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This novel should be printed on plastic so that the reader’s ample tears don’t blot the paper. Sara Gethin has given us an undeniably memorable character in Tomos, a lovable boy living in the most brutal poverty and abject neglect. It also casts light into the dark shadowlands of child poverty and should act as a reprimand to those who let it continue. Yet Gethin doesn’t forget that the writer’s first job is to hook the reader with a strong story and this one really gets under the skin. A deeply convincing novel that surges with emotion and compassion in equal measure.

Jon Gower, writer and broadcaster

Heart-wrenching, captivating and beautiful. Not Thomas is a poignant portrayal of a hostile world depicted through the eyes of a child. The story stays with you long after you have read the final page. Gethin writes with profound depth and compassion in this exceptionally moving and powerful novel.

Caroline Busher – Irish Times bestselling author

The ability to use sentiment without descending into sentimentality is a rare commodity. But it is something Sara Gethin does effortlessly in Not Thomas. The book is, by turns, compelling, disturbing, enthralling and both physically and emotionally draining. It is, ultimately, an up-lifting tale that is rewarding and an affirmation of the human spirit. Expect to cry, to run the whole gamut of emotions. This is a book that will reward any perceptive reader. It is thoroughly recommended.

Phil Carradice, writer and broadcaster

A thoroughly engaging page-turner. Sara Gethin, with her impressive range of writing skills, takes us to a tragic place, a bleak corner of messed-up lives and hopelessness, but she also shows us the warm spirit of human light that can break through such darkness.

Peter Thabit Jones, Poet and dramatist
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Waiting for the Christmas Concert


The lady’s here. The lady with the big bag. She’s knocking on the front door. She’s knocking and knocking. And knocking and knocking. I’m not opening the door. I’m not letting her in. I’m behind the black chair. I’m very quiet. I’m very very quiet. I’m waiting for her to go away.

I’ve been waiting a long time.

‘Thomas, Thomas.’ She’s saying it through the letter box. ‘Thomas, Thomas.’

I’m not listening to her. I’m not listening at all. She’s been knocking on the door for a long long time. I’m peeping round the black chair. I’m peeping with one of my eyes. She’s not by the front door now. She’s by the long window. I can see her shoes. They’re very dirty. If Dat saw those shoes he’d say, ‘There’s a job for my polishing brush’.

She’s stopped knocking. She’s stopped saying ‘Thomas’. She’s very quiet. The lady can’t see me. I’m behind the big black chair. And I’ve pulled my feet in tight.

‘Thomas?’ she says. ‘Thomas?’ I’m not answering. ‘I know you’re in there. Just come to the window, sweetheart. So I can see you properly.’

I’m staying still. I’m not going to the window. I’m waiting for her to go back to her car. It’s a green car. With a big dent in it. If I hide for a long time she’ll go. She’ll get back in her car and drive away. She’s knocking. And knocking again. She’s saying ‘Thomas.’ And knocking and knocking again. ‘Thomas.’

That is not my name.

‘Thomas.’

I’m trying to think about something nice. I’m trying to remember Cwtchy. I’m trying and trying. I’m remembering his purple fur. And his chewy ears. I want him to be here. I want to hug him. I don’t want to be on my own. Behind the big black chair.

‘Thomas, Thomas. Thomas, Thomas.’

If Cwtchy was here he would whisper ‘Don’t be sad’. And I would whisper ‘I’m not sad anymore, Cwtchy’. And I wouldn’t be lonely. Behind the big black chair. Until the lady goes away.

Knock knock. ‘Thomas, Thomas.’ Knock knock. ‘Thomas, Thomas.’

I’m waiting for the lady to go away. And I’m thinking and thinking about Cwtchy. I’m wishing Dat was here too.

She has stopped knocking. She’s stopped calling me Thomas. I’m listening. I can hear her shoes on the path. The shoes I saw through the window. There are no noises now. My ears are full of quiet. I’m listening through it. I can hear an engine starting. The engine of her car. It’s very rattly. I can hear her car going down the road. Rattle rattle. Rattle rattle. I can hear it turning the corner. Rattle rattle. Rattle rattle. I’m listening hard. I can hear it going away. I’m listening harder. Rattle. And harder. Rattle. I’m listening and listening.

I can hear it gone.

I’m staying behind the chair and I am remembering Dat and Cwtchy. I’m staying here until the yellow light comes on. The yellow light across the road. And then I’m going to go to the cupboard and get some crisps.

* * *

I am up in my high sleeper bed. It’s the bed the lady next door gave me on the day we moved here. She said it was her Jason’s bed. Jason is her grandson. She said he can’t come to stay anymore because he hasn’t got a bed to sleep in now. She said he is rude and he eats too much. Brick borrowed the lady next door’s screwdriver and he turned the bed into bits in the lady’s house. Then he made it into a bed again in my room. There’s a wooden ladder that I climb up. It goes quite high and it has hooks on it. The ladder hooks on the bottom of my bed and it hooks off as well. The bed rattles a lot when I climb up the ladder and it rattles when I climb down. It shakes a lot too. The bed has a sticker on it that says ‘For seven years and up’. I am not seven yet. I am nearly six.

My train table fits under my bed. Dat made the train table for me. Mammy got into Nanno and Dat’s house with her key when Dat was out. Then Mammy and Brick brought my train table here in Brick’s car. A bit of it stuck out of Brick’s boot. That bit of table got wet in the rain. Mammy got all her clothes too and she brought my trains. But I haven’t got them anymore.

I wish I still had my trains. There’s a blue one and a green one and a red one too. I like the red one best of all. It’s a tippy train. It tips logs. I like tippy trains that tip logs but I haven’t got the red one now. Or the blue one or the green one. Because Mammy sold them to a man called Leper.

I’m looking at one of Dat’s train magazines. Dat gave them to me when I moved to this house. I keep them under my train table. I’m not looking at all the sentences just some words. I’m looking at the pictures too and I am trying to find the words Dat showed me. They are locomotive and turntable and pistons. I’m pulling the clothes all round me. I’m putting Mammy’s jumper on my legs and I’m pulling her tee shirt up to my chin. I am trying to make myself warm.

