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Chapter 1

My name is Cariad. That’s Welsh for Darling. But my personal translation is ‘Someone once thought you were good enough to name.’ Whoever they were, I have no idea where they are now.

Anyway, I don’t live in Wales. I never did. I’ve never even been there. Maybe my parents had never been to Wales either, who knows? It doesn’t matter now anyway. That’s one thing you learn when you’re ‘in care’ – nothing really matters. Life goes on, as they say. And the only thing that’s real is the present. This moment, right now.

That’s what I was repeating to myself as I looked out over the sea.

This moment, right now. That’s all there is.

This morning, when I’d got detention for another missed maths homework, didn’t exist any more. Last night, when I’d got hammered on two litres of Diamond White and Stevie B. tried to get off with me – that didn’t exist any more either, thank God.

What definitely did exist was my thumping hangover, unfortunately. But the wind and the sea exist too, I told myself. Every wave shooshing on the sand below me, every whisper of cool air breathing life into my body. The long drop between this cliff top and the sand below. The thoughts about what it would feel like to jump. The seal flipping up, suddenly, from the water. Was it a seal? It seemed too big but it was hard to tell. It flicked out of the water and in again, a sleek body, unaware that anyone was watching, showing off to itself. Enjoying itself. I wished that I could see it up close.

‘Cariad,’ Madge had said on one of her visits, ‘you really have a hard time having a good time, don’t you?’

I suppose she was looking at my gurny gob, trying to make me smile. But it was a stupid question because what does ‘having a good time’ really mean? Does it feel like being drunk? Having a laugh with other people? Just being day-to-day happy? I didn’t know, but I was pretty sure my sea creature friend had it all sussed. The water skited up from its tail as it crashed back into the water. A dolphin maybe? Not that either.

I finished off my bar of chocolate and dropped the wrapper over the edge of the cliff. Maybe the seal would eat the paper and choke and die. That was me, though – always thinking of the consequences after I’d done the action. Madge used to say that all the time: ‘No point crying now, Cari. You need to start thinking about stuff before you do it.’

Before you drink two litres of cider and throw up all over your new foster parents’ bathroom. Think, Cari. Think.

Before you steal crisps from the school canteen (even if you’re dead hungry and you know that there’s no way anyone will lend you the money ’cause everyone knows they’ll never get it back).

Think.

Before you try to dye your hair with lemon juice and a bottle of green food colouring and ruin your brand new (yawn) school uniform. (Well, how was I to know it was gonna rain on the way to school?)

Think.

Before you stay out all night and cause a village manhunt. (Why is it always a manhunt, by the way, even when you’re not a man?)

Think. Think. Think.

Stop yourself from acting on impulse or having any fun. Think. Before you get chucked out of yet another foster home.

I watched the dark sea creature for a while and then it was gone again, and I waited for it to come up for almost another hour before giving up. It is gone and doesn’t exist any more, I thought, like all the other moments and all the other hours and days and weeks and years. And I couldn’t think of a moment I’d like to have had back. Not one. Except for maybe that seal-thing flipping up out of the water.


Chapter 2

Here are some of the foster placements I’ve had:


The O’Kanes (three months)

Not their fault really. I was thirteen and I didn’t want a new home, so I was, quite deliberately, a little shit. I smoked in a classroom, and then I used the same lighter to set fire to my bedroom. Really bad stuff like that. I’m surprised they lasted as long as they did, to be honest. They had a lovely dog called Rufus and I cried when I had to leave him. I still miss you, Rufus Pooch.

The McGibbons

The two-week drive-by don’t-blink-or-you’ll-miss-it puke-stained ship-in-the-night. Why the hell would you foster a kid if a bit of vom’s gonna send you running? OK, so it was a self-inflicted illness involving the contents of their weird globe-shaped drinks trolley thing, and the stain will probably be on their hall stairs carpet for eternity, but still, two weeks? Amateurs!

The McCunes (one month)

Punched my ‘foster-brother’ Jason McCune when I heard him calling me a refugee at school. I broke his nose and his parents totally freaked out. It was one hundred per cent worth it.

The Whites (almost a year!)

