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PART ONE

ROOTS

			
	

1

Cumbria, December 2023

Sophie Stewart picked a small handful of soil from the offered box and trickled it gently onto the coffin. The traditional gesture sat uncomfortably with her own views about death rituals but today was not a time to wear her opinions on her sleeve. This was all about honouring her father in the way he would have chosen. More pressingly, this was about helping her mother cope with her loss. Dad’s heart attack had come out of the blue. There had been no warning symptoms, no time to prepare, no amnesty granted to Sophie to cherish what was soon to be stolen from her. His sudden death had unlocked a deep sorrow that was overlain with guilt. Moreover, it had presented her with the immediate crisis of what to do about her mother.

None of this was written in the script. Dad was expected to outlive Mum by a long stretch. She was the one with motor neurone disease. He was the tower of strength, the coper, the stoic to misfortune. It was his resilience and resourcefulness that had ensured the woman he adored got to live out her dwindling days by his side in her own home. Between the social care support, the district nurse and his own tender care, they managed the daily challenges of a disease marching relentlessly towards a cruel victory. What now? As the only child, what should she do now? What would Dad want her, nay expect her, to do now? She loved her mother, of course she did, but could she, should she make the ultimate sacrifice? Should she turn her life upside down, return to her childhood home and pick up the burden her father had lain down so close to the finish line? Her boyfriend, Andrew, insisted the only sensible option was to arrange a nursing home as soon as possible. Her mother’s prognosis was twelve months. No one would expect Sophie to put her life on hold for a whole year. Andrew had not been able to get the time off to attend the funeral today. She appreciated it was her close relative not his but suspected he had not tried very hard.

‘Surely you could arrange the funeral for the Saturday and then I could have come up Friday night and helped you on the Sunday with some of the arrangements for your mother,’ he had said.

‘Mum wanted Wednesday because it would have been their wedding anniversary. She wants his funeral to be a celebration of their life together. I think it’s beautifully fitting. Anyway, what do you mean about helping me with arrangements for Mum?’

‘Organising a nursing home, of course. There’s no other option, and the sooner it’s sorted the better.’

‘I don’t want to rush things. I need time to think.’

‘Don’t forget about me in all this guilt-induced deliberating. There’s an us in this, not just a parent.’

‘I’ve got to go, Andrew. I’ll ring tomorrow.’

She did not have to go, nor did she ring him the next day. She was smarting from his assumptions and his callous – yes callous – stance on the inconvenience of a terminally ill mother. But she had to admit he was right about feeling guilty. Hadn't she been callous too? She had hidden behind work pressures and travel distance as reasons for the waning frequency of her visits. They had made it easy for her, of course, constantly reassuring her with platitudes. ‘You’ve got your own life to live. No need to fuss over oldies like us when we’re managing grand.’

Sophie still had another week of compassionate leave to decide what she was going to do, and she would prefer to do it without Andrew breathing down her neck. Her mother was exhausted after getting through the funeral and the special effort she had quarried to sustain a celebratory theme. If the physical toll on her had been enormous, the emotional toll was greater. After the elation of honouring her husband and their marriage, she had shrivelled back into her mourning shell, a shadow of the woman she was even a month ago.

When her mother was finally asleep, Sophie busied herself at her father’s desk to attend to some of the paperwork attendant on his death. There was nothing immediately helpful. No filing cabinet neatly indexed or a directory on his dusty PC, so she headed to the cupboard under the stairs where she knew he kept some documents in old shoe boxes. Once she was convinced no errant carton had escaped the meticulous sweep of her torch, she sat on the floor and stared at the half dozen boxes trying to decide which to tackle first. One stood out because it was tied up with a ribbon. Inside was a stash of letters still in their original envelopes, some in a looping untidy script, others in a neat, rounded hand. The stamp marks on the envelopes told her these were letters belonging to her parents from nearly forty years ago. Some of the stamps had a value of fifteen and a half old pence. Goodness when were halfpennies discontinued? Imagine buying a first-class stamp for the price of half a kit kat finger today! She piled the five larger boxes onto the top of the desk and then settled herself into Dad’s armchair to read the contents of the smaller one.

