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			Chapter 1

			When I first felt the sensation of a sudden weight on my body, I was deep into a dream about my upcoming birthday. A huge cake had been wheeled towards me and (this being a dream, of course) somehow I knew exactly what was coming next. At any moment, I’d hear a bang and Tyler would pop out of the centre, accompanied by hundreds of party poppers and streamers, and with icing all over his face. But still the weight pressed across my back, as if determined to try and wake me, and when the sound came it wasn’t the celebratory fanfare I’d expected. No – something suspiciously like the ringtone of my mobile phone.

			‘Casey!’ Mike hissed, removing his arm as I rolled over. ‘I can’t reach your bloody phone! Can’t you hear it?’

			The dream vaporised, replaced by the shadowy shapes of our still-unfamiliar bedroom. I reached across to the bedside table and patted around until my hand finally rested on the vibrating phone. Squinting at the time on it, I realised it was 3.20 a.m. I sat bolt upright, in an instant feeling very much awake; a call at this hour obviously had to be important.

			And almost certainly not in a good way. ‘Hello,’ I said, trying to sound calm, even though I was immediately filled with dread. (I think almost everyone would recognise the feeling. When you have grown-up children, grandchildren and elderly parents, a phone call in the early hours can never mean anything good.)

			‘Sandra Robinson,’ a crisp female voice said. ‘EDT.’

			EDT. Short for the Emergency Duty Team with Social Services. So, definitely some poor soul was in trouble, and in need, but I could breathe again because my own family were, at least, okay.

			‘I’m so sorry to ring you at this ungodly hour,’ Sandra went on, ‘but we need an urgent placement for a child, Mrs Watson. As in, I have to tell you, right now. I have the police on another line waiting for a decision and a destination. It’s a five-year-old little boy – his name is Ethan – and once I’ve given the go-ahead to the police I can tell you what we know. Is this something you could help with? I mean, you were top of the duty list anyway, hence the call. But believe me,’ she added, ‘it’s a very short list.’

			I did believe her. Year on year, it seemed to me that, while the need for foster carers was ever greater, the pool of them was getting ever smaller. Which meant that the ones still left standing had to pick up the slack in emergencies out of hours that much more often. Usually, around 30 per cent of foster carers would agree to go on the duty list at weekends and key times, but, although there were no national figures at present, it was thought that only 10 per cent were now stepping forward.

			Including us. ‘Give me a few moments while I speak with my husband,’ I told Sandra. ‘Just one minute, okay?’

			Though I knew I didn’t really need a minute. Mike had overheard the conversation anyway, and immediately, if blearily, nodded his consent. ‘Tell her yes,’ he said, sitting up, ‘so they can get on their way with him, but try to find out as much as you can from them, won’t you? Be good to have at least some idea of what we’re dealing with.’

			Which could be anything obviously – there were many possible scenarios. From a road accident to a murder, and everything in between. One thing was for sure, though. It would be something serious. No child was ever taken into care this way lightly, especially in the middle of the night. So I did exactly that, but even as I waited on the line for Sandra to come back and give me all the information she had subsequently promised, I knew that in reality she would probably know very little about the case. She wouldn’t know, for example, how long the child might need to stay with us. She wouldn’t know anything about his background unless he was already in the system, and she wouldn’t know anything at all about his likes and dislikes, or what he was capable of, or needed, both emotionally and physically.

			‘There’s not a lot, to be honest,’ Sandra confessed, when she got back to me, having given the police our details and confirmed they could set off to our address. Our new address. I was still at the stage of trying to memorise the postcode. ‘I don’t know the child at all, because he doesn’t seem to be in the system. As I said before though, he’s called Ethan, Ethan Baines, and he’s just gone five. I got a call half an hour ago from the police to ask if we could place him urgently. It’s such a tragedy.’

			She went on to tell me all she knew, and it was indeed a tragedy. Ethan, it transpired, had woken in the night to go to the toilet, and had come across his mother, collapsed on the bathroom floor. Unable to wake her, he’d become hysterical and eventually ran to the next-door neighbours, who woke up to hear his screams coming through their letter box. The man next door had gone back with him and, having seen the state of Ethan’s young mother, had called emergency services – both the police and an ambulance.

