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			Chapter 1

			April

			It goes without saying that life happens when you’re busy making other plans, because a lot of the time, that is, of course, true. And when the phone rings – well, you’re usually doing something else, aren’t you? Leaving aside lovelorn teenagers, famous for mooning around in their bedrooms, positively willing the phone to ring, most of us, when it does, tend to be occupied. Watching the TV, doing the ironing, hurrying to make the school run … Or, in this case, carefully manoeuvring a car out of a parking space, which was too small when we entered it (it was the only one we could find in the multi-storey), and was so small when we returned to it (another, bigger car having now parked adjacent to it) that, until we moved it, only one of us could even get in.

			In this case it was me, being the small one in our marriage, clambering across the passenger seat to get behind the wheel and leaving Mike with the job of making sure that, while I reversed back out of the parking space, no car would get scratched in the process.

			‘Honestly!’ he huffed, as I inched minutely backwards. ‘I mean, what about people who’ve got casts on, or something? Or are disabled, or—’

			‘Love, keep an eye on the bumper!’

			‘Sorry – left hand down a bit. Just a fraction. Go slowly!’

			‘I am going slowly!’

			‘Not slowly enough! There you go. Now straight. Keep coming … keep coming … Just be mindful of the pillar once you’re level with the wing mirrors …’

			‘Bloody pillars,’ I huffed back. ‘Who designs these flipping car parks? I mean, can it really be beyond the brains of car park designers not to put the pillars between the parking spaces?’

			‘Clearly not. Keep coming …’

			‘What about the other side? How close am I?’

			‘Bags of room that side. Just keep your eye on the wing mirror …’

			‘I am looking in the wing mirror!’

			‘Yes, but the edge of it. You have fag papers, literally …’

			That was the moment when Christine Bolton called, which meant I had to let it go to voicemail. It was also around half an hour since we’d finished our appointment with Mike’s lovely lady surgeon and were bringing home news that was both welcome and unwelcome – that my poor husband was going to have to have his knee replaced.

			It was welcome, of course, because the knee had been troubling him for some time now and to be out of pain would be a wonderful thing. But also unwelcome because, well, how could it not be? There’d be the operation itself – Mike, famously, ‘didn’t do’ hospitals – plus the aftermath, the rehabilitation, the potential weeks away from work. And all of that just to get back to the place where he’d started: with a knee functioning well enough that he could go back to playing football. ‘Proper football’, as he’d put it, rather than doing as he had been since he’d twisted it so badly – his nemesis: the dreaded ‘going in goals’. And I felt for him. It was a situation that had genuinely shocked him. ‘But I’m only 58!’ he had told the surgeon plaintively. But a lifetime playing sport – and getting injured – had apparently taken its toll. Plus, look on the bright side, the surgeon had pointed out. Being so young, and so fit (Mike had sat up straighter in his chair then), meant he’d find the whole process a breeze.

			‘I don’t know about “breeze”,’ he said now, having clambered back into the passenger seat of the finally released vehicle. ‘I feel like I’ve just been hit by a tsunami.’

			‘I know, love,’ I said. ‘But it is what it is. And at least it sounds as though you won’t have too long to wait.’

			‘That’s what worries me!’ he replied. Then he shuddered involuntarily. ‘The thought of going under the knife …’

			‘I know, love,’ I said. ‘But you know it’s for the best. And in the meantime, we’ll just have to find ways to take your mind off it.’

			Which was when my mobile trilled a second time: Christine again. And this time I took the call that, quite apart from anything else, was definitely going to do just that.

			‘Oh! You’re there!’ Christine said. ‘I’m so sorry to keep badgering you only I hadn’t left a voice message and thought perhaps I should. I’m off into a meeting soon and I didn’t want to leave it as I’m out of the office tomorrow. And anyway, you’ve answered so now I won’t need to. So that’s good. Are you okay to talk?’

			She sounded a little flustered, which was not my supervising social worker’s usual style.

			‘Everything okay?’ I asked.

			‘Yes, yes, I’m fine. Are you driving?’