They had stamina. And a guinea pig. I liked them. I was just starting to think that I’d pulled it off – actually found a ‘family’, but then Mr White died of a heart attack. For God’s sake. And that was the end of that. He had always been the one who stuck up for me when I got in trouble, and to be fair to Mrs White I was a bit much to cope with when she was dealing with losing her husband, so it wasn’t a big surprise when Madge told me she’d asked for me to be placed somewhere else.



Family doesn’t exist, I told myself. Not for people like me, anyway.

I had other placements, and sometimes I lived in a ‘home’. I had gotten away with loads of stuff – smoking blow, drinking, staying out. But now I was sixteen and by the time I was eighteen I’d have nobody. I kind of hoped that I’d pop off like Mr White some day: quickly, without a long illness, before life got too boring.

But then Dawn and Jacky happened.

I had been with them in Ballybaile for three months before Robin Merrow went missing. They were a good bit older than any of the foster carers I’d had before, and they had already fostered a few kids in the past, but none as old as me. Technically I didn’t really need to be in care any more but my social worker, Madge, thought it might be good for me to hang on for a year or two. I didn’t have much choice. What else was I meant to do? It wasn’t like I was going to go and rent a flat with my fabulous career as a serial foster-reject. You might wonder why an elderly couple would want to be bothered with someone like me. It’s not as if they didn’t know my history. Well, the answer was: God.

I found out pretty quickly – Dawn and Jacky were seasoned God-botherers. Bingo, I thought – a couple of naïve old dears who I could wrap around my wee finger and pretty much do as I pleased. But actually, as it turned out, they weren’t going to be a pushover at all.

The first thing they did was set out One Hundred And One Rules For Naughty Care Kids. They literally had them written down and they read them out loud to me over breakfast.

1.We don’t have a regular curfew – we’ll work things out as they go. But when we say you have to be home, you have to be home. Or you don’t get to go out the next time.

2.You do your homework or you don’t go out.

3.You keep your room relatively tidy. Dirty laundry goes in the wash, dirty dishes go in the kitchen sink. We all pitch in in this house.

4.Nobody in this house smokes. If we smell cigarette smoke off your clothes we’ll assume you’ve been smoking, and that’ll be a strike against you.

‘A strike? Like, “Three strikes and you’re out”?’

‘You’ll not be getting rid of us that easily, love,’ Dawn said, smirking. She was enjoying this. ‘It’s more like three strikes and you’ll be spending Sundays volunteering with the Sunday School.’

‘Aw, what?!’

‘Fair warning.’ She smiled. ‘Toe the line and you’ll be grand.’

Church on Sunday wasn’t a punishment (so they said) but it also wasn’t optional. I’d never been to church in my life and it was just as boring as I might have expected, but I got used to it. I would use the hour to sit and daydream about the future I’d never have. I’d been doing this since I was a little kid. I used to make up stories in my head about having a great foster family who would eventually adopt me. They’d have a dog or at least some kind of pet. I’d have a nice bedroom all to myself with clean sheets. The house would be close to the shops.

When it got obvious that it was never going to happen I thought, screw it, why not dream bigger? The most outlandish, wildest dreams ever! Why not dream about heading off in a time machine to the year 3097 where people didn’t have their own bodies any more – everyone’s personality was just on a little microchip that you could insert into anything. You could be a class robot that never needed to sleep and could stay up all night partying, or you could be a bird flying around going wherever you wanted to. Because it’s all a fantasy, isn’t it? There is no actual ‘happy ever after’. That’s just for fairy tales and little kids. So, every Sunday morning, surrounded by people who thought that their sky wizard God was actually real, I’d sit there and make up a better story than the one they were selling. It passed the time.

As for friends, I had had one or two from previous placements. None that were actual, real friends, but that was how I liked it. Be nice to the majority of people and they won’t bother you too much. Don’t get too involved. Have a laugh but keep your distance. Dawn and Jacky wanted me to go to the church Youth Fellowship and make friends there. It wouldn’t have been my first choice of venue to find friends, but I wasn’t bothered – they’d do. I could always make other friends in school if I needed some variety. I found out very quickly that I was going to need the variety.