			‘She was confirmed dead at the scene,’ Sandra went on. ‘Suspected heroin overdose. And as mum and boy hadn’t lived in the area very long, the neighbour was unable to provide details of any extended family who could step in. In fact, he was fairly sure there was no family to speak of. No partner that he knew of, and no grandparents either. He described mum as very much a loner. And as he has a police record himself, he was unable to provide Ethan a bed for the night, even though he did offer, so the police had no alternative but to take Ethan to the station with them and contact social services.’

			‘Oh, the poor mite,’ I said. ‘That’s just awful.’

			‘I know,’ Sandra agreed. ‘Apparently the poor boy is in shock now. No longer hysterical or crying – in fact, the police said he’s refusing to speak at all. Has just clammed up and has been sat staring into the middle distance.’

			‘I’m not surprised,’ I said, feeling so sad for the little boy. ‘At five, he won’t be able to process any of what has happened yet, I’m sure. But, oh God, when it sinks in!’ I was hit then by the enormity of the situation, and tried to flip back in the filing cabinet of my mind to recall if I’d dealt with anything like this in the past. I hadn’t, not really. I mean, I’d had children in the past who had lost parents, but we’d never taken in a child in the immediate aftermath like this. Because how often did it happen that a child lost a parent and there was no known relative anywhere who could be called on to help? That fact felt like another tragedy in itself.

			Sandra ended the call by assuring me that someone would call me at 9 a.m. to follow everything up, and then wished me good luck. Which I knew I would need. Despite all the years I’d spent around distressed, vulnerable children, I felt suddenly, and profoundly, ill-equipped. But perhaps anyone would at half three in the morning. It just felt so bleak a thing to contemplate.

			‘Come on then,’ Mike said, throwing the duvet off. ‘I think we need coffee, love, don’t you?’

			‘You have work in a few hours, love,’ I reminded him. ‘Don’t you want to try and get another couple of hours’ sleep and leave me to deal with this for now?’

			He shook his head and stood up. ‘No way will I get back to sleep now,’ he said, grabbing his dressing gown from the hook on the back of the bedroom door. ‘I’ll go down and start the coffee. Why don’t you go check the back bedroom, and make sure it’s all ready for him?’

			I reached for my own dressing gown and while Mike padded off down the stairs, I went across the landing and did as he suggested. Standing in the doorway, I felt a mixture of emotions. Satisfaction, that I’d only recently redecorated this room, painting it a lovely shade of yellow, then brightening it up further with splashes of reds, blues and oranges in the form of duvet covers, cushions, shelves and lighting. It was the first of many transformations we’d be embarking on, as time and budget dictated, but this one had been the priority, obviously, so we’d be ready for our next foster child. And I was pleased with it. It really was a happy-looking room. But alongside my pride in the room was its inevitable polar opposite: a gut feeling of sorrow, because in less than an hour I would be putting a young child to bed in here, a child whose mother had been cruelly ripped away from him, forever. A child who would be feeling the polar opposite of happy.

			I smoothed the bedding, checked the radiator dial, switched on the bedside light and, with nothing more to be done bar popping on the heating once down in the hall, pulled the door closed again and went downstairs.

			‘I’ve put the heating on,’ Mike said, reading my mind as he passed me a coffee. ‘I wonder if he’ll have any stuff with him. You’d think someone might have packed him a bag or something, yes?’

			‘Hopefully, love,’ I said, ‘because, God knows, he will need to wake up to at least something that’s familiar to him. Poor kid. It sounds like his mum was all he had. I mean, what do we even say to him, Mike? What do you say? I don’t want to make things any worse.’

			Mike shrugged and pulled out one of the bar stools by the breakfast bar for me to sit on. ‘I don’t think anybody would know what to do in a situation like this, Case. I suppose we play it by ear, just follow the lad’s lead. If he isn’t up for talking, then we allow him to be silent. Doesn’t mean we can’t talk to him. I’m sure we can do that.’

			‘You’re right,’ I said, ‘we’ve gone into situations blindly before and worked it out, so we can do it again. I just hate not having a plan, even a loose plan, you know?’