			‘I am,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry though, you’re on speaker and we’re just about to join the rush hour snail-crawl in any case. You have a child for us?’

			‘I do. A teenager, lad of 15. He’s currently in a children’s home.’ She named one I was familiar with. ‘But things are spiralling a little rapidly out of control.’

			I could sense Mike’s involuntary grimace out of the corner of my eye. ‘In what way?’ I asked Christine.

			‘The usual. Mostly drugs. He’s been hanging out more and more with some of the older kids who live there and he’s now also getting involved with a local county lines gang. Drug dealing, petty crime … all the things you’d expect. So, the manager there is keen to see if we can have another go at finding a family setting for him, break the cycle before it’s too late.’

			‘Why now? Has he been in foster care before? What’s his story?’

			‘He’s been in the children’s home for around three years now, pretty much his whole time in care. He was fostered initially – twice, in fact. But the placements didn’t work out. He was apparently already too much of a handful.’

			‘And before that?’

			‘Absent mother. Dad in prison for drugs offences. No family, bar an uncle, who took him in briefly but chucked him out. You know, same old, same old,’ Christine added, with a sigh. ‘Poor lad’s been dealt a pretty rotten hand. Anyway, the thing is, we know we’re going to need a particularly robust family to take him on, so—’

			‘You thought of us,’ I finished for her while, at the same time, Mike couldn’t help but add a wry chuckle.

			‘Is that you, Mike?’ Christine asked.

			‘It is indeed,’ he answered. ‘I was just laughing at the timing of your use of the word “robust”.’

			‘We’ve just left the hospital,’ I explained. ‘Mike’s on the waiting list for a knee replacement.’ I’d already told Christine about his knee problems when we’d chatted a couple of weeks previously, so she was aware that it might come to that.

			‘Oh,’ she said now. ‘So that’s good news, isn’t it? Well, when you get to have it, anyway, Mike. But in the meantime, maybe …’

			‘In the meantime, it’s business as usual,’ Mike said firmly, glancing in my direction. ‘I’m not an invalid – just have to chow down a few more painkillers than usual.’

			I could tell he was bridling at the idea that he might be considered less than robust. And he was right to. He’d never been one for giving in to weaknesses, which was probably why he went back to playing too soon after his injury. But that was a discussion for another day, clearly. ‘When you say “robust”,’ I asked Christine, ‘in what way do you mean? Is he particularly hard to deal with?’

			‘To be honest? I’d say yes. He’s got a lot of street smarts, a lot of attitude. He needs boundaries to be rigorously enforced. Needs experienced carers. I know everyone does their best at the home, but you know what it’s like. There’s the lack of continuity. Young, inexperienced staff. Lots of comings and goings. A tendency to naivety … It’s all too easy for these kinds of kids to run rings round some of the staff there. So yes,’ she added, ‘it’s exactly why we thought of you two.’ Then, after a pause, ‘Tell you what? Shall I send over his file? Gives you a chance to take a closer look once you’re home and we can catch up again the day after tomorrow, say?’

			‘Yes, of course,’ I said, absolutely no alarm bells ringing, even quietly. After all, we agreed, once the phone had disconnected, we’d looked after seemingly out-of-control teenage boys many times before.

			‘Though why do I get the feeling,’ Mike asked, as we continued our walking-pace way out of town, ‘that there was a particularly strong air of profound relief in Christine’s voice? I mean, I know she was going to a meeting, but she didn’t even pause for breath long enough to tell us what his name is!’

			Daniel James O’Connor, it turned out. That was his name.

			The sense that the long, languid days of the school summer holidays were behind us – evidenced by that interminable rush-hour journey home – was soon dispelled once we were back in the house and had thrown open the doors to the back garden. It was bathed in dappled sunlight, the heavy flowerheads of Mike’s beloved dahlias (his latest passion) nodding their approval as a still-balmy breeze wound its way lazily through their stems. I made coffee and, while Mike wrestled the lawn mower from the shed, pulled out my laptop to see what Christine had sent us.

