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			Chapter 1

			I’ve been in some locations and situations when I’ve missed fostering phone calls over the years, but whizzing down a hill with my little grandson on a giant plastic frisbee was definitely a first. So, when I felt my mobile phone start to vibrate in my pocket that morning, my first thought wasn’t about whether it might get damaged – it was safely tucked away in an inside pocket, after all – but whether the caller would ever guess that my ‘I can’t answer right now’ voice message was because I was out doing a bit of extreme sledging. I was, after all, fifty-seven.

			But one thing was a given: I really couldn’t answer. ‘Hang on tight!’ I told my grandson Carter. ‘This could get messy!’

			There are few things more guaranteed to bring a sense of joy and adventure than waking up to find the world blanketed in the white stuff, so I had already been feeling in the mood for some fun by the time my daughter Riley rang me on that otherwise ordinary Wednesday in January.

			‘All the local schools are closed,’ she said, confirming what I’d already suspected. With a good few centimetres of the stuff having fallen overnight – way more than had been forecast – there was little doubt in my mind that today would be a snow day, not least because it was odds-on that half the teachers wouldn’t have been able to get in to work. ‘So, as you can imagine, Marley Mae’s like a bottle of pop,’ Riley added. ‘And as Lauren has to work,’ she said (Lauren being my daughter-in-law, my son Kieron’s wife), ‘I said I’d look after Dee Dee and Carter for her too. D’you fancy a couple of hours making snow angels and sledging?’

			A couple of hours playing in the snow with my daughter and grandkids? Obviously, I didn’t need asking twice. (Well, three of the five, anyway – Riley’s boys, Levi and Jackson, the eldest of my grandchildren, were both now in high school and naturally had far cooler people to hang out with than their nana on a snow day.) So, it was a quick rummage for all the snow essentials – mittens, scarf, bobble hat, flasks of coffee and hot chocolate, extra socks, second and third pairs of mittens – and I was off in the car to meet them all at the park at the far end of town.

			I knew half the local kids would be heading there too (not to mention any number of ‘kidults’ and parents) because it was the only place locally with a half-decent slope. In fact, once we’d scaled it, pulling the sledges Riley had brought along, I realised it was a slightly steeper slope than I remembered from the last time we’d sledged, which must have been at least a couple of years pre-pandemic. Still, I thought, what was the worst that could happen? There was plenty of space at the bottom for crash-landings, so all I had to lose was my dignity. Plus, there were worse ways to be spending a weekday morning during what’s traditionally the gloomiest time of the year.

			For our family, it had been more than a little gloomy. My elderly parents’ health had really deteriorated in recent months, particularly my mum’s, following a nasty fall, and with Dad struggling to care for her, my sister Donna and I had been forced to make a pretty big decision: to persuade them to leave the home they’d lived in for decades and move to a flat in a supported living complex.

			It hadn’t been easy. Mum and Dad both cherished and valued their independence. But after months of planning and persuading, and a couple of difficult conversations, the previous weekend had finally seen them installed in a cosy ground-floor flat, which even came with a little patio that looked out over the communal gardens.

			I couldn’t begin to imagine how hard it must have been for them to leave the home they knew so well. And, as tends to happen in any life, as people become elderly and need to downsize, part company with so many of their possessions. That aspect had proven to be particularly vexatious. It wasn’t the biggest of places, obviously, and though Mum and Dad had a lot more tolerance for clutter than I did, it was simply impossible for them to shoehorn in half the things they really felt they couldn’t leave behind – not without having so much furniture in their living room and bedroom that they’d be constantly tripping over it. And more falls were the last thing any of us wanted. In fact, they’d dug their heels in to such an extent that there’d had to be a trade-off: they’d only countenance leaving stuff behind if I would accept being custodian, so I’d been forced to take boxes and boxes of stuff – old clothes and ornaments, books, crockery, vases, paintings and photos – as well as a few bits of furniture, even a load of art materials. My dad, always creative, had spent much of his early retirement dabbling in oil painting and the tools of his ‘trade’, plus the resulting works of art, filled a couple of large suitcases on their own. Not, I thought sadly, that he’d been able to do a lot lately.

			But we’d got there, and now they were reassured that the belongings they loved but couldn’t take with them hadn’t ended up in recycling, we could only hope they’d adapt to their new, smaller living space and enjoy some happy years there together.

