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With special thanks to Linda Chapman.

To Luca Bevis and his Wonderful mum, Fiona. I can imagine you 
both being perfect orphan animal caretakers!
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Erin Sapiano walked slowly around the airy room. She paused by the window, looking out at the grass with its borders crowded with purple flowers. Her fingers trailed over the pale blue walls, the white chest of drawers and the desk. A thrill of happiness ran through her – her own bedroom. For the last two years she’d had to share a room with two other girls in a children’s home and the arguments had been continuous. But today Erin had moved to a foster home.


Is this really all for me? she thought, looking round.

No, no, no, a voice spoke quickly in her head, pouring icy water on her hopes. This isn’t yours. It belongs to Rachel. Don’t forget this is just a trial placement. You’re only here for as long as Rachel wants you to stay.

Erin knew better than to think placements lasted. She’d moved homes more often than she could remember.

When she was five years old, Erin had been put into care because her mum couldn’t look after her any more. She had moved between short-term placements for a year until she had finally been placed in a foster home with Ada and David when she was six. She’d stayed with them for three years but then Ada had become ill and Erin had moved to a few more temporary homes. Eventually, she’d ended up living at Oaklands, a children’s home.

This time it won’t last either, thought Erin, twisting the end of her long, dark ponytail anxiously around her fingers. Remember, it’s not a forever home, it’s just for right now.

“Erin!” She heard Rachel calling her from downstairs. “Lunch!”

Erin closed the door quietly behind her and padded along the corridor. She passed the bathroom and then Rachel’s bedroom. Erin had a quick peek inside. There was a deep purple rug on the floor and the duvet cover had purple peacock feathers swirling over a rich green background. The white walls were covered with framed photographs of monkeys and apes. Rachel was in most of the photographs, often holding one of the animals. Erin felt a thrill of interest. Rachel was a wildlife vet. Erin loved animals and secretly dreamt of being a vet herself, although she didn’t think she was clever enough. Rachel’s job sounded amazing. Maybe she’ll tell me about it, Erin thought hopefully.

She went downstairs and into the kitchen. Rachel was putting a pot of stir-fried rice and vegetables on the table. Her wavy, light brown hair was caught up in a messy bun and her face was freckled from being out in the sun. She gave Erin a warm smile. “There you are. I hope you like Nasi Goreng – it’s rice with soy sauce, vegetables and chicken. I wasn’t sure if you liked spicy food so I’ve kept it pretty mild but you can always add some extra chilli flakes if you want.”

“Thanks.” Erin slipped into the chair opposite Rachel. Her tummy felt like it was tying itself in knots. She felt very anxious as she picked up her fork, not wanting to mess things up.

“Tuck in,’ Rachel encouraged.

Erin ate quickly. People always told her to slow down when she was eating but she just couldn’t. It was like there was something inside her urging her to eat as fast as possible in case the food vanished. To her relief, Rachel didn’t comment. She just got on with eating and when she finished, she pushed the pot of Nasi Goreng towards Erin. “Help yourself to seconds if you like. I learned how to make it when I was working in Indonesia at an orangutan centre.”

“An orangutan centre?” echoed Erin, putting three big spoonfuls on her plate.

“Yes, it was for orphaned orangutans. The rangers teach the baby orangutans everything their mothers would have taught them. When the orangutans are old enough to survive on their own, they’re released back into the wild. I worked there for two years. The place I work at now is kind of the same only we rescue all sorts of primates – not just orangutans – and we don’t release them into the wild.”

Erin paused with a fork halfway to her mouth, her curiosity temporarily overcoming her desire to eat. “Why not?”

“Because they’re usually not little babies when they come to us. They come from all over the world. They’ve often been kept illegally as pets or used in the tourist industries,” Rachel explained. “They often have health problems and they’ve become too used to humans to ever be able to survive in the wild.” She smiled. “But we give them a home for life and try and make sure they live as naturally as possible. Would you like to come and see them in a few days, when you’ve had a chance to settle in?”

Erin nodded eagerly and finished her second helping.

Rachel smiled at her empty plate. “I’m glad you’ve got a good appetite. I like to cook and it’ll be great having someone to share food with from now on.”

“Do you have a partner?” Erin blurted out. When the foster placement had been arranged, she’d been told Rachel was forty-five and unmarried with no children.

Rachel shook her head. “I’ve had a few boyfriends in the past but I’ve moved around a lot with my job until a few years ago. I guess I’ve never liked anyone enough to settle down. It’s just going to be me and you here. And Darwin,” she added as a black and white cat came stalking into the kitchen.

“He’s lovely!” Erin said as Darwin walked over to her chair. He rubbed his cheek against her hand and then sprang on to her knee.

“Just push him off if you don’t want him on you,” said Rachel.
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Erin didn’t want to. She’d always longed to have a pet of her own. Ada and David – her first foster parents – had owned a big Bernese Mountain dog called Jake. Erin could still remember lying on the rug beside him, while his tail thumped on the floor. Since then, none of the homes she’d stayed in had had pets.

She wrapped her arms around Darwin, keen to show Rachel how good she was with animals. Darwin’s tail started to swing from side to side.

“Erin, I think you’re holding him a bit too tightly,” Rachel warned.

“I’m not,” Erin said. “Look, he’s wagging his tail.” When Jake wagged his tail it showed he was happy.

“Cats wave their tails as a warning,” Rachel said. “Can you loosen your grip a bit?”

But it was too late. Darwin had had enough. With a yowl, he struggled free and leapt from Erin’s arms.

Erin froze, mortified. Why hadn’t she listened?

“Don’t worry,” Rachel said quickly. “You didn’t hurt him. He just didn’t want to be held that way. I can give you some cat-cuddling lessons, if you like. He loves being scratched behind the ears.”

Rachel spoke kindly but Erin only heard criticism. She was such an idiot. Erin hated feeling embarrassed and now anger swept through her – anger at herself for messing up and anger at Rachel too, even though she hadn’t really done anything wrong.

“I don’t want cat-cuddling lessons!” she shouted, jumping to her feet. “He’s a stupid, stupid cat! I don’t like him and I don’t like it here!” She saw the shock on Rachel’s face as she turned and fled from the kitchen.
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Erin flung herself into her bedroom. This time she didn’t shut the door quietly but slammed it behind her. Then she stood on the rug, drawing in deep breaths. She hadn’t meant what she’d said, but there was no taking it back. Any moment now, she knew Rachel would come storming up the stairs, would tell her to take her suitcase and get out. Well, better it happens now than in a few weeks or a few months, she thought, bracing herself.
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