As she opened the box, Sophie had a momentary prick of conscience. These were private letters between her parents. Was she intruding? Had she any right to poke her nose into their cloistered space? The twinge of conscience quickly passed as she told herself it was her duty to sort out her father’s affairs because her mother could not do so. The letters might contain important information she needed to know.

After carefully putting the letters in chronological order she read them through at a sitting, unable to put them down. She was captivated by the exquisite love story they played out. It struck her how often children grow up unaware of the passion that burns in their parents’ relationships. Parents were taxi drivers, domestics and rule-makers, weren’t they? Since when did parents have impassioned trysts that rivalled the Hollywood blockbusters? When did we stop writing love letters she wondered? It was all texting and emojis these days. Even sending cards was becoming less common. We were all too busy to take a breath; too busy to slow the trivia juggernaut. Unused to making impulsive or hasty decisions, Sophie knew instinctively what she was going to do.

That evening she phoned her headteacher.

‘Hello, Sophie, how are you holding up? How was the funeral?’

‘It was sad and beautiful at the same time, if you know what I mean.’

‘Yes, I can completely understand that.’

‘Christine, I’m sorry to do this to you but I’m going to have to resign my post. I need to be here for Mum. Her prognosis is twelve months at best. I want to finish what Dad was trying to do and let her live out her last months in her own home. It’s all she has left. It feels so cruel to bundle her off into a nursing home. Her body is crumbling but her mind is still sharp. All her memories are here, all her … all her …’ Sophie could not finish the sentence, the tears she had been holding back unleashed themselves in a volley of sobs.

‘I’m so sorry for the pain you are going through, Sophie. Look, don’t be too hasty about your resignation. Let me talk to the governors and see if I can get them to agree to an unpaid sabbatical for a year. It would safeguard your job, give you some security and something familiar to come back to when all else is lost.’

‘That would be amazing, Christine,’ sobbed Sophie. ‘I hate to let you down, but I really need to do this.’


‘You’re not letting anyone down, Sophie. Just focus on your mum for now and I’ll contact you as soon as I have a decision from the governors.’

There was one more phone call she needed to make but she couldn’t face another spat with Andrew, so she headed up to bed and turned her phone onto silent in case he tried to reach her.
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Mia Saleem took the rear exit of the Courthouse and slid into her car which was parked in the bay reserved for the sitting judge. The court session had finished early and if she got her skates on, she might just make it in time to surprise her daughter, Efa, at the school gates. Mia shared the school run with her adoptive father, Theo - or Jaddi - as Efa liked to call him. Her daughter had latched onto an Arabic endearment for Grandfather from the time words first started tumbling out of her mouth. Now aged nine, Efa was proficiently bilingual. Her father, Bryn Ellis, threw in the odd Welsh phrase to fly the flag for the red dragon and ensure Efa had a few choice phrases with which to delight her Welsh cousin, Catrin.

Efa’s asthma and frequent bouts of pneumonia had been instrumental in her parents’ decision to move away from the pollution hazards of London. They had been weighing up the options of a long work commute from leafy Surrey, a move to Wales to be closer to Bryn’s brother, Kraig, or to head north to be nearer to Theo’s beloved Cumbria where they already had many friends. Conscious of the sacrifices Theo had already made to ensure he located himself near enough to pick up their childcare reins, Mia and Bryn were already leaning towards the north when opportunity came knocking. It came in the guise of a promotion opportunity for Bryn to Assistant Chief Constable with Cumbria Constabulary. So it was that in 2018, soon after Efa turned three, Mia and Bryn bought a farmhouse, Whispering Winds Homestead, with four acres of land situated in a hamlet between Silecroft and Broughton-in-Furness.