This is my favourite magazine. It has a picture of a blue engine on the cover. It’s a steam engine and its name is Mallard. I keep it right on top of my pile of magazines. Then I can see it every time I come into my bedroom.

The front door has banged. Mammy is home. She says, ‘Put the kettle on. I’m goin’ for a pee.’ Brick has come back with her. He won’t put the kettle on. She has forgotten that. She’s coming up the stairs.

‘Hello, Mammy.’

She says, ‘You still awake?’ Her words don’t sound right. They are all slidey. Brick is banging in the kitchen. He’s opening and closing the cupboards.

‘The lady with the big bag came,’ I say.

Mammy is saying a lot of rude words.

Brick is shouting, ‘There’s nothin’ to eat.’

Mammy says, ‘There’s crisps in the cupboard by the sink.’ Then she says to me, ‘You didn’ eat all the crisps, did you?’

‘I left the pink packet for you.’

‘Brick don’ like prawn cocktail,’ she says. She’s shouting downstairs again. ‘Blurry social woman’s been roun’ today, so I’ll go to Tesco tomorrow.’

Brick is shouting, ‘Goin’ down the chippy.’

Mammy’s shouting, ‘Bring me somethin’.’ Brick has slammed the front door.

I say, ‘Will you get my big box, please, when you go to Tesco? And my red shiny paper?’

Mammy says, ‘Wha’ you on about?’

‘For me to be a present in the Christmas concert that you’re coming to see. I need it for Thursday. Miss is going to cut holes for our heads and holes for our arms.’ Mammy’s moving the ladder from the bottom of my bed. She’s putting it on the floor. ‘Are you going out again?’

She says, ‘Don’ think so.’

‘Please can you put my ladder back then?’

‘Please can you put my ladder back?’ she says. She’s copying me. But her words have come out all messy. They are slipping over each other. She’s hooking my ladder back on my bed.

‘Thanks, Mammy.’

‘Thanks, Mammy,’ she says in her slippy slidey way. She’s putting off my light. ‘Get in the bath tomorrow, ’fore school.’

‘Okay,’ I say. ‘Will you get them?’

‘Get wha’?’

‘My box and my red shiny paper, please, from Tesco.’

Mammy’s going out of my room. ‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘I will.’

And she’s closing my door tight.

* * *

We are in the big hall in school. We are sitting on the floor and it’s very hard and cold. We have been singing ‘Away in a manger’. Sir has been showing us the words and Miss has been playing the piano. We have been singing for a very long time.

Nearly everyone is quiet now because Sir is talking. ‘What we need is someone with a good voice,’ he says. ‘Someone to sing the first verse on their own. Someone to sing the solo.’

I like the word solo. I’m saying it again and again in my mind. Lots of people want to sing the solo. Sir is pointing to a big girl. She’s waving her hand. ‘Stand up, Alisha, and have a go,’ he says. Alisha is standing up and singing. She has a loud voice. It’s scratchy too. ‘Well done, Alisha,’ Sir says. ‘Who else wants to try?’

He’s pointing to the boy next to me. It’s Eddie. Eddie is standing up. He’s starting to sing. He’s singing ‘Away in a manger, no…’ He’s stopped. ‘I don’t know the rest,’ he says. Some people are laughing.

Sir says, ‘Good try anyway, Eddie.’ Lots of other children are trying. Some of them make the song sound nice. ‘Would anyone else like to try?’ Sir says. No one puts their hand up.

Miss says, ‘What about you, Tomos?’ She’s sitting by the piano. I’m looking at Miss because she said ‘Tomos’ but I know she is talking to a Tomos in another class. He’s a Tomos I don’t know. Miss is smiling at me and I am smiling at her.

‘Who is Tomos?’ Sir says. He’s looking at everyone in the hall. All the children are looking round. We’re looking to see the other Tomos that Miss is talking to. We’re waiting for the other Tomos to put his hand up. He’s taking a long time.

Miss says, ‘Tomos Morris. He’s in my class, Mr Griffiths.’ Miss is still smiling at me and I’m still smiling back. She’s waving her hand. I’m looking and looking at her. She’s waving it again. ‘Get up, Tomos,’ she says.

‘Me, Miss?’

‘Yes, Tomos,’ Miss says. She’s still smiling. ‘You.’

I’m getting up. I’m getting up slowly.

‘Oh bless,’ Mrs Caulfield says. She’s Carrie-Anne’s helper. She helps Carrie-Anne push her wheely chair. ‘Leave the poor kid alone.’

I’m standing up now. Everyone in the hall is looking at me. The children are looking at me and the teachers are looking at me too. Miss is starting to play the piano. I’m taking a big breath and I’m filling myself up. I’m making myself big with a big breath. I’m singing ‘Away in a manger, no crib for a bed, the little Lord…’ all the way to the end.

I’ve stopped singing and Miss has stopped playing the piano. She’s pushing a bit of her brown hair behind her ear. ‘Well done, Tomos,’ she says in a quiet voice. She’s still smiling at me. Her smile is very big. I’m sitting down again.

‘Well, well,’ Sir says. He’s looking at me through his big glasses. ‘Well, well.’ He’s shaking his head and smiling. He’s smiling and smiling at me. ‘Who’d have thought it?’

* * *

I’m running to Kaylee and her mammy. They’re standing outside school. ‘So you’re singing the solo?’ Kaylee’s mammy says. ‘In the Christmas concert?’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I’m singing the solo.’ I’ve been saying the word solo all day in my mind. Solosolosolosolo.

Kaylee’s mammy is rubbing my shoulder. ‘You take after your mother, you do. She’s got a great voice too.’

‘Has she?’ I say. We’re walking now. Kaylee and her mammy are walking to their house and I’m walking with them.

‘Oh yeah,’ Kaylee’s mammy says. ‘Haven’t you heard your mother singing? She used to sing a lot in school. She got to sing all the solos too.’