			Right now, however, it was my own immediate future that was uppermost in my mind. This was our third run, but the confidence we’d gained from the first two was beginning to be offset by how busy the park was becoming. And as my mobile continued trilling, so too did Carter with ‘Watch out, Nana!’, ‘Mind that boy!’ and other assorted anxious orders. This would, I decided, definitely be my last run of the morning. Well, if we made it to the bottom without colliding with anyone, that was.

			Fortunately, some sixth sense made me lean in the right direction and though we tumbled off anyway, in an ungainly muddle of limbs, it was with whoops of laughter as opposed to yelps of pain. Ditto Riley, with the girls, all on the bigger, even faster sledge. Time for a hot drink and then the making of those promised snow angels.

			But first, of course, I needed to check my phone. Because it was almost certainly Mum, Dad, or both of them together, calling about yet another vital task that needed to be dealt with immediately, or else life would become totally intolerable. So as soon as Carter had wriggled off my lap, I reached into my pocket for my phone. When I clicked to see who the missed call had been from, however, I was surprised to see it had been neither of my parents. It had been my supervising social worker, Christine Bolton.

			This was unexpected. Christine and I had checked in just after Christmas and agreed that, for the moment, my husband Mike and I would be on a short ‘sabbatical’ so we could support my mum and dad. We’d also called a temporary halt on the intermittent respite work we’d been doing since our last long-term placement had finished the previous summer. We’d left it that I would get in touch with her again once my parents had been safely installed in their new place and have her put us back on her ‘available’ list.

			So, was she psychic? I had literally only said to Mike that morning that I needed to put calling Christine on my to-do list. After so long concentrating on making sure my mum and dad were sorted, I was itching to get back to the day job; to have a new child in, and new fostering challenge, in my life. Waving my phone at Riley to indicate that I needed to make a call, I stepped away slightly from the melee of kids, mums, dads and grandparents, where the background noise would be a little less intrusive.

			‘Where on earth are you?’ was Christine’s first utterance when we connected, just as a whoop went up from another sledgeful of scattering children.

			‘Dicing with a broken bone,’ I told her. ‘I’m out having a snow day with Riley and the grandkids. How about you? Is everything okay there?’

			‘Oh yes, fine,’ she said. ‘Well, bar the fact that the heating’s on the blink here and we’re also three staff members down. I was just hoping for a quick chat about a child we need to place but it sounds like you have your hands full – would you prefer to talk later?’

			‘No, it’s fine,’ I said, watching Riley and the kids toiling back up the hill, ‘and your ears must definitely have been burning.’ I told her about the mental note I’d made that morning to call her. ‘So, now’s as good a time as any,’ I went on. ‘I’m grateful for the breather, to be honest. What’s the story?’

			‘Well, first up, it’s not an emergency or anything, though we’d obviously like to resolve it as soon as practical. Which is why I thought of you and Mike. I know you’ll still have all sorts of things to sort out with your mum and dad so I absolutely don’t want you to think I’m throwing you in the deep end, but I wanted to run it by you, just in case you might feel up for it. It’s not a little one. It’s a thirteen-year-old boy – name of Sammy – who’s been in the system a long time already, so he would be moving on from another foster carer.’

			‘Why?’ was the obvious question, so I asked it.

			‘In the here and now, according to his social worker, because he’s not getting on with their son and doesn’t want to live with them anymore. The boys had a fight a few days back – nothing major, just hurt pride and a few bruises from the sound of things – but though the carers have tried hard to get to the bottom of the argument and repair the relationship, Sammy’s apparently made it clear he really can’t bear to stay.’

			‘How old’s their son?’ I asked.

			‘Sixteen. And there’s no previous to this, or so I’m told. I should say, by the way, that I don’t know the case personally, or, indeed, the social worker involved – I’ve picked this up for someone else who’s away – but she tells me that Sammy’s been there for six months and everything’s been fine up till now. By all accounts they’ve always got on well. So, it’s probably something and nothing, but Sammy’s adamant that he wants placing elsewhere. It’s a great shame. There were apparently high hopes that he’d be settled there long-term …’ She sighed. ‘For a change.’

			My ears, toasty under my bobble hat, naturally pricked up. ‘So, what’s the background before this placement?’ I asked. ‘Have you had a chance to look at his files yet?’