With Bryn’s promotion and the move north, Mia gave up her position as a Human Rights barrister with her London Chambers. She retrained as a judge, working between the District Court at Broughton-in-Furness and the Crown Court at Lancaster. Relinquishing her barrister role removed the need for frequent Strasbourg trips and afforded her more quality time with Efa. It also gave her more time to oversee her Lotus Hub Foundation. She had set up the Foundation ten years previously and there were now four hubs across England providing refuge, support and training opportunities for female survivors of human trafficking. Mia had a full management team in place, but she still liked to be hands on whenever possible.

Whispering Winds Homestead came with a barn that had planning permission to convert to a private residence. It provided the perfect solution for their extended family set up. Theo had always lived close by to provide childcare support while Mia and Bryn juggled their busy careers with parenthood. Before purchase, they split the plot, and Theo bought the barn along with a small portion of the land to create a pocket-sized garden. He transformed the barn into a delightful property with large picture windows that captured the magnificent views of the surrounding fells. Efa loved being able to flit freely between house and barn. Theo called his new home Benthen Barn and had a name plaque made from Lakeland stone. The name had a nice ring to it and the alliteration of the Bs picked up on the alliteration of the farmhouse Ws. For Theo, the name had a special significance. Only Mia had discerned the intimate connection and she kept her counsel.

When the UK went into lockdown in March 2020, Efa’s health put her in a shielded category and threw the Ellis-Saleem household into turmoil. This meant shielding as a family unit. Bryn felt he could not shirk his responsibilities and took the heartrending decision to move out of Whispering Winds into police lodgings. During the lockdowns Mia stayed home with Efa, picking up whatever court work she could do remotely while Theo did his best to bridge the gap caused by Bryn’s absence. For the best part of a year they struggled through the separation, but it dented the closeness Bryn had previously enjoyed with his daughter. These days she migrated more readily to her grandfather. Unlike his daughter, Bryn had not mastered his wife’s mother tongue. Theo, having the advantage of a Scottish father and Lebanese mother, had grown up fluently bilingual. Bryn realised that during his lockdown absence, the trio had probably spoken Arabic much of the time. Consequently, he had begun to feel like an outsider when they sometimes slipped unconsciously into Arabic almost as if they had forgotten he was present.

Once she had cleared the car park gates, Mia dialled Theo’s number on hands-free. ‘I’ve finished early and will make it in time to collect Efa so no need to rush back from Silecroft. I’m sure you could use the extra time.’

‘No worries on that score. When you get to seventy-five, time is not on your side.’

‘Tosh!’

‘It must be Efa, keeping me young then. She certainly keeps me on my toes. It’ll be a nice surprise for her to see Mummy at the gates. Give her a hug from me and tell her I will be round to take her to school in the morning.’

‘Do you want to join us for supper tonight?’

‘Thanks, but I might stay a little longer here and grab something on the go.’

‘Bye for now then.’
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Trousers rolled up to the knee and shoes slung by their laces round his shoulders, Theo Kendrick relished the squelching of the damp sand between his toes. Barefoot walking on Silecroft beach with his fiancé Beth Brannen had been the beginning of what grew to be a great love. It had been an unearthing of soulmates from their tombs of grief; a shared journey from darkness into light that had ended all too soon with the agonising blow of losing her just two weeks before their wedding. He stopped to turn and survey his footprints in the sand. Even after twenty years, he still did it on every beach walk. Sometimes he imagined, sometimes he pretended but mostly he just remembered a second set of footprints next to his, occasionally crossing over, now and then merging where their owners might have stopped to steal a kiss.

Professor Theodore Kendrick little thought that fate would bring him full circle back to Cumbria and Middle Cottage attic which he had first inhabited in the Summer of 2003. His fiancé Beth had owned the trio of terraced cottages unimaginatively called East, West and Middle and she had bequeathed the self-contained garret of Middle Cottage to him for his lifetime after which it would revert to her former business partners, Rhianne and Eithan McArthur, who had also inherited the terraced cottages along with Beth’s former bakery and her tearoom.