			Mike smiled. ‘I do, love, but on this occasion, that’s all the plan we can have. We just follow the boy’s lead. We make him feel safe, we put him to bed, we try to chat – small talk, that’s all – and we do this on repeat until he’s ready for more. Without us knowing a bit more about the circumstances, about him, that’s really as much planning as we can do for now, isn’t it?’

			For all that my husband generally stayed in the background as far as the day-to-day nitty-gritty of fostering went, it was at times like this that I really appreciated his calm, matter-of-fact approach to everything. While my mind was whirring with all the potential scenarios we could be facing, Mike’s wasn’t second-guessing the ‘what ifs’ at all. He was just accepting the uncertainty and asking me to roll with it too. I immediately felt calmer; plus it wouldn’t do for me to show my anxiety to a poor child who was no doubt drowning in it. I took a deep breath, gave Mike a hug, and then sat down and drank my coffee. All we could do now was wait for the familiar sounds of car doors being clunked shut and feet crunching on gravel, as yet another child was brought to us in the car of a stranger. Only this time it wouldn’t be a tired social worker’s equally tired jalopy; it would be a police car. A police car. In the dead of night, too. While his mother – from what we knew perhaps his only loving constant – would be on her final journey, to the local morgue.

		

		
			Chapter 2

			By the time the police car arrived, it was almost 5.00 a.m., just an hour before Mike usually got up for work yet still pitch-black outside, with no moon. I grimaced as I glanced out at the late September pre-dawn, and wondered, not for the first time, how on earth people managed to drag themselves out of bed at this godforsaken hour during the cold, dark months. A dark welcome indeed for our newest arrival, and in more ways than one, I thought, as I watched a young policewoman get out of the back seat. She then leaned in, presumably to unclip a seatbelt, before extracting a small boy who was clutching a blanket that obscured his face and then carrying him, held tightly against her chest, to our door.

			‘Hello, sweetheart,’ I said quietly to Ethan, leaning in to try and get a glimpse of his face. This, however, only served to make him try to bury his head further into the police officer’s neck. She smiled a weary smile at me. It must have been a harrowing night for her.

			‘Hi. Casey is it?’ she asked as she stepped into the hall, then followed me into the living room where Mike was waiting. ‘I’m PC Stacey Hinchcliffe,’ she said, then, nodding at the form currently bundled against her, ‘and this is Ethan. And hiding underneath this super-cool blanket is a toy puppy from Paw Patrol. His name is Chase, isn’t that right, Ethan? And Chase is very, very brave, just like Ethan is trying to be.’

			She then tried to prise the little child from her shoulder, which only made him cling onto her ever harder. Any port in a storm, I thought. She had become his de facto safe place in a stormy scary sea. ‘Ethan, sorry, honey,’ she whispered to him, ‘I know you’re very tired, but this is Casey and Mike who we told you about. You’re sleeping here tonight, and I’ll bet you have a lovely room ready, and a comfy bed to rest in. Can I just pop you and Chase down on the sofa for a minute in case my important radio goes off?’

			The mention of the radio seemed to do it. Ethan loosened his grip and allowed her to place him gently onto the sofa, where his face immediately crumpled and he started to cry, stuffing his tiny fists into his eye sockets as he did so. It couldn’t have been a more wretched thing to watch.

			‘I want my mummy!’ he sobbed. ‘Where’s Mummy? I want Mummy!’

			By this time, a second officer had joined us in the living room, having been held up in the patrol car, making a call. It was obvious from his expression that he’d had a long night as well, and, like the rest of us, was distressed at not being able to help the poor boy, who was sobbing harder now, beneath the blanket that was all but covering his face again. ‘I want Mummy! Where’s Mummy? I want Mummy!’

			I was grateful for Mike, then, when he decided upon action.

			‘I tell you what, Ethan,’ he said, crouching down and holding one hand out towards the child, ‘bring Chase and your blanket, and let’s you and I go take a look for a nice bed for you to snuggle into. Then, after you’ve had a good long sleep, and it’s morning, we can make some phone calls and find out all we can about your mummy. Okay?’

			The sobbing abated slightly, and Ethan peeked out from beneath his blanket and stared at Mike through a mess of dirt and tears. He took a huge, stuttering breath then, as if making a decision, nodded. ‘Okay,’ he said brokenly, ‘but just for twenty minutes.’