			‘No, but I will, of course. All I know from Jen – that’s his social worker – is that he’s been in care since he was ten,’ Christine explained. ‘He entered the system after the death of his grandmother, who was his principal carer. It has all the markings of the usual sorry tale, sadly. Mum has spent most of his childhood thus far in and out of prison – more in than out, it seems – for offences involving drug dealing and prostitution.’

			‘Are they still in contact?’

			‘No. And not for a long time, I’m told. That ship’s long sailed. I think the nan – the maternal grandmother – was very much the mother figure in his life and there are no siblings or other relatives. The only person he’s stayed in touch with, and then only sporadically, according to Jen, is an elderly neighbour – a close friend of the grandmother. But he’s apparently not in a position to help support the lad. Jen would obviously be able to tell you more, but since he came into care it’s not been plain sailing. He’s been passed around quite a bit, to be honest. Though, up until this point, it’s been nothing to do with the lad himself, i.e. these moves haven’t been due to any longstanding behavioural issues, just plain old bad luck. His first carers were new to the job and, after only six months, decided fostering wasn’t for them; not because they didn’t have the best intentions – simply that they found it too much of a tie. So, poor Sammy got moved on. The second set had a death in the family and needed some time out, so once again he had to be placed elsewhere. The third was a single female carer and when Sammy started acting out a bit following his move to a new secondary school, it all got too much for her. Again, there was nothing that would count as a red flag – she just had major second thoughts. Didn’t feel she knew how to handle an adolescent boy and decided she would prefer to stick to girls anyway, so he had to be moved yet again. And so here we are, with him all settled in at – hang on, I can’t read my own scribbles! – yes, at Sally and Eric Hawthorne’s. And everyone thinking it was a really good fit. They’re longstanding carers so their son is used to having other kids coming and going, but you know what it’s like – teenage hormones and all that.’

			I did indeed. I’d lived with my share of those, for sure, just as my daughter was doing with her teenage boys now. ‘I hear you,’ I said. ‘And, oh, the poor lad. He must be feeling pretty unmoored and abandoned with all that re-locating, bless him.’

			‘Ah, so does that mean that you and Mike, at least in theory, might …?’ She let the sentence hang.

			‘Of course.’ I told her about my mum and dad’s move over the previous weekend. ‘So, we’re coming out the other side of all the stress now. Just crossing everything that they adjust to their new reality without too many hiccups. It’s been a huge upheaval for them, obviously.’

			I knew Christine understood. Prior to his death, she’d been through a very difficult period with her own father-in-law, who had been in denial about his worsening dementia. ‘And a lot of stress for you as well,’ she said, and not at all inaccurately. Though just knowing that if anything happened in the wee small hours they would now have a lifeline they could, literally, pull was a huge weight off my mind. Even greater than I’d expected. Knowing they were safe, and had that extra support network in place now, I was sleeping so much more soundly and that alone was making me feel a good deal better. Almost de-mob happy, if I was honest.

			‘And hopefully behind me,’ I answered, feeling slightly guilty as I said it; perhaps ‘de-mob happy’ wasn’t strictly appropriate. ‘So, I don’t see why not. It’s just the two of us rattling around, after all. Let me speak to Mike tonight, though I’m sure he’ll be happy for us to take the lad on. Can I call you back to confirm in the morning?’

			‘Absolutely,’ Christine said. ‘And there’s no rush. I’m in a meeting till eleven. Just make sure you don’t break any crucial bones in the meantime!’

			Riley, by this time, had just finished another run with Carter while the girls had flown thrillingly solo.

			‘Nana? Or was it Grandad?’ she asked as they all ambled over, her wry smile indicating how well she understood the strain I’d been feeling. I’d been chewing her ear off a fair bit the last few weeks and months. Persuading Mum and Dad that they had to move had been, of necessity, a whole-family campaign and Riley had been a huge support in getting them to accept it.

			‘Neither,’ I said, putting my phone back in my pocket. ‘It was Christine. She has a possible new long-term placement for us – a teenage boy.’

			My daughter laughed. ‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘That’s the rest of your day sorted then!’