The first ten years after Beth died, Theo had thrown himself into his clinic work in Birmingham, only managing to get to his beloved garret once a month apart from August when he always stayed a whole glorious month. It was a time when Beth’s family descended upon Silecroft for what had long become a ritual reunion. As well as the terraced cottages, Beth had also owned three rental properties. She had gifted Briar Cottage to Rhianne and Eithan during her lifetime and on her death the other two rental properties were bequeathed to Beth’s daughter Charlotte and to Beth’s twin sister Izzy. Thus it was that four generations of Beth’s family gathered every August from as far away as Canada and Cornwall to take up residence in their holiday cottages. Izzy shared hers with her daughter who came with her wife and their two children. Charlotte came with husband Zak, son Jarrad, his wife Rosie and their two grandchildren. Theo’s only blood kin, nephew Matt, was a frequent August visitor from nearby Whitehaven with his wife Ciara and their son Alistair. Friendships were reignited, high jinks enjoyed and throughout it all Rhianne plied everyone with sumptuous culinary feasts and Eithan kept the barbecue permanently stocked with charcoal. Hilda, Beth’s loyal Cumbrian friend, was always included. She had inherited the mantle of honorary grandmother to an assortment of progenies. Each middle Sunday of August Rhianne closed Beth’s Tearoom and hosted a huge group meal for two dozen hungry mouths. It had become a traditional event aptly commemorating their esteemed benefactor.

While his barn was being renovated, Theo had split his time between Whistling Winds and his cherished garret. The former residence to provide childcare for Efa when needed and the latter to write and to reminisce. Those first two years were an idyllic time, blissfully ignorant of the global pandemic that was coming; a sleeping volcano about to erupt and hurl its molten lava indiscriminately at any unfortunates in its path.

By the time Efa was due to start school in September of that year, the Covid deaths were on the rise again and tiered local lockdowns were in place. Even though they were in a low tier area, Bryn and Mia chose to delay Efa’s school start. Theo took on the responsibility of home educator with plenty of online support from the teacher wizards in the family - Beth’s twin sister Izzy and his nephew Matt’s wife, Ciara. Although Efa missed the first two terms of her Reception Year, when she finally joined her classmates she was already well ahead of her expected cognitive milestones. However, lack of contact with other children for such an extended period had put her behind the social curve, and it was several weeks before Efa’s peers began to accept the rather precocious odd ball who joined them in the last term of their reception year.
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Sophie was up early the next morning after a better night than she had expected. She showered and dressed quickly wanting to be ready for the social care support worker’s arrival so that she could watch and learn about her mother’s daily management she had now decided to become a central part of. There were three missed calls from Andrew and a text message. ‘Been trying to call you. Did everything go okay at the funeral and the wake? Are you okay? Miss you. Love you.’ She sent a holding text to give herself some breathing space. ‘The service was very dignified, and the wake was beautiful. It’s hectic here just now I’ll call you when I get a window.’ She hesitated before adding ‘Love you too’, without mentioning ‘miss you too’.

Sophie found her mother even more exhausted than the previous day and suspected she had slept very little. She made a mental note to check with the district nurse about sleeping tablets, trying to suppress a feeling of guilt that she should know if her mother was on sleep medication. Indeed, she knew precious little about any of the medication. She could not entirely dismiss the flashes of remorse that haunted her about not trying to secure a post nearer home when the MND was first diagnosed. She had been too fixated on her career, hell-bent on bagging the deputy head position that would become vacant when Mrs Duckett retired, egged on by Andrew of course. Dad had been ambitious for her too, always assuring her he could cope, and her mother had played her part in massaging Sophie’s conscience insisting she should not make futile sacrifices. Nothing made her happier than knowing Sophie was living her life to the full, she would insist.