			Mike nodded too, as if this was the most natural request in the world. ‘Twenty minutes it is, then, kiddo. Come on then,’ he added, as Ethan, to my surprise, took his hand. Then, without another word from either, Mike led the still-whimpering little boy from the room, while I filed that very precise ‘twenty minutes’ into my brain.

			The moment they’d left the room, PC Hinchcliffe’s shoulders visibly sagged. She sighed heavily. ‘So bloody sad,’ she said, with considerable feeling. ‘I haven’t had a clue what to say to him. No idea. It’s been horrendous.’ She shook her head then. ‘Though I’m not sure your husband should have given him hope about his mother,’ she added anxiously. ‘A social worker has already been clear with him that she’s died.’

			I felt sorry for her. She didn’t look to be much more than in her mid-twenties. I didn’t doubt she’d seen some grim things during her time with the police, but perhaps this was a first. Whether that was true or not, I didn’t know, obviously, but it was clear the whole experience had shaken her. ‘Yes, well, he’s only five,’ I pointed out gently, ‘and he doesn’t understand that at all right now. No matter how clearly it’s been spelled out, it’s absolutely unimaginable for him to have to think he will never see his mummy again at the moment. Yes, we know he won’t, but it’s going to take some time before Ethan can even begin to acknowledge or understand that fact, let alone start the process of coming to terms with it.’

			PC Hinchcliffe sighed again. ‘Yes, I suppose. I guess you know what you’re doing. I just feel so sorry for the little mite. It’s just awful, isn’t it? Anyway, are you going to be alright if we leave now?’ she asked, glancing at the other officer, who was scrolling through some notes. He looked over and smiled grimly at me.

			‘Unless you’ve any questions?’ he added. ‘I believe a social worker will be bringing out all the necessary paperwork later on this morning, but, officially, our shift finished at 2.00 a.m., and I think we both need to go home. And for my part, I need a cuddle off my kids, frankly.’

			I knew exactly what he meant. ‘Oh, my goodness, of course you must go,’ I told them. ‘We will be fine, honestly. We’ve dealt with bereavement before. Never like this, and never so suddenly, to be honest, but we’ll find our way, don’t worry. You get off home.’

			I let the exhausted officers out and locked the front door behind them. It was growing light now. A new day. The birds had started singing to welcome it. The first day of that poor little lad’s radically changed life. I hovered for a few moments at the bottom of the stairs. All was quiet. Should I go up and join Mike and Ethan? Perhaps not. Quiet was good. Sleep would be the poor child’s only respite. No sense potentially disturbing him if he was settled. I headed instead for the kitchen. Tired as I was, there was no way I could sleep again now so, nothing for it, more coffee.

			I’d just plucked the kettle from its stand when Mike came in and joined me. He looked upset and gaunt. ‘He’s asleep,’ he confirmed quietly. ‘Practically as soon as he lay down – fully clothed and everything. I managed to get his trainers off but other than that I left him as he was. Seemed silly to try and change him into jim-jams.’

			‘That’s fine, love,’ I said. ‘Did he say anything at all?’

			Mike shook his head. ‘No, not really. I just lay him down and told him not to worry, that he should sleep and we could talk when he woke up, and that was it. A couple of mumblings, but he was out like a light.’ Mike pushed his hands through his hair. He’d obviously been dwelling on what he’d said to the little boy. ‘I hope I did right,’ he said. ‘You know, telling him not to worry. It just seemed crazy to say anything else to him, state he was in. I know sleep won’t change things, but at least he’s getting rest now …’

			I went across and hugged him. ‘You did absolutely the right thing, love. There’d be no way he could take it in yet. Might not for days, or even weeks. Better to let the dust settle. Get some more info on what happened. And we know nothing of his background yet, do we? All we know for sure is that he’s traumatised and distressed. He won’t want to be here – he’s been dragged away from everything he knows and he’s going to be angry about it when he realises he can’t go home. All we can do is play it by ear, take each moment as it comes, and hope we keep on doing the right thing. Do what you said to do, basically.’