I’m trying to remember if I’ve heard Mammy singing. I’ve heard Nanno singing. She used to sing to me every night when I went to bed. When I lived in her and Dat’s house. She used to sing lots of songs but I don’t remember Mammy singing at all. ‘I haven’t heard her,’ I say.

‘Oh well,’ Kaylee’s mammy says.

We’re still walking. I’ve remembered a song Nanno used to sing to me. It’s her favourite song and it’s my favourite too. I’m singing ‘Calon lân yn llawn daioni…’ I’m singing it all the way to the end.

‘That’s lovely, that song is,’ Kaylee’s mammy says. ‘I don’ know what some of those Welsh words mean though.’

‘Nanno showed me how to sing it another way.’ I’m singing ‘A pure heart that’s full of goodness, is fairer than the…’

I’ve stopped singing because we’ve come to our gate and I can see Mammy in the front room. I can see her pretty yellow hair. ‘Mammy’s home. My mammy’s home!’ I’m shouting it and I’m running up the path.

‘See you tomorrow,’ Kaylee says.

‘See you tomorrow,’ I say.

Kaylee and her mammy are going down the road and I’m running up the path fast to Mammy. I’m going into the kitchen. ‘Hello, Mammy,’ I say. ‘Hello, hello, hello.’ I’m hugging her legs.

‘Eat this.’ She’s giving me a plate. It has three fish fingers and some chips on it.

‘Thank you, Mammy.’

I’m sitting on the settee with Mammy and I’m eating my fish fingers and chips and they’re hot and yummy and we’re watching people trying to win money on the telly and Mammy’s texting on her phone too.

‘You ’ad fish fingers for tea yesterday.’ She’s saying it to me but she’s still texting.

I’m trying to remember yesterday. ‘I had crisps for tea yesterday,’ I say. ‘After the lady with the big bag went away.’

‘You ’ad fish fingers, okay?’

‘I had crisps,’ I say. ‘A blue packet and a green packet. I left the pink one for you.’ I’ve got the last bit of chip in my mouth and I’m trying not to chew it because I want to make it last a long long time.

‘Just say you ’ad fish fingers.’ She’s saying it slowly.

‘I had fish fingers.’ I’m saying it slowly too.

‘Yeah,’ Mammy says. ‘Tha’s right.’ Her phone is buzzing. She’s looking at it. ‘Remember to say tha’ when the social woman comes.’

‘The lady with the big bag?’ I’m chewing my last bit of chip. I’m chewing it fast now and I’m swallowing it. ‘Is she coming again today?’

Mammy’s texting. ‘Yeah,’ she says.

‘Are we waiting for her? Is she coming now?’

‘Wha’ do you blurry think? Did you ’ave a bath this mornin’?’ I’m nodding. Mammy’s putting her face next to my jumper. ‘Don’ smell like it.’

‘I washed my hair too,’ I say. I’m remembering this morning. I’m remembering the bath. The water was very cold and I was shaky shaky shaky. I tried to make a bubbly hat with shampoo like Nanno used to make. It was very hard and the bubbles went down my face. They went in my eyes and it was hard to make the prickly go away. But I tried to wash my legs like Nanno showed me and my arms and my bottom. And my front and my neck and my face but my eyes were still prickly. They were still prickly when I was watching for Kaylee and her mammy. And they were still prickly when we were walking to school. Kaylee’s mammy said, ‘Your hair’s all wet.’ And I said, ‘I’ve had a bath.’ And Kaylee’s mammy said, ‘Your eyes look sore.’ And I said, ‘I got bubbles in them.’ And they were still prickly when we got to school. And Kaylee’s mammy told me to go to the toilets and put water on my eyes. After I did that they didn’t hurt so bad.

There’s knocking on the front door. I’m running behind the big chair.

‘Come back yerr,’ Mammy says. She sounds cross. I think it’s because my jumper is smelly. I’m running to Mammy and she’s opening the door. There are two ladies outside. One of the ladies is the lady with the big bag.

‘Hello, you two,’ the lady with the big bag says. She’s smiling a bit. ‘This is Gwawr.’ Her mouth is making a very big circle when she says ‘Gwawr’. She’s pointing to the other lady. ‘Gwawr’s my supervisor. Do you mind if she comes in too?’

The other lady who is Gwawr is saying something to Mammy. She’s talking like Nanno and Dat do sometimes.

‘I don’ speak Welsh,’ Mammy says.

Gwawr is looking at her piece of paper. ‘It says here you do.’ She’s smiling a big smile at Mammy.

‘Norr anymore,’ Mammy says.

‘Oh, that’s a shame,’ Gwawr says. ‘And Rachel here’s just started going to Welsh classes.’

The lady with the big bag is nodding. ‘Trying my best to learn,’ she says. ‘But it’s not easy when you come from Kent.’

Mammy is shaking her head. ‘Nah, I don’ speak Welsh.’

‘Oh well,’ Gwawr says. She’s still smiling a bit. ‘English it is then.’

* * *

We are in the front room. The ladies are sitting on the settee and Mammy is sitting on the big black chair. I’m on Mammy’s lap. It’s nice on Mammy’s lap. The ladies are asking her lots of questions and they’re writing things down on their pieces of paper. They’re smiling at Mammy sometimes and sometimes they’re smiling at me. They’re nodding their heads a lot.

‘Well, Tomos,’ Gwawr says. ‘Have you had your tea yet?’

‘Yes,’ I say.

She’s nodding. ‘What did you have?’

‘Three fish fingers and chips.’

‘And what did you have for tea yesterday?’ the lady with the big bag says.

‘Crisps,’ I say. ‘A blue packet and a…’

Mammy is looking at me. Her eyes are big. She is making them bigger. ‘An’ wharr else?’ she says.

‘A green packet.’ I am saying it slowly. I’m not sure if I’m allowed to tell the ladies.

Mammy’s eyes are very big now. I say, ‘Oh,’ because Mammy is pinching my arm. The one that the ladies can’t see.

‘Remember what you ’ad yesterday?’ she says.

I’m remembering now. ‘I had fish fingers,’ I say.

‘Good,’ Gwawr says.

The lady with the big bag says, ‘Well, let’s have a look in the kitchen then.’