			It was unusual, though not unknown, to have access to so much information about a potential new placement so early on, but unlike the situation where one had just come into care, when a child had been in the system a long time, like this lad, it was easy – this being the twenty-first century – for comprehensive digital records to be available at the click of a button, sent via a secure link, straight to my inbox.

			I took my laptop out onto the patio and placed it on the outside table.

			‘You want to take a look at all this with me?’ I asked Mike as I pulled out a chair.

			‘No time like the present, I suppose,’ he said, coming over to join me. ‘I imagine we know what to expect.’

			Twenty minutes or so later, however, as the breeze became chillier, we both had pause for thought. Did we?

			Daniel’s early story was, sadly, the kind of thing we had seen many times before. As Christine had told us, he’d been living in a children’s home since the age of 12, but what a torrid first 12 years of childhood he had lived. Though there was almost nothing about the circumstances that preceded it, his first loss – perhaps the biggest – was that of his mum, who had apparently left the family home when he was eight. She had disappeared in the middle of the night and had never been back. Not that his father had made any attempt to look for her. Indeed, it seemed he had actively refused to even try, it being recorded that he had told his son that if she ever showed up, he would kill her. There was nothing in the file, either, that indicated what the catalyst for that was, though given the poor child had disclosed that both his parents, as well as using drugs, also sold them around their estate, and that ‘Dad hit Mum all the time’, common sense suggested she had reason enough to leave. But, even with the drug use, the maternal bond is often strong, so why hadn’t she escaped with her son? It was a mystery that, sadly, we would probably never solve.

			In the meantime, O’Connor senior continued to bring his son up himself and, perhaps unsurprisingly, it wasn’t that long before things started unravelling. Daniel was recorded as having missed a lot of school and it was normal for him to be up late at night, answering the door to all and sundry, to collect drugs or drop off money. By the time he was 10, he was apparently scooting round the local area himself, joining the family ‘business’ and dropping off drugs to grateful customers. Then, when he was in Year 6, his final year in primary, the school decided to intervene.

			It was nearing the summer holidays at this time, and, with the move to the local secondary happening that September, the school felt they needed to stage a major intervention, to try and get him back on track before the move. The feeling was that if they could be really robust with school attendance and just get him through into high school, he might finally get his head down – in a place where everyone else would be older and bigger and his ‘top boy’ status in the primary was no more.

			At this point, with Daniel having been absent for three days with no phone calls or explanation, they sent the local authority education welfare officer round to do a welfare check. Daniel himself answered the door to them and, to their astonishment, continued brazenly smoking a cannabis joint while explaining that his dad was asleep and ‘mustn’t be woken up, or I’ll get it’. The education welfare officer, who had noted that the boy seemed not to understand that a ten-year-old smoking cannabis was, to put it mildly, highly unusual, naturally phoned his manager immediately, who informed the local police.

			They arrived within minutes and Mr O’Connor was duly woken up. Then, to Daniel’s apparent surprise, his father was arrested. They were both taken to the police station and while Dad was obviously headed for the cells, social services were called in to take care of Daniel and he was placed with respite carers temporarily.

			As a search of the family home revealed both a great deal of cash and a large quantity of Class A drugs, it was clear Daniel’s father would not be going home to look after his son any time soon – indeed, he was probably looking at a lengthy prison sentence, so a new home needed to be found for the boy. And when an uncle suggested himself – Mr O’Connor’s younger brother – it was agreed, the usual checks having been made into the man’s suitability, that the boy could go and live with him.

			It turned out the uncle was almost as bad as his brother, however; also involved in drugs and alcohol, and none too keen on his nephew. He’d only agreed to have him because he relied on his brother’s drugs and money, and was only expecting to have to look after Daniel for a few weeks. Four months later, though, when it seemed certain that Mr O’Connor would be locked up for at least six years, he kicked Daniel, now aged just 11, out onto the streets, fearing that he’d have social services sniffing around into his own criminal activities, which had thus far gone under the radar.

			Daniel, though streetwise, didn’t know what to do with this unexpected curveball. The local junkies – his former clients – now wanted nothing to do with him and everyone he turned to refused to help him. After two days of sleeping in a local park, Daniel, exhausted and very hungry, did something he hated doing: he went to the local police station in the hope of getting help. But brought up to hate and avoid the police at all costs, he presented as angry and rude.