			Even as I said it, I knew it wouldn’t be that simple. Everything we did from here on in would have a huge impact on Ethan, one way or another, and the next few days were going to be so, so important. In my sleep-deprived state, the task ahead for us suddenly felt monumental. The rest of this child’s life would be affected by what happened next. I usually felt that no part of my job was insurmountable, but for some reason the immediate future with this child felt very scary indeed. Perhaps it was just the hour. We all feel more vulnerable at night, I reasoned, especially after such a harrowing awakening. I thought of what the male police officer had said, and I wished I could have a cuddle off my kids as well. But in the meantime, Ethan was at least soundly sleeping. Which would give us precious time to emotionally regroup, so we were in the right place to best help him when he did wake up.

			Mike, meanwhile, had to go to work. So, while he went up to shower and dress, I took my coffee into the living-room area, turning the TV on so it could drone away to itself in the background while I pondered – as I couldn’t help – to the way life could turn on a sixpence. And so cruelly. And for any of us, at any moment. Our illusion of having control over our lives was just that.

			I felt helpless and nervous about how to act when the boy finally woke. The questions and demands would start again for sure, and I willed the time forward to when offices would open and social workers would pick up their messages. Fingers crossed I’d be among the first of their morning calls. I was most of the time happy to go in blind and muddle through. But I needed help with this one, and I didn’t mind admitting it.

		

		
			Chapter 3

			I realised, to my shame, that I must have drifted off on the sofa, because for the second time that morning I was woken by the sound of my ringing mobile. The sound was distant, though, because it was still on its charger on the kitchen worktop and I was far away – well, to my mind – in the ‘living room’ bit of our cavernous new open-plan downstairs.

			I scrabbled to my feet, picking up the remote as I did so; the telly was still chuntering away to itself and I could see from the screen that it was almost 9 a.m. How had that happened? I couldn’t recall the last time I’d fallen asleep on the sofa – on any sofa, for that matter. I was too fond of my bed. And never needed an excuse to head up to it.

			Grabbing my phone from the kitchen counter, I saw it was Christine, my lovely supervising social worker. Relief rushed through me but, alongside it, guilt.

			‘Oh, Christine, can you give me just a second?’ I asked her. ‘Sorry – I’ve only just woken up and I’m in a kerfuffle. I just need to go up check Ethan’s still sleeping.’

			‘No problem,’ she said. ‘I’ll hang on the line and drink my cuppa. Take your time. It’s a big mug. You head off.’

			I did as she instructed, and hurried off to check on him, taking the stairs two at a time, phone still in hand, anxious now that he might have woken up, disorientated and frightened. Had he called out to me, bless him? And had I slept right through it?

			Happily, I opened the door to find the room dark and silent – well, almost silent; I could hear the sound of very soft, childish snores.

			I tiptoed across to the bed, where his tiny form was huddled, and then retreated without doing anything that might make him stir, despite an almost irresistible urge to place a reassuring hand on his back. He looked so small and so peaceful, so blissfully unaware. It immediately brought a lump to my throat.

			‘It’s okay,’ I whispered, once I was back out on the landing. ‘The poor little thing is still asleep – not that I’m surprised. He’s had a hell of a night, hasn’t he?’

			‘And you and Mike too, I imagine,’ Christine answered, as I trotted back downstairs. ‘D’you want to make yourself a mug of that devil’s brew of yours and call me back?’

			That made me smile. As my supervising social worker, Christine is my hotline to social services, the person I report to, and discuss any worries or concerns with. She replaced my former ‘boss’, John Fulshaw, several years ago now, and though I was anxious that anyone I was allocated hadn’t a cat in hell’s chance of matching up to him, I was, happily, proved very wrong. Christine’s in her fifties, like me, and very warm and down to earth, and pretty much the only significant thing we have ever disagreed on is the nature of a devil’s brew. Because to my mind, it’s her drink of choice: tea.

			‘No worries,’ I said, once I was back in the kitchen. ‘I’ll put you on loudspeaker and make one as we talk. And yes, it has been, and we didn’t get a lot of sleep, but I’m fine. It’s Mike who’ll be exhausted later, bless him. He’s gone to work. But the main thing is that the poor mite is safe now. He was so upset at being left with us – kept crying for his mummy – but it was obvious he was exhausted and I can’t say I’m sorry; he was out like a light when Mike took him up to bed, so at least it wasn’t as traumatic as it might have been.’