We are going into the kitchen. Mammy has put all the rubbish in the bin. The kitchen is very big now. The ladies are looking in the cupboards and they’re looking in the fridge. Mammy has been to Tesco like she told Brick and she’s bought lots of food. There are chips and fish fingers and chicken nuggets and milk and bananas and bread and a big bag of crisps.

‘Wow!’ I am doing a dance. ‘Did you get my box and my shiny paper?’

Mammy hasn’t heard me. She’s looking at the ladies looking in the cupboards.

‘What will you have for breakfast tomorrow, Tomos?’ Gwawr says.

‘Chicken nuggets,’ I say.

The ladies are smiling.

‘Toast an’ jam,’ Mammy says.

I say, ‘We’ve got jam!’ I’m doing the dance again.

Then the lady with the big bag says, ‘Thomas, can you show us your bedroom, please?’

* * *

The ladies like my bedroom. They are asking lots of questions about my train set. I’m telling them all about Dat and his train noises.

‘Has your dat been here,’ Gwawr says.

‘No,’ I say.

She’s looking at my bed. Mammy has taken the quilt off her bed and she’s put it on my bed. I can see it peeping over the top. I can see a bit of her pillow too.

‘When did you last see your dat?’ Gwawr says. She’s going up my ladder now. The bed is wobbling.

I am thinking about the last time I saw Dat. I’m feeling sad. ‘A long time ago.’

‘In this house?’ the lady with the big bag says.

‘No. In Nanno and Dat’s house.’ I’m remembering Dat giving me his train magazines. I’m remembering him saying ‘Bye, Tomos, see you soon.’ I’m remembering him squeezing me. And waving and waving. I say, ‘I’m not allowed to see Dat anymore.’

Gwawr is half way up my ladder. She’s looking down at me. ‘That’s right,’ she says. She’s coming all the way down now.

We’re going out of my bedroom and we’re going past the bathroom. The door is open. Mammy has moved all the things I must NOT touch. She’s put them away. We’re going downstairs.

‘Well, Rhiannon.’ Gwawr makes Mammy’s name sound nice. She says Rhiannon like Nanno and Dat say it. ‘There are some things we need to talk about.’ The ladies are only smiling a little bit now. They are sitting on the settee again and they’re looking at their pieces of paper.

‘About the bed,’ the lady with the big bag says. ‘I said it was dangerous the last time I was here. Do you remember me saying that?’

Mammy’s lifting her shoulders and she’s picking up her phone.

The lady with the big bag says, ‘Your next door neighbour gave you the bed, didn’t she? That was very kind of her, but it’s meant for older children.’

‘Yeah well,’ Mammy says. ‘Beggars can’t be choosers.’

The lady with the big bag is looking at Gwawr. ‘Could we get another bed sorted?’

‘Not before Christmas,’ Gwawr says. She’s looking through her pieces of paper and she’s writing something down.

‘The side rail is high enough, I suppose,’ the lady with the big bag says. ‘But it’s the ladder that’s the problem. You must be with him every time he goes up and down it, Rhiannon.’ The ladies are looking at Mammy.

Mammy’s looking at her phone. She’s putting it down now. She’s looking at the ladies again and her face is cross. ‘It’s not Rhiannon,’ Mammy says. ‘It’s Ree.’

The ladies are not smiling. ‘This is important,’ the lady with the big bag says. ‘We’re trusting you with this until we can get another bed. And the screws need tightening up. The whole bed seems to be wobbling.’

‘Maybe you could put the mattress on the floor, Ree,’ Gwawr says. ‘If you can make enough room. Just for the time being.’ They’ve stopped looking at Mammy and they’re looking at their papers again.

I’m getting back onto Mammy’s lap but she’s put one of her legs over the other one. It’s not comfy like it was just now.

‘So other furniture,’ Gwawr says. She’s looking round the front room. ‘You have this sofa and chair. And the TV. Would you like a table and a couple of dining chairs, Ree?’

‘What for?’ Mammy says.

‘Somewhere for you to have your meals. And you could use it as a desk when you’re a bit older, Tomos.’ Gwawr is smiling at me.

‘No room,’ Mammy says.

‘You could put it there.’ Gwawr is waving her pen. ‘In that corner, near the kitchen door. I’ve got the number of a charity that’ll give you free second hand furniture. You could get a wardrobe or chest of drawers for Tomos’s room too.’

Mammy’s lifting her shoulders.

‘And they might give you curtains for this room and for Tomos’s bedroom. Help cosy things up a bit. And they’ll decorate for free too.’ Gwawr’s looking at the walls now. And the floor. Mammy has picked up all the big bits of wallpaper. The bits she pulled off the walls a long time ago. They were all over the carpet. They’re in a big black bag by the back door. She didn’t pick up the little bits. There are still lots of them on the carpet. ‘You’re not a fan of flowery wallpaper, then Ree?’

‘Nah,’ Mammy says. ‘It’s ’orrible.’

‘Well, you’ve already made a good start stripping it. It wouldn’t take them long to finish off and redecorate.’

‘It would brighten up the place,’ the lady with the big bag says. She’s looking round and round the front room. ‘And make it more homely.’

‘Think about it.’ Gwawr is giving Mammy a little card. ‘Here’s the number. A bit more furniture and some new wallpaper would make all the difference. How long have you lived here now, Ree?’

‘Don’ know, like five months?’ Mammy’s putting the little card down the side of the chair.

‘Since September,’ the lady with the big bag says. ‘So three and a half months, more or less.’

‘And how’s it going?’ Gwawr says. ‘How are the neighbours?’

Mammy’s lifting her shoulders. ‘Okay s’pose. There’s a nosy ol’ bag across the road, always in the window.’ Mammy’s putting her leg down and it’s nice on her lap again.

‘She’s probably just lonely,’ Gwawr says. ‘And the neighbours either side? You had a problem at your last place, didn’t you, Ree?’

‘Had a right cow in the flat next door. Always knockin’ on the walls, ’cusing me of stuff.’ Mammy’s lap has gone hard again.