Once she had made her decision, Sophie moved quickly. She surprised herself at how decisive she could be when she put her mind to it. The two years she had been dating Andrew had dulled those skills. Now that she was away from him, she realised it was he who always made the decisions; what movie they might watch, where they should go on holiday, what make of mobile she should get, what restaurants they should eat in – he’d even started to suggest what clothes she might wear. It had been a subtle escalation she had let herself be lulled into. He was almost a decade older, an IT manager with an insurance firm with heady ambitions. She was a teacher in a large urban primary school. Andrew had no interest in, and no experience of the education world, especially one that involved primary-aged children. She had long since given up trying to engage him about her work. To him it was just a job, a respectable job with a modicum of status and a passable salary. To her it was a magical world of creativity where she loved the buzz of active learning and the challenge of getting every child to reach their potential. She knew she was a good teacher; her appraisals and her OFSTED feedback attested to it. It was the one area of her life where she felt supremely confident – and here she was proposing to leave it behind for a whole year. Yet, in her bones she knew it was the right thing to do. Her parents had given her thirty-two selfless years, surely she could give them back one year? Yes, she was ready to do this, she wanted to do this.

However long her mother had left she wanted to make every day precious and meaningful. There was a lot to do and much to learn. She had made a good start. Mum was in receipt of a carer’s allowance. That and her pensions would cover the day to day running of the house. Sophie needed very little income for herself, and she had some savings. However, with no salary for a year she would not be able to cover the mortgage on her terraced house. Again, she surprised herself at how decisive she could be. Picking up the phone, she made an appointment to meet with an estate agent the following day to arrange the letting of her property for twelve months. When she put the phone down, she felt a sense of elation at her own resoluteness.

Between the social care team and a kind neighbour, she secured cover for her mother for the next day and left very early. She wanted to get to Bramhall and back in a day and preferably before the Friday traffic built up. She had allowed herself two hours before the appointment time to pack all her personal belongings into two suitcases and several black bin bags. She always kept the house tidy, but she rushed round giving everywhere a quick clean. The agent was delighted with what he found, saying he had several clients waiting for just this sort of furnished property. After sorting the paperwork, she left him her set of house keys and headed to Andrew’s. On a Friday, he usually got away from work early and she had sent him a text to let him know she would be waiting for him at his place to ensure he left work promptly. He had replied with a simple heart emoji. Friday nights were usually take-away and movie nights. This Friday was going to be very different. She would need to steel herself. There would likely be a scene.

She heard his key in the lock, the sound of his office bag thudding to the ground and his familiar step as he rushed into the lounge. He took her in his arms before she had time to speak. She pulled herself away before he could steal a kiss and planted herself in one of the armchairs, purposefully avoiding the two-seater sofa where they would cuddle up together to watch a movie.

‘We need to talk to, Andrew, I’ve made some decisions.’

‘Yes, there’s lots of important stuff to discuss, but let’s have our take-away first. I’ve got all your favourites.’

‘I’m not very hungry. I really do need to talk to you.’


‘Okay, but let’s at least open the wine,’ he said heading to the kitchen where she knew he always kept a couple of bottles well chilled.

‘Not for me, Andrew. I’m driving.’

‘But not tonight. You’re staying the weekend, surely,’ he replied aghast.

‘That’s what I need to talk to you about. Perhaps it might be better if you sat down.’

‘This sounds ominous,’ he said, flinging himself onto the sofa in the hope that she might join him, but Sophie stayed put.

‘I’ve decided I want to pick up where Dad left off,’ she began a little hesitantly. ‘Mum has twelve months at best, and I can afford one year of my life to do the right thing.’

‘Doing the right thing is to arrange a nursing home for her as soon as possible and moving in with me. You can’t be chasing up there every weekend it will burn you out. We’ve always spent the weekends together. Why won’t you move in with me, I must have asked you a dozen times? Mine’s the bigger property so it makes sense for you to move in here.’

‘I won’t be chasing up there every weekend. I’m not moving in with you Andrew,’ she said, before adding more boldly, ‘I’m moving in with Mum.’

‘WHAT! This is madness. You’re not thinking straight, Sophie, you’re grieving, your emotions are all over the place. This is not the right time to be making such big decisions.’

‘Yes, I’m emotional and yes, I’m grieving but I’m perfectly calm and rational. I met with an estate agent earlier today. He’s going to let my house for a year. I handed over my keys, so I’m going to need to ask you to give me your set. And I should give you these, I won’t be needing them for quite a while,’ she said, placing his spare set of house keys on the coffee table.

