people flocked to the reserve as autumn drew nearer. Today, Addison had the area to herself, except for a few brave souls who dabbled in the pool that ran from the waterfalls. Leaving her picnic in the car, Addison hiked along a trail she knew would bring her to the other side of the falls. The area was picturesque, with its clean air, soothing water sounds, and chirping birds that relaxed Addison. However, no matter how hard she tried to push the thought aside, the plight of the little girl, Cathy, who was known as Lacey, lingered in the back of her mind.
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On Monday morning, Addison opened the classroom door and struggled inside, juggling her books and bag. Schools had a particular smell; a combination of bodies, books, and chalkboards added to the aroma in the older schools. Addison wrinkled her nose, and after depositing her load on the nearest desk, she hurried to open the windows.

Once the students arrived, Addison greeted the children and chatted with the parents, who escorted their offspring to the classroom. Most parents allowed their children to take themselves to class at the grade four level, but if a parent had a concern or a request, it was easier to discuss the issues before class, and Addison was accommodating. The bell signalled the need to assemble outside, and the parents and children dispersed. The children lined up by grade level, and Addison tried to find the girl Cathy had described, but from her vantage point, she couldn’t see her.

After entering the room with her students, Addison’s day moved on quickly; before she knew it, lunchtime had arrived. Twice a week, each teacher supervised the students in the playground, and today was Addison’s first shift. Moving from area to area to keep a visible presence to deter any bad behaviour, Addison finally saw the sad girl. The child sat in a corner of the undercover area, crying. Addison approached the girl, and the child watched as she advanced. Squatting down so she wasn’t looming over the child, Addison said,

“Why are you so sad?”

The child shrugged and looked down, but she remained mute despite what Addison said. Not wanting to harass the child, Addison moved away, but the little girl’s sad face and dishevelled appearance tugged at her heart.

In the afternoon, Addison had a spare period because her class were at music, so she didn’t have to remain in her room to dismiss the class. As she walked towards Cathy’s class, she wondered if she ought to mind her own business, but the memory of the sad little girl pushed her on. Standing outside the classroom, she attempted to identify the man that Cathy said had no empathy, and when Lacey emerged from the room, she cringed as a man walked towards her. The man appeared to be in his fifties or sixties and had an air of command. When he spoke to the girl, it was more a bark than an instruction, and as he reached to guide her towards the exit, Lacey flinched when he touched her. Addison watched as the pair left the school, and when Cathy’s students had departed, she went inside to talk to her friend.

“Cath, I just saw your sad child, and we need to act. Her guardian’s father might not be a bad man, but he is traumatising the child so badly that I believe she will be a zombie by the time her guardian arrives.”

“What can we do?”

“Can you ask him to meet me in my room after school tomorrow? I’m not sure what to suggest, but in good conscience, I can’t watch that little girl suffer.”

Addison second-guessed her decision as she sat in her room, waiting for the man to arrive. Cathy told her his name was Major Pelleser and that he lived around the corner from the school. The footsteps sounded like they were marching as the man approached. His gruff voice scolded the little girl as they arrived at Addison’s classroom. When she invited him to enter, the man looked around in confusion. 

“Why am I in this room, and who are you to request a meeting with me?”

“I am Addison Bradley, and I want to discuss something with you. Before we do, let me set Lacey up with an activity.”

The man glared at Addison with displeasure, but she ignored him until she encouraged Lacey to use the pencil set out before her to draw a picture.

“Major Pellesser, I am concerned about Lacey’s mental welfare. She is sad, never mixes with the other children and rarely speaks. I understand that your son was named guardian by Lacey’s late mother, but it must be hard for you to foster a small child for an undetermined time.” 

The man sighed. “I’m doing my best, but when I was in the army, I was often away on courses or deployment, and my wife raised our children. We had three sons, so I don’t
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