			Social services were duly called and he was once again placed in foster care, and Christine’s use of the word ‘handful’ seemed more than justified. He was forced to leave the first family after threatening to throw their seven-year-old daughter down the stairs, and during the second placement, he had taken a hammer to the couple’s large wall-mounted TV and, in a rage, smashed it to pieces in front of them. At that point, with no family willing to take him on – this had been during the pandemic, which hadn’t helped – he’d been moved into the children’s home, a place usually reserved for, and filled to capacity with, teenagers. Daniel, at his point, had not even been 12.

			The rest read exactly as both Mike and I expected. Far from becoming another sad statistic in the sorry world of drugs, crime and childhood neglect, Daniel had, at least to his mind, been thriving there. Forget all the adults who were pulling their hair out, Daniel was evidently happy there. He didn’t want to leave, having found his natural tribe.

			There were other notes, many of them, none of which inspired confidence. A big lad, he looked and acted older than his years. He was prone to throwing his weight around with those smaller and weaker, and there were several violent outbursts recorded. His gravitation towards older males was also cited as a worry; the home’s principal reason for pushing for a foster family was to get him right away from those kinds of influences.

			As Christine noted, this really was a sad example of ‘same old, same old’ – a little boy who’d suffered the loss of his mum, gross neglect from his father, rejection from the only family member he really knew and who had subsequently headed down the usual spiral we’d seen so many times before. The forsaken child was now an out-of-control, angry adolescent, one at odds with authority and completely lacking boundaries. But did Mike and I have it in us to turn his life around?

			‘Gut instinct?’ I asked Mike as I flipped the lid closed on my laptop.

			He paused for a moment, sighed and then ran a hand across his jaw. ‘That he’s likely to be trouble?’ was his eventual response. ‘But it’s your shout,’ he told me. ‘It sounds like the kid could really use a break, doesn’t it? And if you’re up for it, I am as well.’ He smiled. ‘As you already know.’

			And for a moment I was. This was familiar territory for us, after all. And, well, you had to see behind the behaviours, didn’t you? Think of the wretched little lad inside that volatile teen. See hope, and a future, and give him a chance. But then Mike stretched out his bad leg and I caught a wince. Almost nothing, it was. Minuscule. Just a slight furrowing of his brows.

			And just like that, I was certain no more. I’d been able to hold my own against all sorts of big, aggressive lads down the years; once you put boundaries in place, set the house rules, made sure that consequences were always, always followed through on, your authority could generally, in time, be established. But I’d always had that comfort blanket to fall back on – Mike’s place in the equation. The fact that he could always step in if things turned violent or threatening. Just his sheer physical presence in the house. I could count on the fingers of one hand how many times he’d actually had to do that over the years, but what we’d just read seemed almost a guarantee that clipping this boy’s wings would be a recipe for disaster – and almost certainly of the physical kind. Could I really allow Mike’s health to be put at risk in that way? No way would I do that.

			‘I’m not sure he’s for us,’ I said. ‘Much as I feel for the lad, I think we should pass. I mean, suppose you get a date for your op through?’

			‘Then he’d go into respite. Love, I’m not an invalid,’ Mike added, as if reading my thoughts. ‘And we both know what the waiting lists for ops are right now – I’ll be lucky if I get a date by the middle of next year.’

			‘I know that,’ I said. ‘But my gut’s still saying no. We’ve stepped up a zillion times before, Christine knows that. Bottom line, she probably already knows this isn’t right for us.’

			‘True enough,’ Mike conceded. ‘And as I say, it’s your call. Your decision, love.’ He stood up. ‘And now I’m going to go and cut the grass.’

			And I would need to head inside and let Christine know. But, bad as I felt for her – and the boy – would anyone else take him on? In truth, I doubted it – I knew that I’d made the right decision. Let my sensible head rule my heart for a change.

			Well, or so I thought.