			I looked at her in confusion before the penny suddenly dropped. Both my empty bedrooms were, of course, currently occupied. With around five decades-worth of my parents’ ‘cannot possibly be parted with’ possessions. Which would now, of course, need to be squeezed into one. Which was an impossibility. Plus, I needed both my empty bedrooms back, ideally, in case my son Ty and his girlfriend Naomi, currently living in York, came to stay. Which left precious few options and so would require a lot of sweet-talking.

			‘Oh dear’ was about right …

		

		
			Chapter 2

			The following morning saw me in traditional whirling dervish fashion, dashing around the house in my marigolds and slippers, as I got everything ready for our new guest. And with the grandkids back in school now, the roads having been made passable, I’d also been able to rope Riley in to help me. She’d just left, after braving the still-freezing temperatures to transfer some of Mum and Dad’s stuff into Mike’s Man Cave (i.e. the garden shed) and some to her car. As well as getting his grudging permission to store some of the boxes in there, I’d also managed to twist my daughter’s arm to take a few boxes off my hands on the understanding that it was definitely only temporary.

			It still left me with a fair bit, but with a little ingenuity and a lot of humping and hauling on my part, I’d managed to find homes for it all. And having given a last belt-and-braces once-over to the bathroom, I felt satisfied that the house was squeaky clean. Just time for a quick coffee, then, and a mop of my sweaty brow before Sammy arrived.

			He would be arriving a little sooner than had been intended. When I’d called Christine back the previous day to say Mike and I were both on board, the plan had been for Sammy’s social worker to bring him to us in a couple of days, to give us time to do everything we needed to in preparation. All that had changed, though, just a couple of hours later. I’d been dishing up tea when another call from Christine came in.

			‘Could you perhaps take him sooner?’ she asked. ‘As in sometime tomorrow morning?’ There had apparently been another nasty flare-up between the boys, she explained. ‘And he’s now threatening to self-harm,’ she added, ‘if we don’t get him out of there.’

			‘Is there a history of that then?’ I’d asked, alarm bells ringing slightly.

			‘No, not to my knowledge, but we obviously have to take him seriously. Jen’s assured me that he’s fine for tonight as the Hawthornes’ son is on a sleepover with a friend, but if there’s any chance she could bring him to you tomorrow …’

			So, of course we said yes.

			Sammy’s social worker was called Jen Brown. As was the case with Christine, I’d not come across her personally, but I had heard the name and was reassured to find out that she’d been Sammy’s social worker for almost all his time in care, because she would presumably have supported him through all his previous moves too. This one being his fourth, bless him. And every one of them going to live with complete strangers. And that didn’t count him being taken into care in the first place, while grieving for the grandmother who, assuming I had the whole picture, represented the only family the poor child possessed. It was a stark reminder of just how traumatic a start in life he’d had. So, while having not had to go through several social workers wasn’t much compared to the tragedy of his early life, that continuity was at least something to be grateful for.

			Twenty minutes later, as I watched the pair both getting Sammy’s belongings out of Jen’s car, I felt even more reassured. It was obvious from their body language that they had a good rapport. I could hear her laughing at something he said as she handed him a bag, even at a distance and through the window.

			Mentally crossing my fingers, I moved from my vantage point at the window in our little snug to go and greet them at the front door. With a service that was always on its knees and, in terms of staffing, a depressingly high turnover, not every child in care was so lucky. Fingers crossed Jen was in her job for the long term, because it was pleasing to get the impression that Sammy was in reasonably good spirits.

			It was an impression that didn’t change, either. I opened the front door and waved, and as I watched them walk down the path, it occurred to me that for a child who’d apparently been threatening to self-harm, his beaming smile seemed a little incongruous. But if there was one thing I knew about outward appearances it was that they could generally be relied upon to be deceptive. Most children learned to mask their emotions when they felt they needed to and, in my experience, those who’d been in care sometimes did so by default. Keeping emotions under wraps was a survival strategy for some kids and being guarded and unreachable was second nature to a few, particularly those who’d already suffered abuse or neglect. After all, if your trust in those around you had been destroyed, it made sense not to make yourself vulnerable.

			I would take Sammy at face value, however.

			‘Welcome,’ I said, holding out my hands to take some bags. Sammy clearly didn’t travel lightly. Both he and Jen were heavily laden.