‘And when you first moved in, your next door neighbour rang the police,’ the lady with the big bag says, ‘didn’t she?’

‘Tha’ bitch,’ Mammy says. ‘I hadn’t drunk nothin’. The cow.’

‘But you were making a lot of noise,’ the lady with the big bag says. ‘And you share a wall. The police came round and spoke to you.’

Gwawr says, ‘But there wasn’t an arrest, not even a caution. So we don’t need to worry too much.’

‘She’s gone now anyway,’ Mammy says. ‘Said she was movin’ in with her son.’

‘So she was the side that’s joined onto your house?’ Gwawr is waving her pen. ‘And the new neighbours, what are they like?’

‘Don’ know,’ Mammy says. ‘Never seen ’em. Never heard ’em.’

‘So you get on with all the neighbours then,’ Gwawr says. ‘And one of them gave you a bed for Tomos. She must be friendly enough.’

‘The one on tha’ side.’ Mammy’s pointing to where the lady next door lives.

‘So no complaints about the neighbours.’ Gwawr is smiling at us.

The lady with the big bag says, ‘And so far, only one complaint from them.’ She’s writing something down.

‘Would you say you’re coping on your own?’ Gwawr says.

‘Yeah,’ Mammy says.

‘Because you did have a lot of support until recently from your foster parents.’ Gwawr is looking at her papers. ‘The Ifans. They’re very well thought of.’

Mammy has made a funny noise. ‘Yeah right.’

‘We know you fell out with them, Ree,’ the lady with the big bag says. ‘But they did an awful lot for you.’ She’s looking at Mammy with a bit of a cross face. ‘They were very involved with Thomas’s care, and you can’t deny you were away a lot.’

Mammy’s legs have gone very hard. I am wriggling a bit. I’m trying to get comfy.

Gwawr says, ‘But all that’s in the past now.’ She’s holding out her hand to the lady with the big bag. I’m wondering if she wants to take her pen but she isn’t taking it. She’s putting her hand back on her papers now. ‘You’re here and you’re taking care of Tomos yourself.’ Gwawr’s mouth is nearly smiling. ‘And you feel you’re coping all right, Ree?’

Mammy’s moving her legs. She’s sitting up straight. ‘I didn’ “fall out” with them.’ She’s saying it in a loud voice. ‘That man…’ She’s moving her legs again. I’m trying not to slip off her lap. ‘My foster father was violent to my boy.’ She’s putting her arms round me and squeezing me tight. ‘Did you forget that?’ She’s squeezing me more. She’s looking at the lady with the big bag. ‘Dafydd hurt ’im.’

‘No, we haven’t forgotten,’ Gwawr says. ‘We’re looking into it.’

Mammy’s still squeezing me tight. ‘You don’ need to look into it. ’Less you don’ believe me.’

I’m wriggling a bit because I want Mammy to stop squeezing me. And I want to get down off her lap.

‘These things have to be properly investigated,’ the lady with the big bag says. ‘Or people could say whatever they wanted. About anyone.’

‘Anyway.’ Gwawr is saying it fast. She’s saying it in quite a loud voice. ‘You say you’re coping, Ree. That’s good.’ She’s nodding at Mammy and she’s writing something on her paper.

‘Bed wetting’s still a problem though,’ the lady with the big bag says.

‘Yeah well,’ Mammy’s not squeezing me anymore. I’m getting off her lap and I’m sitting on the floor by her feet.

‘Thomas needs clean clothes,’ the lady with the big bag says. ‘And a sheet on his bed.’

‘He’ll have a new mattress,’ Gwawr says. ‘With the new bed. Until then, air Tomos’s room and use the mattress covers Rachel brought last time. And you’ll have a little help at Christmas, Rhianno… Sorry, I mean Ree,’ she says. ‘If you want it.’

Mammy’s lifting up her shoulders. ‘Like wha’?’

‘A food hamper and something for the little one,’ Gwawr says. She’s winking at me like Dat does. ‘Something from Santa.’

Something from Santa? I’m looking forward to having something from Santa. Last year at Nanno and Dat’s he brought me the new red train for my train set. The one that tips logs out. And he brought me chocolates in my stocking. And a blue torch that has a light that changes colour. And a box of paints and a colouring book. And Santa is the same as Father Christmas. And Father Christmas is the same as Siôn Corn. That’s what Nanno and Dat call him.

‘Something from Siôn Corn?’ I say. ‘Yes, please!’

‘Siôn Corn,’ Gwawr says. ‘Ocariad, da iawn!’ She is smiling and smiling but Mammy’s face is cross.

‘Yeah, I’ll have wharrever,’ she says.

‘Good,’ the lady with the big bag says. ‘They’ll be dropped off in a couple of days.’ She’s writing something on her papers.

‘Okay,’ Gwawr says. ‘We’re done for now.’ The ladies are standing up and Mammy is too. We’re all going into the hall and Gwawr’s opening the front door.

‘It was nice to meet you, Ree,’ she says. ‘And you too, Tomos.’ The ladies are going out. They’re smiling at us.

‘You have my number, Ree,’ the lady with the big bag says. ‘Ring if there are any problems. Bye, Thomas.’

‘See you in the new year,’ Gwawr says. They are going down the path.

‘See you in the new year,’ I say.

They are going to a car. It isn’t the lady with the big bag’s car because it isn’t green and it hasn’t got a big dent in it. It is shiny and red. The ladies are getting in. Gwawr is driving it. I’m waving to the ladies. They’re driving away and I’m still waving to them. I’m waving and waving and waving.

Mammy’s pulling my arm. The arm that’s waving. She’s closing the door. She’s making it bang. She’s going into the front room. She’s shouting and shouting and shouting. ‘Think they can blurry tell me wha’ to do.’ She’s shouting. And shouting it. She’s picking up her mug. She’s throwing it at the wall. Her tea is flying out. It’s splashed onto the telly. A big chunk of mug has broken off. Mammy is shouting. And shouting. And shouting. Lots of rude words.

I’m going out into the hall. I’m going quietly. I don’t want Mammy to see me. I’m going up the stairs. I’m going into my bedroom. And I’m closing my door tight.