		

		
			Chapter 2

			Having got hold of Christine and told her that we weren’t able to take Daniel, I very swiftly put the whole thing out of my mind. She’d been understanding, of course. In fact, she’d already had her own reservations, she admitted. ‘I wouldn’t want it on my conscience, to be honest,’ she’d told me. ‘Had you not called when you had, I would have called you to say so. It’s too much for you both when Mike’s in limbo with his injury. There’ll be another child.’ She laughed. ‘There is always another child, eh?’

			There was indeed. And in the meantime, I had plenty to do as it was a busy time of year for Watson birthdays. Having just celebrated our son Tyler’s 23rd, and our granddaughter Dee Dee’s 8th, we had two more coming along in quick succession. October would see mine, plus my youngest grandson, Carter’s. Not sure how the time had passed so quickly, but he’d be four. And at least one of us was expecting the whole birthday works – games, balloons, a face-painter, a big bouncy castle and a cake cleverly fashioned into The Incredible Hulk. ‘And what’s happening at Carter’s?’ Mike had quipped.

			I would, of course, be deliriously happy just to have my entire family around me – even if it was just for some takeaway pizzas. With everyone busy with their own lives, and Tyler and his partner Naomi living some way away, this would be no small achievement in itself. And with my son Kieron and his wife Lauren both working full time now, I was definitely more than happy not to worry about my own age and instead help organise Carter’s party. (To which, as is the way now – how did that happen? – his entire class had of course been invited. No ‘six kids round for tea’ setup these days.)

			We were still available for fostering though, be it long term or respite, and the following Thursday morning, I took another call from Christine. She was hoping to find a home for a teenage girl that coming weekend, a 14-year-old, whose name was Bella.

			‘Just from teatime Friday till Monday morning,’ she explained. ‘She was supposed to be moving into her new foster home tomorrow, but a family illness means they can’t take her now till Monday and her room at the children’s home has already been re-allocated – to a lad currently languishing in police custody, unfortunately. Plus, she’s all set to go. Could you and Mike take her for the weekend?’

			As I had little on at the weekend bar shopping for party bag contents, I assured Christine that we’d be able to take the girl in, so 24 hours later, after a quick refresh of our spare bedroom, Bella arrived, accompanied by her young, smiley social worker, Ellie Pearson. A pretty little thing, Bella had also brought two suitcases, one rucksack and a holdall, those being the sum total of her possessions.

			Ellie hugged Bella warmly. They seemed very close. ‘So, I’ll be back round at eight thirty, Monday morning,’ she told us both. ‘Well, traffic permitting, that is. Now I really have to fly. You have fun!’ Upon which she was back in her car and off up the road, leaving the shy teenager and I to bring all her stuff inside.

			‘It’s really kind of you to have me, Mrs Watson,’ Bella said politely. ‘I was so upset when I found out I couldn’t go to my new family till after the weekend. The thought of having to stay in that place a moment longer …’

			‘I hear you, love,’ I told her. ‘And it’s Casey, no formalities here. And my husband’s called Mike. You’ll meet him in an hour or so, once he gets home from work. In the meantime, let’s get your stuff up to your bedroom and get you settled in, shall we? Do you like chicken curry?’ I asked, as she followed me up the stairs, having insisted on lugging the largest of the two cases. ‘Homemade,’ I added. ‘I’m trying to clear out my freezer. Got a couple of parties coming up so I need to get baking.’

			‘Oh, I love curry,’ she said and she sounded like she meant it. ‘I like most things, actually. And cooking. I’m really excited to go to my new family – they said I can help out – and cooking for my grandparents too. I think I might like to be a chef.’

			So far, so good. And I was pleased that this chatty smiley teen was soon off to be with what sounded like a loving family. Christine had given me enough of a snapshot of Bella’s situation that I’d know what I was dealing with, and though from my own point of view it was good to know she was unlikely to present any challenges, her story couldn’t help but make me feel sad. She’d come into care five years back, after the untimely death of her single mother from breast cancer, and with Mum having been an only child and her own parents quite elderly, there’d been no family able to take her in. There was apparently a great-aunt several hundred miles away, which had been mooted as a possibility, but since a move to live with her would take her too far away from her loving grandparents it had been decided, in conjunction with Bella herself, of course, that foster care locally would represent a better solution since she’d still be able to see her nan and grandad  regularly.