			‘Well, thank goodness for small mercies. What a terrible, terrible business. Poor little thing will be so distressed and confused. I’m guessing EDT couldn’t tell you very much?’ Christine continued.

			‘Very little. Have you been able to find out anything more yet?’

			‘Not a lot,’ she replied. ‘And to be honest, what little I’ve been able to amass so far isn’t particularly helpful or enlightening. Brogan Baines, Ethan’s mother, seems to have evaded the spotlight for a number of years so there has never been more than minimal involvement with any services. Thankfully, though, we’ve at least been able to make contact with her parents this morning. They’re grief-stricken right now, obviously, so are unable to shed much light on any background for the moment, and I didn’t want to press them just yet. You know, give them a little space. But, fingers crossed, soon we should know more.’

			‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Of course. They’ll be in bits. In the meantime,’ I added, crossing my actual fingers, ‘does Ethan at least have a social worker? Because we urgently need some stuff for him – he came without clothes, without anything familiar, other than a blanket and one small cuddly toy. I mean, I could go through our clothes and toy boxes in the loft, but ideally he needs some of his own things around him.’

			‘Bless him, of course he does,’ Christine agreed. ‘And, no, he doesn’t have anyone allocated yet. But I’m going into an urgent planning meeting in twenty – no, fifteen – minutes, and I’ll make a note that you need someone out there today and that they need to pack some of Ethan’s things to bring along. Will you be able to manage until this afternoon, do you think?’

			‘That’ll be fine,’ I said. ‘And yes, of course. So, what little bits do you know? Did you manage to establish if there are any other family members?’

			‘Well, yes and no,’ Christine said, going on to explain that though the hope had been that Mr and Mrs Baines, Ethan’s maternal grandparents, would agree to take Ethan to live with them, this hope had already been ruled out, at least temporarily, as the couple had not seen or heard from either their daughter or their grandson in at least two years. They’d had a huge falling-out over something – Christine had yet to establish what – and had, heartbreakingly at any time but particularly given her tragic death, had no contact with their daughter or grandson since.

			‘Added to that,’ Christine continued, ‘Mr Baines has diabetes and is immobile at the moment, having recently been discharged from hospital after having his foot amputated. Mrs Baines is effectively his carer just now so they definitely can’t commit to having Ethan in the immediate future. In fact, it was a flat out “no” when I spoke to them earlier. But, as I say, given how they must be feeling just now, we can forgive them for that, and hope they may have a change of heart once they’ve come to terms with things.’

			My heart sank at this. Would they ever come to terms? And if not, did it mean this child had no one? ‘What about his dad?’ I tried, ‘I mean, there must be a dad, but is he in the picture?’

			‘We’re exploring that,’ Christine said. ‘The grandparents refused to say anything about him – telling in itself; makes me think they actively want him kept out of the picture – and the neighbour who called the death in had no idea who his dad might be, so it looks as though he definitely wasn’t a regular visitor or anything. However, he might be known to another branch of the service – you never know – and as soon as everyone’s shaken off their early morning torpor, there will be people trying to track him down, so fingers crossed.’

			I sighed. I knew that even if they did track him down, this wouldn’t necessarily mean that a happy ending was on the cards. If the man had had no previous contact with Ethan, there was no way social services would simply hand him over to him. And rightly so. He would be a complete stranger to him.

			‘So there’s a lot resting on ifs, buts and good fortune then,’ I mused. ‘But it is what it is, I suppose. Anyway, can you phone me the minute you have a social worker assigned? At least that way I can let him know some of his things will be arriving.’ Then, having mused, I asked another question. ‘I don’t suppose you have any advice on what to say to him when he wakes up, do you, Christine? I know it sounds feeble, but I’m terrified of making matters worse.’

			‘I wish,’ Christine said, ‘but to be honest, not really. I trust your instincts, always have. And you should too.’ She then simply reiterated what both Mike and I had already said to each other; that we take direction from Ethan himself. Try to go at his pace and be honest, though not ‘brutally honest’, not if we could help it. Obviously try using distraction techniques if we had to, but other than that, to just be present, and loving, and nurturing.