* * *

The man is here. The man with the web tattoo. He’s knocking. On the front door. He’s knocking. And knocking. And knocking. And knocking. I thought it was the ladies. I thought they’d come back. I nearly opened the door. I nearly forgot. But I must not open the door. I must not open it. When Mammy is out.

He’s been knocking a long time. I’m behind the black chair. I’m waiting for him to go away. His knocks are very hard. I can see the door shaking. I can see it with my one eye. The eye that’s peeping round the chair. I’m waiting. And waiting. For him to go away.

The man’s friend is here too. The friend with spiky hair. He’s round the back. He’s looking through the window. The one in the kitchen. He can’t see me. I’m behind the chair. He’s by the back door now. He’s shaking the handle. He’s shaking. And shaking it. But he can’t make it open. I locked it tight. After Mammy went out. And the key is in my pocket.

The man with spiky hair has gone. He’s not by the back door anymore. I can hear him walking. He’s going past the long window. And the front room window. He’s by the front door now. He’s talking to the other man. The one with the web tattoo. ‘No one in there, Fly,’ he’s saying. ‘Just the kid.’

The letter box is opening. I can see fingers. They’re pushing through the hole. I can see them with my one eye. ‘Hey, kid.’ It’s the man with the web tattoo. He’s shouting it. Through the letter box. I can see a corner of his tattoo. The corner by his mouth. Now I can see his eyes. I can see them through the letter box. They’re brown eyes like my eyes. ‘I know you’re in there.’ He has a very loud voice. ‘I can see your feet.’ I’m pulling my feet in. Tight. ‘Tell Brick I want my money. Don’t forget.’

The letter box has closed. I can hear the men walking. Down the path. I can hear them getting into their car. I can hear doors closing. I can hear them starting the engine. I can hear them driving away.

I’m going to stay behind the chair. I’m going to stay here. And wait for Mammy. I’m going to keep my feet pulled in tight. So no one can see me. I will wait here.

Until Mammy comes home.

* * *

I can hear Mammy coming up the path. I’m running out from behind the chair and I’m running to the back door. I’m putting the key in the lock and I’m opening the door. She has come home at last. Brick is with her. He’s coming in fast through the door.

‘Move yourself,’ he says. ‘Shift.’ He’s pushing me out of the way. ‘I need a dump.’

Mammy’s behind him. ‘I keep tellin’ you.’ She’s saying it to me. ‘Don’ lock the blurry door.’ Brick is going up the stairs fast. Mammy’s all wobbly. She’s holding onto the worktop.

‘The men came,’ I say. ‘The man with the web tattoo and the man with spiky hair.’

‘Blurry Fly,’ Mammy says. She’s lifting up her head. She’s trying to shout to Brick. ‘Fly’s been round ’ere and blurry Psycho.’

‘They want their money,’ I say.

Mammy is shaking her head. ‘You said you paid ’em.’ She’s trying to shout it to Brick but her words are slippy. ‘I don’ want them coming round my ’ouse. I told you.’

‘Shurr up,’ Brick says. He’s shutting the bathroom door. He has banged it.

I say, ‘I don’t like it, Mammy. I don’t like it when the men come.’

I’m helping her to the settee. ‘Blurry Fly,’ she’s saying. ‘Blurry Psycho.’

‘I don’t like it, Mammy. I don’t like them coming when you’re not here.’

‘I don’ wanna think abou’ them,’ she says. Her hand is looking for something. It’s looking and looking on the settee. ‘Where’s the blurry remo?’ I’m finding the remote and I’m giving it to her. She’s trying and trying to press a button. I’m helping her. I’m putting the telly on and I’m finding her favourite programme.

‘I don’t like hiding behind the chair, Mammy. I don’t like the men.’

‘Shurr up,’ she says. She’s lifting her hand. She’s trying to put it over my mouth. ‘Don’ talk abou’ them. My programme’zzzon.’

I’m being quiet. I am trying not to remember the men. I’m watching telly with Mammy and I’m curled up by her side. She’s not cross with the ladies anymore. She’s not cross with the men anymore. I don’t think she’s cross with me anymore. She’s a little bit sleepy. Her head is all floppy. It’s rolling to one side. Now it’s rolling to the other side.

A man is shouting on the telly. He’s in a café and he’s shouting at a lady. Mammy is trying to lift her head. She wants to look at the telly. I am kneeling up on the settee. I’m putting my hands under her chin and I’m helping Mammy to lift up her head.

‘Gerr off,’ she says. Her voice is all muddy. I’m letting go of Mammy’s chin. I’m letting go very slowly. I am putting her chin back down on her shoulder. I’m trying to be very careful because her head is very heavy. She’s opening her eye a little bit again and she’s looking at the telly with it.

‘Mammy,’ I say. ‘I forgot to tell you.’ She’s still looking at the telly but her eye is closing again. ‘Mammy.’ I’m tapping her arm. ‘I’m singing the solo. In the Christmas concert on Friday. Sir said I was good enough.’ She’s moving her arm a little bit. ‘Are you coming to see me?’ I say. ‘Are you coming to see me singing the solo?’

Mammy is making a funny sound. I’m putting my ear right next to her mouth. ‘Yeah,’ she says. She’s saying it very quietly.

‘Thank you, Mammy. Thank you.’

Brick’s coming down the stairs. ‘No blurry bog roll.’ He’s rubbing his hands on his trousers.

‘Whaah?’ Mammy’s moving her head. One of her eyes is open a tiny bit.

‘Used the kid’s crappy comic.’ Brick is lifting me off the settee. He’s putting me on the floor. He’s sitting down next to Mammy. She’s putting her head on his shoulder but he’s pushing her away. He’s finding another programme to watch.

‘Fly,’ Mammy says. It is hard to hear her. ‘Hee waants.’ She’s taking a big breath. ‘Hhhiss maanee.’

‘I’m seeing ’im tomorrow,’ Brick says. He’s still trying to find a programme to watch. Mammy’s head has flopped onto the settee again.