			Happily, a lovely family had stepped up. A slightly older couple who, like so many once their own kids had flown the nest – in this case, a daughter – had wanted to do something worthwhile with their time. And indeed, they did. But, after Bella had spent a very happy four years with them, tragedy had once again come calling. Her foster dad had died suddenly, of a heart attack, leaving his wife totally bereft, and with their own daughter having by now relocated to the other end of the country with her job, Mum had decided to sell up and move there as well. She was keen that Bella go too, of course, but that would once again mean her being separated from her grandparents, who had, by now, moved into a supported living complex nearby. Understandably, she couldn’t bear to leave them.

			Difficult as it was for all concerned, a new foster home obviously had to be found for Bella, but they had been struggling to find a suitable family local to the grandparents, hence her having to move into a children’s home. It was always only going to be a temporary measure, but by now she had been living there for four months – and could not wait, it transpired, to get out of there.

			‘It’s just horrible,’ she told me, once we were back downstairs and I’d made her a mug of tea. ‘The only place I feel safe – when I’m not at school – is when I’m in my room, with the door locked. There’s comings and goings at all times of the night and stuff gets pinched all the time, and no one seems to even care. Well, they do, but the people that work there aren’t even that much older than some of the lads! If they’d not managed to find anywhere for me to move on to, I was getting to the point where I think I would have run away anyway.’

			I could only sympathise and commiserate with the poor girl. And it made me beyond glad that we’d been able to take her in. Among the handful of homes that were dotted around our area, this was a story that was depressingly familiar.

			It wasn’t until the Sunday evening that I put two and two together. Since our conversations had understandably centred more on Bella’s frail-sounding grandparents, and the horrible decision she’d had to make not to head south with her loving foster mum, we’d not really spoken further about the lonely and stressful few months she’d endured at the children’s home. Everything was about the future – the hopes she had of settling in with her new foster mum and the GCSEs she was about to start studying for. It was the arrival of a text that would go on to make me think, one that came in just after we’d finished tea.

			It had caused her to chuckle.

			‘Look,’ she said, showing me the screen on her mobile. It was a photo of a young lad, dark-haired, and gurning manically at the camera. He’d used one of those silly filters kids these days are forever playing about with, causing his eyes to appear massive and filling his mouth with similarly enormous cartoon teeth. There was a message flashing too, which said ‘already miss you, belly-boo!’

			‘He’s such an idiot,’ she said affectionately. ‘I’m not going to miss anything about that horrible place,’ she added, ‘but I’m definitely going to miss him.’

			‘Who’s that?’ I asked.

			‘Deejay. My friend.’ She began texting him back, in that mind-bogglingly fast way youngsters were able to. Engaging in conversation with me while her hands managed to fly simultaneously across the little keyboard, operating seemingly all by themselves. ‘He always had my back,’ she said. ‘It would have been a million times worse in there if he hadn’t looked after me. You know, protecting me from the older lads. Keeping them away from me. Stopping me from being bullied. Making sure my stuff didn’t get nicked.’

			As was so often the case, the picture she painted sounded almost Dickensian, the children’s home less a home than a lawless Wild West. I knew experiences differed, as did homes, of course. I also knew the majority of those who worked in them tried to do their very best. But the three local ones I’d had experience of over the years I’d been fostering hadn’t exactly conjured a particularly rosy picture. How could they? The best place for any child is within a loving, supportive family – something a children’s home, for all their best intentions (and I definitely did believe those in the sector had absolutely the best intentions), was always going to find challenging to replicate. It was no wonder children often felt isolated, anxious and lonely, and if they did form relationships, with either staff members or fellow housemates, the transient nature of life in such places made every bond feel so much more fragile. So, much as I was happy she’d soon be back with a family, the fact that Bella had at least made a friend there was heartwarming.