			She was right. I knew that was really all we could do, and that, actually, there were no right answers to my questions. Each child would react differently to grief and loss, and I was as prepared as I could be. That is, not prepared at all, if I was being honest.

			After we ended the call I made a second mug of coffee and sat for a while, both hands clutched around it, looking out across the garden, through the preposterously large windows. Which weren’t even windows, but a wall of what I had learned were actually called ‘bifold doors’. Wall to wall, floor to ceiling, and slightly unnerving. We weren’t overlooked, other than by a row of tall trees, but I couldn’t help feeling exposed. Still the house was amazing; I’d never lived anywhere so modern, hence the decision – which I still couldn’t believe we made so quickly – to bite our landlord’s hand off when he suggested the swap. We were close to our son Kieron and his partner Lauren now, and even closer to my parents, something that was a huge weight off my mind, as I was increasingly mindful that they were elderly, and growing frailer. On top of that, like Mr Baines, my dad now had diabetes, and I was conscious that my sister Donna, who had always lived close to them, had been doing more than her fair share of supporting them.

			So now that could change. And though the house move had meant Tyler’s beloved bedroom was no more, I had faithfully re-created it, along with all his childhood possessions, here.

			And now we had a new child. For how long, I wondered? For as long as he needed to be with us, obviously, but I sincerely hoped his grandparents could – would – step up for him. That precious connection to his mother would make a world of difference to his future. All the difference. He’d lost his mother now, and no one could change that, but please, I thought, as I drained my mug and headed back to the staircase, please let him not lose his grandparents as well.

			Ethan was awake when I re-entered the bedroom. His eyes were wide and watery as he looked at me, startled. He then immediately covered his face with his blanket. Just his mousey curls were visible now, brown, like his eyes.

			‘Morning, sweetheart,’ I said softly as I crossed the room to him. ‘I’m Casey. We met last night, do you remember?’ I sat down on the bed just below where I could see his legs, tightly scrunched against his body. I rested a hand on his back and made gentle circular motions. ‘I think it’s time you and Chase came down for some breakfast. What d’you say?’ Before I’d had my unintentional morning snooze, I’d made a point of Googling who Chase was, and learned all I could about him and his buddies. ‘Because, you know what?’ I added. ‘I know all the Paw Patrol puppies like to eat when they wake up. So … how about I carry you downstairs?’

			This seemed to do the trick, as he immediately pulled back his blanket. ‘I’m a big boy,’ he said, in a surprisingly firm voice. ‘I don’t need a carry. I need a pee, and I can do it all by myself.’

			‘Phew!’ I said, exaggerating my relief. ‘Thank goodness for that. You are such a big boy that I bet I couldn’t carry you anyway! Come on then, I’ll show you where the toilet is, shall I? And you can bring your blanket down with you. And Chase, of course.’

			To which suggestion he grabbed both blanket and dog and, with an expression of what I could only describe as grim determination, he wordlessly marched to the open doorway, where he waited for me to show him where the bathroom was, hopping from one leg to the other.

			It was an unlikely start to a day that turned out to be the opposite of what I’d expected. No, despite my ‘be ready for anything’ plan, I simply wasn’t prepared for what actually transpired as the morning began to play out. There were no tears, no questions, not even a single mention of the traumatic events of the night before. Which was worrying. Because, to me, that was much more concerning a symptom than the alternative. It meant that Ethan was either emotionally wanting already, or, as a result of the trauma, actively shutting things out, and I knew from many years of experience how dangerous this was, and how adversely it could affect children for years to come.

			But how to play things? Ethan was almost like an automaton, programmed simply to comply. He agreed, without hesitation, to everything I asked. Chocolate hoops for breakfast? A nod and a yes, please. Orange juice to drink? A nod and a yes, please. It was the same when I asked if he wanted to do some colouring-in, and again when I asked if he wanted to see the garden. In fact, the only thing he asked for, after about two hours of silent, solo play (his whole demeanour made it clear that he didn’t want to colour with me), was if he could watch some TV. Paw Patrol, in fact, which at least didn’t faze me, because I’d learned my way around a smart TV sufficiently by now that I could find my way to a whole string of episodes. So, rightly or
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