I’m going upstairs. The bathroom door is shut. I am opening it a tiny bit. There’s a stinky smell in the bathroom. There are two bits of paper on the floor. I can see some letters on them. I’m running in. I am picking up the first one. The letters on it are R and D. I’m picking up the next one. It has a M and a A. And two Ls on it. There’s a tiny bit of the colour blue on it too. I know that blue. My eyes are starting to be prickly. I’m putting the bits of paper safe in my pocket. I am running out of the bathroom. I’m going into my bedroom. My pile of magazines has been knocked over. I’m picking them up and I’m looking for my favourite one. It’s hard to look when my eyes are prickly. I keep my favourite magazine on the top of the pile so I can see it when I come into my bedroom. It has a blue train on the front. The train is called Mallard. It’s my favourite train. My favourite train in all the world. On my favourite magazine. And I am looking and looking for my favourite magazine.

* * *

I’m peeping through my window. I am pushing my cheek flat against it. The window is cold on my face. My face is very hot and my eyes are very bulgy. When I press my cheek flat I can see Kaylee’s house. It’s across the road and it’s six front doors down. Sometimes I can see Kaylee playing by her gate. I can’t see her playing today but I can see twinkly lights. They’re on a Christmas tree in her window. I can see a tiny bit of the tree and it looks very pretty. There’s a light out in the road too. It’s a yellow light and it shines into my bedroom a bit. It helps me see my books when the lectric has run out. It’s run out tonight. Mammy says she’s going to take the lectric key to the shop tomorrow. She’s going to put more money on it.

I’ve been playing with my train table and I’ve been looking at my book. It’s my library book from school. It’s by someone called Roll. I can’t say the name the right way. Miss can say it. I’m trying to learn it but it’s hard to say. The book is called James and the Giant Peach.

I am going up into my bed now. I’m climbing my ladder. I am pulling some tee shirts over me and some towels and jumpers too. I’m trying to get warm. I am thinking about the pictures in the book. I’m thinking about other pictures too like the ones in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. That is my favourite book. I had it last week from the library in school. It’s my favourite because of the film me and Dat used to watch. We love the film. We used to sit on the settee and watch it in Nanno and Dat’s house. Dat used to call me Charlie and I used to call him Grandpa. And Nanno used to bring us tea and biscuits. I like Nanno’s tea and biscuits. I wish I had some now.

I’m looking at my new favourite magazine. It has a green engine on the front. The light from outside is shining on it. The engine is called The Flying Scotsman. Dat showed me lots of good pictures and words in this magazine. He showed me water tower and signalman and points. I’ve found the pictures but it’s hard to find the words. I am trying and trying to find them. I’ve put the ripped magazine at the bottom of the pile. It’s the one that had the picture of Mallard on it. The picture that Brick used for toilet paper. And my nose has nearly stopped running. But my breath is still bumpy.

The lights have gone off on Kaylee’s Christmas tree. But the yellow light is still on in the road. I am looking through my magazine again. There are pictures of stations and mountains and cities. I am turning the pages slowly. I am looking for good words but my eyes are still watery. Something is in the magazine. It’s a bit of paper folded up. I am opening it. It’s a letter and it says Dear Tomos at the start and it says Lots of love at the end and there are kisses too. I know who this letter is from. It’s a letter from Nanno!

I like Nanno’s letters because they are always good and she liked writing letters to me when I lived in her and Dat’s house and she put her letters in books or under the settee cushions or in my coat pocket and then she said, ‘Can you find your letter, Tomos?’ and I’d look in the cupboard and she’d say, ‘Cold,’ and I’d look in the fridge and she’d say, ‘Warm,’ and I’d look under the rug and she’d say, ‘Freezing cold,’ and sometimes when I looked in my pile of DVDs she’d say, ‘Boiling hot!’ and there it was in the middle of the pile and sometimes Nanno forgot where she put the letters and Dat and me hunted and hunted and sometimes we found them but sometimes we didn’t.

Nanno always puts Dear Tomos to start and she always puts Lots of love from Nanno at the end and a P.S. too. A P.S. is an important thing you forgot to put after Dear and before Love from. That’s what Nanno told me.

I’m looking at Nanno’s letter up in my high sleeper bed and I’m making the light from outside shine on it. I’m looking at the words Nanno taught me. I can see the word dinner. Nanno likes telling me about her dinners in her letters and I can see the words rice and pudding. Nanno taught me those words. She makes rice pudding every Sunday and it’s very nice. Nice rice pudding. That’s what she calls it and I can see the word chicken. I like that word. Nanno says it’s clever because it has a baby in it and a baby chicken is a chick.

I’m reading the letter now. I’m reading it from the start and I’m pointing to the words the way Nanno taught me. It says Dear Tomos, How are you? Nanno’s letters always start like that. I like questions and I like question marks too because they are curly and I can nearly do them myself now when I’m writing sentences in school. I’m reading some more of the letter. I am well. I am going to make chicken pie for dinner. I like Nanno’s chicken pie because it has mash potato on the top and I like it with peas and carrots because the peas and carrots stick to the mash potato and they don’t fall off your fork and it’s my favourite dinner ever. I am going to make nice rice pudding too. I hope you will like it. I will like it because Nanno’s nice rice pudding is yummy yummy yummy and I am licking my lips. Lots of love, Nanno xxx P.S. I like Nanno’s P.S.s best of all because they are always very good. P.S.I love you. I love you. I love you.

I am reading the letter again. I’m reading the P.S. again and again and again. I’m smiling and smiling. And my cheeks are all wet.