			‘Well, you two can definitely keep in touch,’ I said, pointing towards her mobile. ‘That’s one of the great things about our modern hyper-connected world, isn’t it?’ To which she nodded, though it occurred to me that this was the only one she knew – one where you could speak to anyone, anywhere in the world, at any time. Not always a good thing, in my opinion, and I knew lots felt similarly, but, in this case, a definite plus. She’d also be able to keep in touch with the foster family she’d left, of course – to which point our conversation naturally moved on.

			Which is probably why it was a while before it occurred to me, given that there were several children’s homes locally, that she might well have been at the same one as the lad we’d just turned down. Had he been one of those scary older lads her friend Deejay had shielded her from? Who’d made her feel unsafe, who’d been mean and threatening to her, who’d perhaps tried to nick her stuff? Given what I knew of him, it wouldn’t have surprised me. I knew from what I’d read about him that he probably ticked every box. It served to remind me that we’d probably made the right decision.

			Confidentiality meant there was no way it would be permissible to ask Bella, but later that evening, when she and Deejay had exchanged more jokey texts, I did venture to ask her about the lad she’d grown so fond of. Was he, like her, stuck in a sad, unhappy place, trying to make the best of a grim situation?

			‘Has he been there a very long time, this Deejay?’ I asked her.

			‘Ages,’ she said. She shook her head and sighed. ‘I feel so bad for him. He’s got no family at all. It’s so sad.’

			‘It’s very sad,’ I agreed. ‘Must be tough for him.’

			‘It’s really hard,’ she said. ‘He said they’ve been trying to find a family for him, but they’ve not had any luck yet. He said no one wants to take teenage boys, especially ones from children’s homes. I feel so sorry for him.’

			I felt a small twinge of guilt, knowing Mike and I were among that number. That said, we’d certainly taken on our share of challenging teenage boys in the past and it had often proved entirely as billed. It was also a story I had heard many, many times before. Teenage boys, particularly very troubled ones, were always hard to place – and as time went by, it only ever got harder for them. Which was why, at the time, I could do little more than sympathise. But at least he’d found a confidante in Bella – a friendship that might continue. As could ours, I assured her before she left the following morning, off to settle into what would hopefully represent a positive step for her and allow her to continue seeing her grandparents regularly.

			It was only the following day that another possible scenario sprang to mind. I took another call from Christine on the Monday morning, shortly after Bella left, and though we’d been talking about other things, mostly a couple of upcoming training courses we’d been encouraged to sign up for, I did think to ask her if the home Bella been staying in was the same one as Daniel O’Connor. Given there were only a handful of children’s homes locally, there was obviously a reasonably high chance that it was. ‘What she told me of it made me think,’ I said, outlining the issues with aggressive older boys there, which almost certainly could have included him. ‘It all sounded very similar to what I read in Daniel’s notes.’

			A few clicks later and Christine was able to confirm it. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘Same home. Poor girl, no wonder she was so relieved to be placed back with a family. Must have been a pretty grim few months for her.’

			I agreed. It didn’t sound like a nice environment for an anxious 14-year-old girl. ‘She did at least make a friend, though, which she said helped a lot. A lad called Deejay, who she seemed to have struck up a real rapport with. So that’s a plus. Just a shame, from what she told me, that he’s unlikely to be as lucky as she has. Unless … What’s his story? Are you involved?’

			‘I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘The name’s definitely not familiar. I suppose it’s possible we’re not actively looking to move him.’ I could hear clicking as she presumably pulled up some information ‘Hang on,’ she said. ‘What did you say the lad’s name was?’

			‘Deejay, she said,’ I answered.

			‘Deejay? Good lord!’

			‘What?’

			‘But – yes, yes, I’m sure – that is Daniel O’Connor. As in Daniel James O’Connor. As in DJ, to his friends. That’s his nickname.’

			‘Really?’ I was aghast. ‘But I never saw that in his notes.’

			‘Well, it’s right on the screen in front of me. I’m looking at his family search profile and it’s there: “Known as DJ to his friends”. Got to be the same person, got to be.’

			‘I’m staggered,’ I said
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