			‘Thanks,’ said Jen, handing me a couple of bulging holdalls while Sammy, just behind her, lugged a brace of large rigid suitcases on wheels over the step. ‘Our Sammy here has a bit of an online shopping habit, don’t you?’

			The boy in question pulled the sort of mock-exasperated face that made me think it was a conversation they’d had many times. ‘Just as well I have a nice big empty wardrobe for you then, isn’t it?’ I told him, smiling. ‘Anyway, I’m Casey. Come on in and get warm. It’s Baltic out there.’

			Not that Sammy seemed to be feeling it. While Jen, who I gauged to be in her early thirties, was wrapped up in one of those huge, almost floor-length puffa coats that were currently in fashion, Sammy seemed dressed for the summer. Having already taken in the bigger picture – a very slender lad, so much so that he looked as if a stiff breeze might blow him over, mid-brown shoulder-length hair, which was fine-textured, with a slight wave – I could, as he lined up all his bags by the staircase, now focus in on the details. He was wearing baggy, ripped jeans, with possibly more holes than denim, a skinny-fit white T-shirt under a light oatmeal-coloured jumper and with a daffodil-yellow knitted scarf around his neck. This, too, appeared to be more holes than wool and seemed to serve no practical use other than as a fashion statement. I also noticed that the jeans were rolled up at the bottom, making it hard to miss his skinny (and presumably very chilly) ankles and the extremely expensive-looking trainers on his feet.

			Belatedly, I now realised that my expression might be giving me away because Jen grinned at me and said, ‘Yes, I thought exactly the same as you when I picked him up this morning, but Sammy here doesn’t feel the cold, do you, love? Well, at least he doesn’t admit to feeling it. If it’s a question of being warm versus being fashionable … eh, Sammy?’

			‘Fashion!’ Sammy confirmed, his mouth widening into a grin, and with a theatrical flick of the yellow scarf around his neck. He had lovely eyes, I noticed. Long-lashed, with hazel irises which were flecked with a similar yellow.

			‘And you definitely look like a breath of spring air,’ I told him, which caused his smile to widen further. ‘Even if it is about one degree out there. Anyway, let me pop the kettle on and then we’ll head on upstairs. I can show you your room and you can make a start on your unpacking while Jen and I sort out the paperwork. Plan? And what would you both like? Coffee? Tea? Hot chocolate?’

			‘Coffee, please,’ Sammy said immediately. ‘With oat milk. Do you have oat milk? Only it’s just that I’m very slightly lactose intolerant.’

			‘Sammy, I’m not sure …’ Jen started, but I waved a hand to stop her.

			‘Yes, I do indeed have oat milk,’ I was able to reassure him. Though more from luck than meticulous planning as dairy allergies were usually detailed on the care plan, which I obviously hadn’t seen yet. I only kept it because my eldest grandson, Levi, was also currently into it. Something to do with an environmental project he’d been involved in at school, during which they’d delved deeply into all things carbon footprint. Oat milk was, apparently, far better for the planet. So, I generally had a carton in the fridge, even if Mike refused to countenance having anything to do with it, because, he pointed out, ‘Why would anyone want their coffee to taste of porridge?’

			Sammy, clearly.

			‘Safe,’ he said. ‘And can I also use your loo? I’m proper busting!’

			Having pointed Sammy in the direction of the downstairs loo, I took Jen into the main downstairs living area, where she took off her enormous coat while I filled and put on the kettle. ‘He’s quite the character,’ I said.

			‘Oh, he’s certainly that,’ she agreed. ‘And despite how this situation has come about, generally no trouble.’ She placed her coat over one of the bar stools that ran along the side of our breakfast bar. ‘So, fingers crossed, eh?’

			‘And you’ve not found out any more about what happened?’

			She shook her head. ‘And won’t, I imagine. You know what teenage boys are like. Probably nothing, but in any case it’ll be history for Sammy now. He’s not one for opening up about much. He’s a bit of a closed book, and to be honest I think he’s …’

			But the rest of our conversation would have to wait as we heard the cloakroom door close and moments later, he was back with us. I stored it away though. There was clearly more to know.