If I had some paper I would write a letter to Nanno and it would say Dear Nanno, How are you? I am well thank you. I am glad you are well too. Thank you for your letter. Yes I did enjoy reading it. I have a lot of news. Sir says I can sing the solo in the Christmas concert on Friday so I will be singing the solo and being a present and before my solo I must say, ‘I have come from the North Pole. This is my gift for you.’ I must not say it after my solo. I must not say it in the middle of my solo. I must say it at the start. It is hard to remember sometimes and on Thursday we are taking a box to school and red or green shiny paper and I am having red shiny paper. Mammy’s getting it from Tesco and she’s getting a box too. We are wrapping our boxes and Miss is cutting holes for our arms and holes for our heads and when we are presents we will sing and dance round the Christmas tree who is Eddie because Miss says Eddie will make a good tree. Miss says he will stand in one place and shake his branches and he won’t have to worry about dancing and you can’t crash into people if you are a tree and you can’t turn the wrong way if you are a tree and you can’t fall off the stage if you are a tree. That’s what Miss says. I’m glad I’m not a tree. I like being a present. Miss says that some of us will have bows and some of us will have labels and the labels will be sparkly and they will say ‘To’ someone and ‘Love from’ someone. A bow is nice but I would like a sparkly label and I would like my label to say ‘To Mammy Love from Tomos’ because Mammy is coming to see me being a present and she is coming to see me singing my solo and I hope you enjoy the chicken pie and nice rice pudding lots of love, Tomos xxx P.S. I hope you like it in Heaven x

* * *

It’s dinner playtime. Wes is by the fence and I am running over to him. I want to tell him about Nanno’s letter.

Wes is making circles in the dirt with his shoe. He likes making circles in the dirt. ‘Wotcha.’

‘Wotcha,’ I say. It’s our new word.

‘What was for dinner?’

‘Meat,’ I say. ‘And carrots.’

‘And mashed potato then, with lumps in. Pukey.’ He’s trying to put faces in the dirt circles. He’s making big mouths. ‘What was for pudding?’

‘Yogurt.’

‘Deeesgusting,’ he says. ‘Did you eat it?’

‘Yes,’ I say.

‘Then you’re disgusting too.’

‘What did you have?’ Wes sits on a special table for children with lunch boxes. His lunch box has monsters on it.

‘Usual,’ he says. ‘Something not disgusting. And crisps. And a chocolate bar. And cola.’

‘Sir says people can’t have cola.’ I’m trying to draw circles with my shoe too. I’m trying but Wes is using most of the dirt. ‘Sir says cola’s not allowed. And chocolate’s not allowed too.’

Wes is rubbing out my circles with his shoe. ‘How would you know?’ he says. ‘You’re on free meals.’ He’s rubbing out his own circles now. ‘You should tell your mam to make you packed lunch.’

‘Maybe.’ I want to tell him about Nanno’s letter. ‘Last night—’

Wes isn’t listening. ‘Nah, she won’t anyway. Your mam’s a lazy cow. Uncle Vic told me.’ He’s starting to run down the playground. I’m watching him. He’s turning round and he’s trying to run backwards. ‘Come on, thicko.’

I’m running after him. I want to tell him about Nanno’s letter from Heaven. It’s hard to catch up with him because he’s very fast. He’s running round the corner. I’m running round the corner too. He’s stopped. He’s waiting for me by the pipe.

‘Last night, Nanno sent—’

He’s still not listening. He says, ‘Uncle Vic knows your dad.’

I am looking at Wes. He’s staring at me. He’s not laughing. ‘I haven’t got a dad.’

‘Everyone’s got a dad,’ he says. ‘That’s how everyone’s made. Everyone’s got a dad.’

‘I haven’t,’ I say. ‘Mammy told me.’

‘Mammy told me.’ He’s trying to copy me. He’s making his voice sound silly. And he’s laughing now. ‘Your mam had to do sex with your dad, like the people do it in Uncle Vic’s DVDs. That’s how babies are made so you’ve got to have a dad.’ He’s picking up tiny stones. He getting them from round the pipe. He’s putting them in his pockets. ‘Uncle Vic says your dad had your mam behind the leisure centre when she was fourteen.’ He’s putting more stones in his pockets. ‘Everybody knows your dad. He’s that man with the web ta…’

Some girls have come round the corner. ‘Go away,’ Wes says to them. The girls have stopped to look at us. They’re laughing a bit. ‘Go away!’ He’s shouting it. He’s putting his hands into his pockets. He’s running at the girls. He’s throwing the tiny stones at them. The stones are falling in their hair like rain. The girls are screaming. They’re running away.

Wes is rubbing his hands. Some tiny stones are falling onto the floor. He’s wiping his hands on his jumper. He’s looking at me. He’s looking at me from the sides of his eyes. ‘Your dad’s a pervert,’ he says. ‘That’s why you’re weird. Uncle Vic told me.’ He’s bending down to get more stones. He’s putting them in his pockets. He’s running again. He’s running back round the corner. I’m trying to catch up with him. He’s shouting over his shoulder to me. ‘That’s why no one will play with you.’

He’s running very fast. It’s hard to catch up with him. The bell is ringing now too. And I haven’t told Wes about Nanno’s letter yet. He’s shouting. ‘They won’t play with you cos you’re weird.’ He’s very loud now. His shouting is very very loud. ‘You’re weird,’ he says. ‘And you smell.’

* * *

I’m all on my own. I’m all on my own in the house. I’m trying to hide from all the knocking. I’m running round and round the front room. Round and round trying to hide. But the front room is empty. The big black chair has gone. The settee has gone too. There are people knocking on the doors. And on the windows. They are knocking and knocking. And knocking and knocking. The lady with the big bag is here. And the lady with the Gwa name. The men are here too. Their knocking is very loud. They are all knocking on the windows. And there’s nowhere to hide. Nowhere to hide at all.

Nanno and Dat are here now. I’m very happy because I can see Nanno’s grey hair and I can see Dat’s smiley eyes through the window and they have come for me at last. Dat is trying to open the door and he’s trying and trying. But it won’t open. I’m trying to open the door now too. But I can’t find the key. I’ve lost it. I’m pulling and pulling on the handle. But it still won’t open. And the men have nearly broken the windows. They are nearly coming inside the front room. The ladies are nearly coming in too. The ladies and the men are going to try to grab me.

‘Dat,’ I say. ‘Dat, help me, help me!’ I am crying and crying. There’s a lot of shouting. Lots and lots of shouting and knocking. ‘Dat, come quick, come quick!’ The knocking and shouting is very loud now. The men and the ladies are going to get me.

I am sitting up.
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