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			Chapter Twenty-One

			Cora and Theo

			Paula said if we did foster another child or children she could help me as she’d been furloughed, which I appreciated. I didn’t tell Lucy or Adrian at that point. If it went ahead I would, but as it wouldn’t directly affect them there was no need to worry them at present.

			I wanted to do my bit to help in this crisis, but thoughts of Siobhan’s Ted, who kept leaving the house and putting others’ lives at risk, plagued me. Worst-case scenarios flashed through my mind, including Paula, Jamey and me catching coronavirus, going to hospital and even dying. It was unlike me to have such negative and morbid thoughts, but being subjected day after day to figures showing the rising death toll was having an effect, and my usual optimism was under threat. I quietly hoped that fostering another child or children during the pandemic wouldn’t be necessary.

			The hope was short-lived. As soon as I saw Joy’s number flash on my phone I guessed what it was about.

			‘How are you all?’ she began, as usual.

			‘Well,’ I said.

			‘I know I always ask you this but can you confirm none of you are displaying symptoms of coronavirus, waiting for a test result or have been in contact with someone who has tested positive or is showing symptoms?’ I assumed all social workers had been told to ask this whenever they spoke to a carer.

			‘That’s correct,’ I confirmed.

			‘Good.’

			I now braced myself for what Joy was about to say as more worst-case scenarios popped into my head.

			‘I’ve had a referral for a sibling pair,’ Joy said. ‘We need somewhere to take them straight away and I’ve put your name forward. Their mother is in hospital after her partner attacked her with a knife. He’s in police custody, and the children are with a neighbour, but she can’t keep them.’

			‘I see,’ I said. And my next thought, I’m sorry to say, wasn’t for the trauma that poor family had suffered, but that the children were now in the neighbour’s home, increasing their chances of catching and then transmitting the virus to us.

			‘You’ll take them?’ Joy asked, an edge of impatience in her tone. ‘We need to move them straight away.’

			‘How old are they?’

			‘The girl is three and the boy is just a year old.’

			‘I’ll take them,’ I said.

			‘Thank you.’ I could hear her relief. ‘I’ll phone their social worker now and she’ll call you.’

			Although two young children, in addition to looking after Jamey, would be hard work, I had Paula to help, and once they were here I could protect us all from the virus. At their age they wouldn’t be breaking lockdown rules and going out. My spirits lifted and I breathed a sigh of relief. Would I have still felt the same protectiveness, care and concern towards them had they been teenagers who were being moved because of challenging behaviour, as Ted was when he arrived at Siobhan’s? Yes, I hoped so, and I would work on changing their unsafe behaviour and making them feel part of the family, as Siobhan was trying to do.

			I went into our kitchen-diner where Paula was at the table painting with Jamey. I told her that I’d agreed to take a brother and sister who were just one and three years old. Her eyes lit up.

			‘They’ll be good company for you,’ she said to Jamey. Then to me, ‘When are they coming?’

			‘Today, I think. Their social worker is going to phone. But there’s always the possibility they might not come after all,’ I reminded Paula.

			It had happened in the past, as it has to many foster carers. We agree to take a child, we start preparing for their arrival, and then we receive another call to say they aren’t coming after all. Usually because a suitable relative has come forward and offered them a home – which is generally considered a better option than going to a foster carer they don’t know – or because the judge hasn’t granted the care order so they stay with their parents.

			While Paula was keeping Jamey amused, I went upstairs and checked the bedroom the children would be sleeping in. The cot was assembled from last time.

			From what Joy had said, I was expecting the children’s social worker to phone quite quickly, so when an hour passed and I hadn’t heard I began to think the children weren’t coming. Then at three o’clock the landline rang.

			‘It’s Gabi Dance, social worker for Cora and Theo,’ she said. I realized then I didn’t even know the children’s names; it had all been arranged so quickly. ‘I believe Joy told you their situation?’

			‘Yes, a little.’

			‘We’re on our way and should be with you in about fifteen minutes. I’ll talk to you while my colleague drives. In line with current guidelines, we won’t stay long in your house; we’ll just place the children and leave.’

			‘All right.’ I reached for the pen and paper I kept by the phone to take notes.

			‘Cora is three and her brother Theo is fourteen months old,’ Gabi said. ‘The family has never come to the attention of the social services before and the children appear to have been well cared for. They are used to being looked after by their mother and are understandably distraught by what has happened and being separated from her.’

			‘Yes, I can imagine,’ I said. My heart went out to them. I assumed the children were in the car, but I couldn’t hear them. ‘How is their mother?’

			‘Lucky to be alive,’ Gabi said. ‘She was operated on last night. The knife just missed an artery. It seems she and her partner had both been drinking heavily and they argued in the kitchen, where he picked up the knife and stabbed her. There is no record of any previous instances of domestic violence.’