			Since our son Tyler had moved away with his girlfriend Naomi – she was currently in uni – I’d always tried to keep his room free for their regular visits home. Tyler wasn’t our actual son, but we had fostered him since the age of eleven and all loved him dearly. As far as we were concerned, he was a Watson, even if his surname said differently. And if it was hard to believe he had turned twenty-two now, it was harder still not to think of that room as his bedroom, what with all the posters and books and abandoned chargers, and other bits of teenage boy paraphernalia that remained there. But with the other room, the ‘fostering one’, often playing host to my younger grandkids, it had become crammed full of younger children’s games and toys. So, once we’d cleared out Mum and Dad’s stuff, we’d made the decision that, since our new guest was thirteen, it made a lot more sense to pack away all the personal bits that Tyler might want to keep and put Sammy in there instead. Plus, I had to be realistic. As time had gone on, and Tyler and Naomi had made friends in their new home city, those visits home were obviously less frequent. In fact, more often than not now, when we had some free time, Mike and I would travel to them instead. They had a perfectly good sofa bed after all and it was always fun to plan a mini-break to go and visit them.

			‘So, here we are then,’ I told Sammy once the three of us had relocated all his stuff upstairs.

			He clapped his hands together. ‘This is sick!’ was his immediate reaction.

			‘Isn’t it?’ Jen agreed. ‘And wow, you were right about that wardrobe. It’s enormous!’

			‘It’s a bit of a family heirloom,’ I said. ‘It was originally my gran’s. Anyway, why don’t you make a start on getting yourself settled in while we do all the admin and then you can come down and join us for that coffee before Jen goes?’

			He pulled a phone from his jeans pocket. ‘Oh, and do you have the Wi-Fi code? It’s just my followers will be dying to know where I’ve ended up this time.’

			I quickly pulled out my phone so I could share the photo of the back of our router with him. I was a dab hand at this by now and knew that after arriving at a new place, the Wi-Fi code was the first thing most kids wanted these days. ‘Followers, eh?’ I remarked. ‘Mister Popular, I presume?’

			Sammy grinned as his phone pinged and he opened up the photo of the back of my Wi-Fi box. ‘Thanks, Casey,’ he said, though I wasn’t sure if he was responding to the comment or the password. Perhaps it was both. ‘And I’ll save your number too, so we have each other’s, and don’t worry. I’ll be posting lots of photos – mainly selfies, of course, but I know not to put your location out there. I’m very savvy,’ he added, grinning again. ‘Or so I’m told, anyway.’

			Clearly. And, I thought, as Jen and I left him to it and headed back downstairs, quite unusual. Most kids cringed at the thought of parents – and foster parents – accessing their online adventures, yet here was this one, all over it, and so quick to reassure me that he already knew the drill. Savvy indeed.

			Once we were back downstairs, Jen pulled out all the relevant paperwork. ‘He’s such a sweetie, Casey,’ she said, smiling indulgently, ‘I love him, honestly, and I’m sure you guys will too. It’s just so sad that he’s gone through all these moves, bless him. I’d hoped he would have been well settled by now.’ She glanced up from the papers. ‘Fingers crossed he has better luck with you, hey?’

			I smiled rather than comment with promises I might not be able to keep and reached across to take the care plan she was holding out. It was just a two-page document these days, nothing like the reams of paperwork that used to accompany children back in the pre-internet age, but one that still had all of the important information on it. Last address, name of last carers, social worker, GP and birth parents. Usually just a paragraph or two about the actual child. This covered any behaviours, allergies, medication and, if I was lucky, a list of their likes and dislikes. In Sammy’s case I learned only that his favourite meals were roast dinners and chicken curry, and that he seemed to be quite a solitary child, often preferring his own company in the confines of his bedroom rather than hitting the streets with friends. Nothing about any recent behaviours, though I guessed this care plan hadn’t yet been updated to include any mention of the mysterious fight Sammy had had with his previous carers’ son. Perhaps we’d get an update on that down the line.

			‘Seems straightforward,’ I said, reaching for my pen to sign it at the bottom alongside Jen’s signature. ‘Though it doesn’t say anything about his phone use or a safe care plan. Does he have one of those?’

			A safe care plan often accompanied a child if there were any significant risks, to map out how to mitigate these and how to protect both ourselves and the child.