Jessica Crothers and her Holy Roller friends were obsessed with two things: God and gossip. They’d flit from discussions about what Jesus really meant in some parable or other to talking about their latest hot topic, which, right now, was Robin Merrow.

‘Apparently Robin Merrow aced his history test last week.’

Jessica stirred her latte with a long spoon, raising an eyebrow as she spoke. I was dying to ask why getting a good test result would be newsworthy, but I didn’t have to wait long to find out because everyone at the table leaned in and began talking. Jessica’s statement was apparently all they needed to set them off. She flicked her gorgeous black hair from her forehead and smiled thinly as they gabbled.

‘Oh my goodness! The best evidence yet!’ said Martha, a small wiry kid with the neatest bob haircut I’d ever seen.

‘There is so something going on.’

‘Guuuuys, should we be gossiping about this?’ said Alicia. ‘Maybe we should pray for him at the break-time prayer meeting?’

Brief silence.

‘Well,’ said Martha, reddening, ‘if we don’t say anything about him, how will we know what to pray about?’

Another silence.

I sipped my Coke through a red straw. Dawn had thought it was a good idea for me to spend time with them after school. Sometimes we just walked to our houses together, but sometimes we’d stop off at Jenny’s café for a drink. I didn’t mind them really. They were friendly and not bitchy in a really bullying way, despite the obsession with Robin Merrow, but I knew I’d never really be good friends with them. They really believed all the God stuff, and they kept trying to get me to believe it too. They called it ‘witnessing’ and they took every opportunity to ‘spread the gospel’ in my direction. Jessica noticed me and feigned an apologetic look.

‘Oh my goodness, I’m sorry, Cari. You’ve literally no idea what we’re talking about. How rude of us.’

The silence was broken and now the attention turned to me and the need to fill me in, for the sake of politeness, of course. I played along. I wanted to know the detail just as much as any of them.

‘So,’ I said. ‘What? I’m guessing that he’s banging the history teacher? Ms Trainor, right?’

An audible gasp.

‘Oops. Sorry – I’m not used to minding my language.’

I was really making an effort when I was in public. I hoped that Dawn and Jacky would appreciate it. Martha giggled, and Jessica touched my arm lightly.

‘Oh, don’t worry – we take people as they come.’ She flashed a wide, genuine smile. ‘But yes, we’re pretty sure, like, about eighty per cent sure, that they’re having a fling.’

The group lit up with excitement to hear their suspicions verbalised by the demure Jessica who probably hadn’t had a ‘fling’ in her entire life. Jesus. Had any of them? Is this what they did? Sat around talking about everyone else’s love life so that they didn’t have to have one of their own? I wasn’t complaining, though, I wanted to hear more.

‘Wow.’ I leaned in too. ‘So, how long has it been going on? And how do you know?’

A storm of conspiracy spun around them. They had it all sussed, naturally. The short skirts Ms Trainor wore ‘only on the days when she had Robin’s class’; the wink they’d seen Merrow giving her as he passed her in the corridor, followed by her blushes; the increasingly good grades he had achieved despite failing in every other subject; and, crucially, a rumour, ‘which only might be true, but there’s no smoke without fire’, that Robin Merrow had had to leave his last school because of an incident which culminated in his name on the sex offenders’ register for being a paedophile.

‘Wait. What?’ I set down my Coke.

‘It’s probably true, my mum says,’ said Jessica, finishing off her latte.

Her mum was a lawyer and ‘my mum says’ was often the end of any conversation. Nobody else’s mum was a lawyer, so what did they know?

‘I can’t believe … ’ I started. They all looked at me. ‘I mean, I find that hard to believe … and how would that have anything to do with him having it off with a teacher?’

A chill had descended again. My fault this time. Jessica was putting on her coat and the other girls started to put on their coats too. Martha nudged me and half-whispered, ‘Because. He’s obviously a perv.’

I looked at Jessica and she shrugged her shoulders and flicked her hair again. ‘Facts are facts,’ she said. ‘He’s interesting, but you should stay away from him, Cari. For your own safety.’

What facts? I thought. But I didn’t say anything, and we left the café and walked towards our houses quietly, led by Jessica.
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