Andrew looked stunned. He raked his hand through his hair and blew out his cheeks. ‘Are you breaking up with me?’

‘No… I don’t think so…I’m not sure… not unless you want to break up.’


‘You don’t know! You don’t know if you’re breaking up with me or not! What kind of mealy-mouthed gibberish is this. For God’s sake, Sophie, pull yourself together.’

At the sound of the words ‘mealy-mouthed’ and ‘pull yourself together’, Sophie felt her muscles tighten and her cheeks redden. It was always like this, him making her feel small and ineffectual; him calling the shots and she always following tamely. He was clever and confident, and she had come to feel grateful that he had chosen her as his girlfriend. She suddenly felt ashamed. How had she let herself feel grateful? She was clever too. She was his equal not his apprentice. Whether it was the death of her father and the need to step up for her mother or just the rage at yet again being dismissed as his inferior, her courage won out. ‘I do think it would be a good idea to have a trial separation.’

‘Trial separation. Trial – for a year! Bloody hell, Sophie, what do you think I am? Some kind of lap dog you put in kennels when it suits you.’

Sophie kept her tone level, ‘It would be unfair of me to hold you to an empty relationship for such a long time, so-’

‘Empty relationship!’ interrupted Andrew angrily. ‘What in God’s name are you saying, Sophie. You want to live with your mother until she dies, okay I don’t agree with that, but I suppose I could go along with it for a while until you come to your senses. I’d be surprised if you stick it more than three weeks trapped up there in some living coffin. I could visit at weekends, and we could text and phone and-’

‘Be honest, Andrew. You know you hate visiting Kirkby, and you were never very keen on weekends at my parents, especially since Mum’s MND got worse.’

‘We could work something out. This is too drastic, Sophie, it feels too final – and what about your job?’

‘The governors have agreed to grant me a year’s unpaid sabbatical.’


‘This is insane! It feels like I don’t know you anymore, Sophie. Like some alien doppelganger has usurped you. This is … well, this is … unhinged! Unhinged madness!’

‘I’m sorry, Andrew, I don’t mean to hurt you.’

‘Hurt! You don’t know the meaning of the word. You walk in here and announce, yes announce that you’re walking out of my life for a year, wanting some crazy trial separation and expect me to just take it on the chin. I’m sorry about your father, I really am, but there’s an us in this that’s got completely forgotten. I thought you loved me, Sophie, I thought we were an us.’

‘I do love you, Andrew, just perhaps not enough for what you want from me right now. Not enough to move in together, not enough to put you before my Mum when she only has a year left. Maybe a break from each other is what we need, to get our heads straight about where our relationship is heading and whether we really are ready for the next step.’

‘You love me but not enough! What kind of love is that. This is my life you’re toying with on those measuring scales of yours not how much sugar you’re going to put in a batch of scones.’

‘If you wanted to date somebody else, I’d be okay with that. I can’t expect you to be a monk for a year just because-’

‘So, you are breaking up with me. Christ!’

‘No, I’m just setting you free.’

‘That’s just semantics, Sophie.’

‘Maybe we don’t know each other well enough yet.’

‘After almost two years! Fine,’ he said angrily, ‘if that’s the way you want it, you’d better have your bloody keys back.’ He stormed into the kitchen and came back with a set of house keys and slammed them onto the coffee table next to his own set that Sophie had placed there. ‘If you’re too cowardly to say it, I’m not. It’s over, Sophie.’

‘I really am sorry – for everything,’ she said, picking up her keys. She hurried out of the front door. He did not follow her.
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February 2024

Three months on, Sophie’s life had settled into a regular routine. She did the lion’s share of the social care, getting a couple of hours to herself mid-morning and mid-afternoon when the professionals came in. Once a week a sitter came in to ensure Sophie got at least one unbroken night’s sleep. Today was no different. It began with Sophie preparing a pureed breakfast for her mother. After removing the NIV mask, she would feed it to her one teaspoon at a time. Ruth’s speech had deteriorated faster than her ability to swallow. Now, she routinely scribbled on a tablet to communicate.