			‘No, he doesn’t,’ Jen said. ‘I mean, considering what just happened at his last placement, we’d have done one if you’d had any other children in and of course when your manager calls, no doubt she will get one sorted anyway, just to cover your general house rules – dressing appropriately around others, not going into bedrooms uninvited, etc. – but as for anything in particular, then no, he’s always kept hold of his phone. But you’ll be reassured to hear, I’m sure, that he does seem to respect boundaries. He will usually turn it off at night if he has school the next day. Ideally, he would hand it over to be checked – he does use all the social media platforms, after all – but there’s no chance of that. Teenagers, eh? Sure you know how difficult that would be!’

			I did indeed. Crazy though it seemed to me, because I’d never allow it with my own kids and grandkids, I was powerless to insist that mobile phones be handed over, either for checking or for safe-keeping during the night. Yes, I could mitigate risks slightly by turning the Wi-Fi off at bedtime but as well as being a bit of an inconvenience for Mike and I, kids had ways around that – all it needed was someone willing to top up their credit, and with the cost of such things getting cheaper all the time, they could surf the Net as much as they liked.

			And that was as much as I was going to learn that day, as it turned out, as Jen was in a tearing hurry. She had two important calls to make and little time left to make them. She was going away for a long weekend to celebrate a big anniversary. ‘Any questions, though, do email. I’ll pick them up first thing Monday. Oh, and I’ll send through details about him going back to school as soon as the transport is sorted out. In the meantime, thanks so much for this, Casey,’ she added as she shrugged her coat back on. ‘It’s such a relief to be able to go away, knowing he’s settled somewhere.’ She glanced around her. ‘Specially somewhere as nice as here.’

			‘Not a problem,’ I replied. ‘Are you going anywhere nice?’

			‘D’you know what? I have no idea. My husband’s booked everything.’ Her eyes sparkled as she smiled. ‘And I do love a mystery!’

			Me too, I thought, as she went up to say goodbye to Sammy. Though when it came to our foster kids, only so much of a mystery. And at least it looked like our newest one wouldn’t be particularly challenging on that front.

			Well, I reminded myself, at least in theory.

		

		
			Chapter 3

			True to Jen’s prediction, over the next couple of days, Sammy proved to be no trouble at all. He was unfailingly polite, and neat and tidy to a fault. By the time he went to bed on the Thursday evening he had already packed away all his stuff, and not just in the sense that he’d stuffed everything into drawers and cupboards. He was happy and seemed proud to show me everything he’d done, from creating a space on top of the chest of drawers to display all his toiletries, fragrances and jewellery to organising all his clothes, both in the drawers and the wardrobe, in such a way that it looked less average teenage boy’s bedroom than the shop floor of a high-end boutique. This was clearly no stereotypical thirteen-year-old boy.

			I was mindful, however, to keep Sammy’s background in mind. Our last long-term placement, a girl of just six, had been similarly fastidious about her room. In her case, having lived most of her young life with a mentally ill mother, it had been all about having control over at least one aspect of her chaotic environment so I couldn’t help but wonder. Did the same apply here? I guessed I would find out in time.

			In one other big respect, however, Sammy was a stereotypical teenager, it having been clear from the get-go that he was almost surgically attached to his mobile phone, which accompanied him absolutely everywhere. Which obviously wasn’t far, during that first forty-eight hours, since, having turned down an offer from Mike to accompany him to football (‘I’m sorry, Mike, but I really don’t do sport’), he didn’t leave the house, preferring to catch up with all his ‘followers’ on his ‘socials’. His phone really was his portal to the wider world.

			So, it was definitely surprising, not to mention a little irritating, that, on the Sunday morning, I happened to be in the shower when the impossible happened: Sammy had been accidentally separated from his lifeblood, which he’d left propped up against a cactus on the bathroom windowsill.

			Naturally, since I wasn’t looking for it, I had failed to notice it when I’d gone in there. I’d just been happy that the bathroom had finally been vacated. In fact, the first I’d known about it was when a rapping on the door started up, followed by urgent questions about the missing phone’s possible whereabouts.

			‘Casey, please hurry up!’ Sammy was pleading now, it having been established that it was indeed locked in the bathroom with me. ‘I’m actually having a full-on panic attack out here!’

			I sighed as I reached for my towel from the shower cubicle. I hadn’t even had the chance to wash my hair yet.

			‘Okay, okay!’ I called, as I wrapped the towel around me and dried my hands. ‘Keep your hair on!’

			So, I grabbed the phone, which, out of
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