			‘So when did all this happen?’ I asked.

			‘Around ten o’clock last night. The children were in bed and a neighbour heard a commotion. She and her husband went out to see what was happening and the children’s father came out covered in blood. He said there’d been an accident and he had called an ambulance. The neighbour’s husband went in and did what he could to help. When the police arrived they were asked to take the children in as they knew them. But they are an elderly couple and can’t keep them. They are obviously very upset by what has happened.’

			‘Yes, it’s dreadful.’

			‘We understand there are some grandparents who we’re trying to contact but so far without success. We haven’t been able to go into the family home yet as it’s a crime scene, so the children just have what they are wearing – nightclothes. As soon as the police have finished and let us go in, we’ll get some more of their belongings. You have spares they can use for the time being?’ I could hear the tension in her voice.

			‘Yes, plenty. Do you know anything about the children’s medical history? If they have any allergies or take medicine?’ It was important I knew.

			‘We don’t think so and they appear to be in good health.’

			‘No special needs?’

			‘Not that we are aware of, but we should know more over the coming days. I need to check you can keep them for as long as necessary?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Once their mother is well enough we’ll try to arrange a contact video call to her in hospital.’

			‘All right. They’ll be sleeping in the same room here – I assume that is OK?’ I checked. ‘I have another child here, Jamey Durrant.’

			‘Yes, it’ll have to be. There is no one else in the area who can take them. Everyone is full. You have a cot for the baby?’

			‘Yes. It’s in the room ready.’

			Suddenly I heard a child cry out, ‘Mummy! Mummy!’

			‘She’s in hospital, love,’ Gabi said. Then to me, ‘We’ll see you in about five minutes. I’ll answer any more questions you have then.’

			I replaced the handset and returned to the living room where Paula was with Jamey.

			‘The children and their social workers will be here in five minutes,’ I said, and any concerns for my own welfare vanished. Two small children had been taken from their home in the night in terrible circumstances and were now separated from their parents indefinitely.

			‘We’re going to be looking after a little boy and a girl,’ Paula told Jamey.

			He looked at us, bewildered, as well he might, then, reaching up, he gave Paula a big hug.

			I didn’t have time to become nervous as I sometimes do when I have plenty of notice of a child arriving. I went straight upstairs to put linen on the cot and bed, and as I finished the front doorbell rang.

			‘Stay with Jamey in the living room, please!’ I called to Paula as I ran downstairs. I thought if we all rushed to the front door it would be overwhelming for the little ones.

			I opened the door to two social workers, with a child each – Cora, three, and Theo, one – dressed in pyjamas and dressing gowns. ‘Come in,’ I said, and stood aside to give them room.

			‘I’m Gabi and this is Kyle,’ Gabi said, coming in first. She was holding Cora’s hand and Kyle was carrying Theo.

			Both children looked scared and miserable. Although they weren’t crying now, they clearly had been, for their eyes and cheeks were red.

			‘We’re in the living room,’ I said, and led the way down the hall. ‘This is my daughter Paula, who will be helping me, and this is Jamey, who is staying with us.’

			‘He’s one of Shannon’s?’ Gabi asked, referring to their social worker.

			‘Yes. Do sit down. Can I get anyone a drink?’

			‘Not for us,’ Gabi said, perching on the edge of a chair. ‘We won’t stay long.’

			Cora sat on Gabi’s lap and looked at me warily. Kyle had Theo on his lap while I sat on the sofa beside Paula and Jamey – on the other side of the room. Jamey was staring distrustfully at the sudden arrival of strangers. It did feel strange when there’d just been us for so long.

			‘The children have had lunch,’ Gabi said. ‘Their neighbour gave them something, but she said they didn’t eat much.’

			‘I’ll give them dinner before long,’ I said. ‘Has Theo been weaned?’

			‘I assume so,’ Gabi said.

			‘Yes, he must have been,’ Kyle added. ‘The neighbour gave them pasta for lunch.’

			‘OK, good. Do either of them have any special dietary requirements?’ I thought to ask.

			‘Not as far as we know,’ Gabi replied. ‘Here is the placement information so far. Can you sign the placement agreement form, please?’ She took some printed forms from her bag and set them on the coffee table. ‘I’ll email the rest as soon as I have a chance. My contact details are on there.’

			‘Thank you.’ I signed the relevant form and handed it back.

			Both children were still staring at me guardedly and I smiled. ‘Would you like to play with some of these toys?’ I suggested, picking out a couple from the toy box.

			Cora clung tightly to her social worker and shook her head, while Theo looked at the toys but didn’t move. I heard Kyle’s phone bleep. He took it from his pocket and checked it, then showed the screen
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