Early morning was when Ruth was at her best and Sophie relished this special time with her. She had fallen into a pattern of reading aloud one of the love letters from the stash she had found in Dad’s affairs. She had been careful to get them in the right order. This was the last one. Tomorrow she would go back to the beginning and read them all over again because it was the activity when Ruth was happiest. The NIV mask might conceal a contented smile unfurling, but there was no mistaking the radiant beam in Ruth’s eyes that the letters induced. A fleetingly joyful sight amidst a perpetually harsh existence. Sophie did not need to explain to her mother this was the last one, it was clear she already knew. After the letter, there would usually be a tablet chat when Sophie kept her mother up to date with the latest world affairs and any local news of interest. Her body might be crumbling but her mother’s mind was still razor sharp. However, at the end of today’s letter, Ruth seemed disinclined to put the world to rights. She merely patted her daughter’s hand and wrote on her tablet ‘I’m a little tired. I think I’ll rest. Thank you x. I’m so proud of you xx.’ Then she lay back on her pillow and closed her eyes, lost in devoted reveries.

Sophie returned to the kitchen to begin tidying away the breakfast debris just as Joan was arriving for the first tranche of care support.

‘Leave those, Sophie, I’ll do them. You get off on your walk. Make the most of the fine weather. It’s March next week. Spring won’t be far away.’

‘Thank you, I think I will. Mum’s resting. In fact, I think she might fall asleep again, so you’ll have a quiet time for a while.’

‘Yes, she will sleep more and more as the weeks progress. It’s to be expected. I’ll go up when I’ve finished here and check her NIV. You get off, love, you must be ready for a break.’

Sophie had not been walking much more than half an hour when her mobile rang. It was Joan.

‘Sophie, it’s your Mum. I’m so very sorry.’
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The social worker was expected at 3pm. Rhianne had already hoovered twice. The spare bedroom was spotless. Its window gleamed, no speck of dust had escaped the clutches of her feather duster, and she had smoothed the duvet and plumped the pillows half a dozen times.

‘Come and sit down, Rhianne,’ urged Eithan. ‘She’s not going to be interested in how pristine everything is, she’s seen it all before. It’s her third visit. There’s nothing she doesn’t know about us or your houseproud habits. She’s only interested in what kind of foster parents we are likely to make.’

‘Yes, I know that, but I want it to be perfect, like I would want it to be perfect on the day our first foster child arrives. I just need to wipe over the china cups, we haven’t used them in a while and then I promise to sit down.’

‘As if she’s going to care if you give her a china cup or Daisy’s Can’t Hear You, I’m Gaming mug.’

‘I care though,’ came the hurried response. ‘Do you think she’s coming to tell us we’ve been accepted? Do you think she might want to discuss a possible placement?’ she added excitedly.

‘Maybe,’ replied Eithan, taking the duster from her hand. And pressing his lips to her slightly wrinkled forehead. ‘We’ll know soon enough.’

Madeleine Nicholls was only ten minutes late which, for a social worker, Eithan thought was impressive. He had got to know the inner workings of social services quite well over the years that he had been a school governor. Ms Nicholls did not quite fit the pigeon-hole Eithan had created for her chosen profession. He was used to hard-pressed social workers in jeans, sweatshirts and puffer gilets frantically chasing their tails. Not enough hours in the day for all the gritty situations they had to deal with. Ms Nicholls, however, was attired in a well-tailored suit, set off with a tasteful scarf and neat, kitten-heeled court shoes. He could detect no body piercings and her make-up, if any, was hardly detectable. Her hair was a mousy brown. It was twisted into a neat plait on the back of her head and had seemingly resisted all chemical attempts to brighten its colour. He guessed she must be about their age, mid-forties.

‘Would you like a tea, a coffee, a herbal?’ asked Rhianne.

‘I’m good for now, thank you, maybe later.’ She opened a folder which contained all their completed forms, references, police and health checks and her own reports. ‘I’m pleased to tell you that your application has been formally approved. Welcome to the fostering community.’
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