
 
  

The Cuckoo Sister, by Vivian Alcock 

Kate, aged 11, is haunted by the knowledge that, thirteen years ago, her parents’ first daughter, 
Emma, was snatched from her pram and never returned. Now it seems that 13-year-old Rosie, 
who has come to say, might be the real Emma… although she does not fit Kate’s idea of her 
lost sister. Rosie is smart and streetwise, with a very different background and upbringing 
from middle-class Kate. She is in bed when Kate comes in, distressed and soaking wet from 
running through the rain. 
 
Rosie:  You washed your hair? (Thrusting something under her pillow.) 

Kate:  No. I went for a walk. 

Rosie:  In all the wet? 

Kate:  I was running away. 

Rosie:  You ain’t serious? 

Kate:  No. It was joke. Here's your note. 

Rosie: Ta. I nearly run away once. Got my bags packed and everything. Then I thought 

– where the hell am I going? Nowhere. So I hid out on Hockley Station, down 

the platform, just to make Mum worried. I meant to stay up late but it was 

draughty and there were drunks, and I finished my book, so I went back. She 

was still out so she never knew nothing. Just as well. She'd been worried sick… 

She would, you know. 

Kate: Mummy would cry her eyes out if I ran away. She’d probably have a nervous 

breakdown. 

Rosie: (fumbling under a pillow for letter). If I show you something, you won't tell, 

will you? 

Kate:  No. I promise. 

Rosie: It's a letter from my mum. It ain't to me, it’s to one of her friends. Bettine. She 

works at the launderette and she gave it to me. Mum’s got married. 

Kate:  (who knows this already). Married? Has she? Who to? 

Rosie: She don't say. Ain't put no address neither. D’you want to see it? Here… Be 

careful… Don't hurt, mind… 

Kate: (reading). dear bettine, i am sorry i went off without saying goodbye but i was 

in a state i had to give rosie back to her people you see she wos never my baby 

reelly… i was just minding her i had no choice it was only rite now for the good 

news i am married he is a good man… (Finishes the letter silently.) 

Rosie:  (anxious). What do you think? D’you think she was crying about me? 

Kate:  Crying? I didn’t notice… 

Rosie:  Yeh. There, see… (Points to letter.) 

Kate:  (reading). I wos crying and my maskara run… 

Rosie: Says she wanted to send me her bouquet. I wish she had. It'd be something… 

something to… 
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Kate:  Rosie, don't – 

Rosie:  I ain't crying. I ain't crying over HER. 

Kate: (re-reading parts). I wos in a state… i had no choice… It was only rite… (She 

looks up to see Rosie watching her.) 

Rosie: Mum's a terrible liar, you know. She’ll say anything that suits her. It don't mean 

it's true. She's made up of lies – even her own name. You know what your dad 

thinks. That it ain't really Martin at all and that's why he couldn't find no 

record. You don't want to believe a word she says. Look, there's a lie right there. 

Making out she's a child-minder. 

Kate:  I suppose she couldn’t very well say that… 

Rosie:  That she stole me out of your mum’s pram. 

Kate:  Yes. 

Rosie:  D'you think it's true then? 

Kate:  It might be. 

Rosie: Might be! That ain't good enough. I want to KNOW! I can't be Emma, I can't. I 

been Rosie too long. I'll always be Rosie. 

Kate:  We could go on calling you Rosie. I'm sure Mummy wouldn't mind. 

Rosie: Oh Gawd, you're such a kid. I didn't mean… I dunno what I meant. It's like… I 

can't be somebody's lost baby. I've been a baby. I done all that with mum. Cut 

my teeth, had chickenpox and measles, fell off my friend’s bike, the lot. I'm 

thirteen now, that's nearly grown-up. I can't change back just to suit your mum. 

And it's not as if the rest of you wanted me. 

Kate:  How do you mean? 

Rosie: I ain't stupid. Your dad's been kind and all that, but he won't never be happy 

not knowing. Every time I do something wrong, he'll be thinking, “She ain't one 

of us." And your Mrs Trapp don't fool me with her ‘dearies’. She couldn't find 

her purse last week and you should've seen the way she looked at me. "You 

haven't seen it, have you deary? I know I put it on the table and it's not there 

now.” And all the time it was in her shopping bag. She thinks I'm a thief. She is 

always watching me. She nearly wets her pants when I go near them silver 

candlesticks on the sideboard. And as for you – 

Kate:  What about me? 

Rosie:  You're a bleeding little snob, aren't you? 

Kate:  I'm not! 

Rosie: (shrugging). Oh, you ain’t said nothing. But I seen the look on your face like I 

was a bad smell. 

Kate:  That's not fair. I've been jolly kind to you. 
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Rosie: Kind! Yeah, you've all been kind, and I hope it shows you. (A flash of lightning 

and a clap of thunder terrifying Kate.) You're not frightened of thunder are 

you? 

Kate:  A bit. 

Rosie: Like my mum. She hates it… Hey, that was a big bang, Kate. It's all right, silly. It 

can't hurt you, you know. 

Kate:  (trembling). The lightning can. It can strike you dead. 

Rosie: Not indoors. It can't reach us in here… Cheer up, kid. It’ll soon be over. Your 

hair is drying rough. I'll brush it for you. (Kate passes her brush.) It's still a bit 

damp. You must've got soaked. There, that's better… Was you really trying to 

run away? 

Kate:  Not really. I just want to be on my own for a bit. 

Rosie: Yeah. I know… (She folds her letter over and over into a small square. The 

storm has passed.) I wish I knew ‘oo she's married. I didn't think she ‘ad no 

new boyfriend. She never spoke of one… If she's married that fat pig, I'll kill 

her. 

Kate:  Who? 

Rosie:  That Harry Jenkins. Remember, I told you about him. 

Kate:  The one who got drunk? 

Rosie:  Yeah. And broke her bingo vase. 

Kate:  I thought you said she'd thrown him out. 

Rosie:  I only hope she threw them far enough. 

Kate:  (a pause. Kate is uneasy). What does he look like? 

Rosie:  Horrible. Huge. Fat. Hairy. Like a blooming red ape. 

Kate: (who met him when she was out in the rain, shivers). I think I've seen him. I 

think he's looking for you. 

Rosie: Him? Harry Jenkins? You're dreaming, kid. If he's married Mum, he won't 

want me hanging around. He knows what I think of him. If he's married Mum… 

(Turns her face away.) 

Kate: (awkwardly). I ought to be going down. I promised Mummy I’d lay the table. Is 

there anything I can get you? 

Rosie:  No, ta – I mean, thanks most awfully. 

Kate:  (suddenly bursting out). I don't mean to be a snob! 

Rosie: No. Sorry. It ain't your fault… They don't know what it's like do they? They 

don't know what it's like for us. You and me, we are right in the middle of it. 

They think it's their problem, but it ain’t. It’s ours. 


