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Part 1

​

Chapter One

Ria

It felt like the scar she returned to on the back of her knee. That spot where the skin was so thin. A white, fine film that was taut over the threaded network of tissue, veins, and blood. It was the fragile perfection that made her want to pierce it. The first time she cut herself, she felt like a butterfly,  having its wings torn by a cat’s claw. She liked it. She chose a slightly different spot each time, a few millimetres one way or the other, so the skin was new. But it never felt as good. Now, her finger running along the bird’s beak, she was acutely aware of the scars on the back of her knee. Raised, bumped yet smooth, hard. It felt the same.

The black shape waited, patient, while she stroked it. Its feet rested on her forearm, hooked into her sleeve.

‘You’re beautiful,’ she said, reaching into her pocket with her other hand. She drew out a glistening, fibrous chunk of raw chicken. The raven thrust its beak forward and snatched the lump, its head like a flint spear, glinting, tilting. One jerk and the gobbet fell down the black trap door. Ria smiled.

‘Go on then, Bertie.’ She held her arm out and felt the bird’s weight push off as it flew out of the gap where a windowpane used to be. The sun was still up, throwing its last rays over the mill. This was Ria’s place. From where she stood, at the window of the first floor, she could see all of Talvern Pitts. Even in the sunlight, she could still feel the grey. A grey village in grey hills under a grey sky. Today at least, the sun cast an orange bleed over the horizon, warming it all just enough. Here at the top of the hill, there was even a hint of gold in the long grass, shimmering through the net of leaves cast above the trees, just to the left of the mill. She stood in the stone ruin and decided to walk around the outside of it, to the millpond behind. It would be beautiful now – all bronze ripples and reeds making their lilting sound in the wind.

She scuffed her feet over the floorboards, sending clouds of dust up either side of her trainers. She knelt in the gritty powder and drew with her finger in the dirt: RIA & THE RAVENS.

Suddenly, something scuttled across the floor between two wooden barrels at the far end of the room.

‘Shit!’ she cried, jumping to her feet.

It’s just a mouse, she told herself, the place is full of them. She edged over to the barrels and peered over the top. Everything was still there – the multipack of crisps, the box of crackers and the cans of cider. The only casualty was the paper bag of cookies. It had a neat hole in the corner. Her eyes followed the trail of crumbs in the base of the barrel to the edge. She tilted it and discovered a small gap between the base and side.

‘Bollocks.’

She lifted out the packet and shook the remaining bits of broken biscuit onto the floor.

‘Might as well have it now,’ she said, screwing up the bag and tossing it into the empty fireplace.

She heard cawing outside and turned to the window. Someone’s walking up the hillside towards us. She ducked down and peered over the edge, breathing in the damp cold of the stone wall.

The boy was her age, maybe a bit older. He had dark hair in tight curls, bursting out into the air like a firework. He was frowning, kicking the grass now and then. Is he crying? She couldn’t tell.

He picked up a stone and hurled it at a tree nearby. He picked up another and looked at the mill. Ria ducked down.

A loud smash made her jump up.

‘Oi!’ she shouted, leaning out of the window. 

‘Jesus!’ the boy cried, quickly stepping backwards.

‘That was the only window left with glass in it, you dick!’

The boy frowned. ‘What do you care? It’s not your bloody house,’ he said. ‘Some fucking dump that’s been here a hundred years, should’ve been knocked down ages ago.’

‘It is my house, actually. And you’ve just damaged it. I could call the police.’

‘Bullshit. Nobody lives here. And definitely not you.’

‘Why am I here then, shouting at you for breaking my bloody window?’ she said, smirking. ‘And anyway,’ she frowned, ‘what do you mean definitely not me?’

‘Okay.’ He folded his arms and planted his feet. ‘Number one – you don’t get tramps and squatters in the countryside. Number two – even if you did, you’re too posh to be a squatter.’

‘What?! I’m not posh! How do—’

‘Oh no, I’m not posh, dahling,’ he mimicked.

‘Fuck off, I don’t sound like that. You don’t know anything about me. You don’t even know my name.’

‘I bet it’s something well fancy like one of those Made in Chelsea types – Henrietta... Jemima!’ he laughed.

‘It’s Ria. My name is Ria and I’m not posh. I’m just not from round here. Do posh girls drink Frosty Jack’s?’ 

‘Definitely not.’ He shook his head. 

‘Want one?’

‘All right.’

She went over to the barrel, her feet crunching the cookie crumbs, and lifted out two cans.

Am I going to do this? she asked herself, climbing down the wooden ladder to the ground floor, one hand on the ladder, the other clutching the cans.

A flipbook of her life breezed through her vision. Not her real life. Not the black of her past or the grey of her present – but the life she would make real. The life she wanted to have lived and to be living now, to live until she died. The life that she would tell this boy all about. He would believe her. And if he believed her, maybe that was the start of living it, for real?

Yes. I’m going to do this.
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‘Come on,’ she said, walking round the side of the mill. ‘We need to chill it first.’

She heard his footsteps follow. He was taller than she’d expected. She took a deep breath in through her nose and out through her mouth, pressing the pads of her fingers hard against the can rims.

‘Here we are.’

She stopped and turned, watching him look around. They were on a small wooden jetty, reaching out over the pond. The wheel was still there, grey and flaking. It was still, but the gentle ripple of the dark water against the slats at the surface made it shimmer, as though it were half a wheel hovering over the water, without the rest submerged in the black depths.

‘Pass me that bag,’ she said, pointing at a plastic carrier bag tied round a wooden post that marked the join between the jetty and the bank. 

He untied it and handed it over, looking at her with a half-smile. She laughed, taking it off him.

‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to suffocate you.’

‘That’s good to know,’ he said, nodding his head.

She put the cider cans in the bag, kicked off her shoes and rolled up her jeans to the knee. The sun was just in her eyes as she sat on the edge of the wooden boards. She squinted as she turned to look at him, tying the handles of the bag round her ankle.

‘Come sit,’ she said, swinging her legs over the edge and plunging the bag into the water with them. He smiled, bending down, perching next to her. He sat on his haunches, his feet on the floor and his knees bent, leaning his elbows on top of them.

‘You’re too tall for that, you can’t be comfy. Just put your legs over the edge.’

‘I’m not getting these wet!’ he pointed to his trainers.

‘Take them off, obviously...’

‘Yeah I know, but then I’ll have wet feet going back inside them and they were £200—’

‘What?! £200 for trainers? Jesus Christ. You’re wearing £200 trainers in Talvern Pitts... you do realise the average age round here is seventy, right? Unless you count the cows, who would bring it down a fair bit. But cows aren’t impressed by trainers. Especially if they’re leather.’

‘You’re weird,’ he said, taking the trainers off.

‘I’m not the one dressed for the MTV Awards afterparty in a field in Talvern Pitts.’

‘I think I’d rather look like this than you do right now, with an Aldi bag of Frosty Jack’s tied round your ankle in a lake.’

She shrugged. ‘At least I’m practical.’

Ria looked down into the water as he slowly lowered his feet in. ‘Fuck, that’s freezing!’ he shouted.

She wasn’t listening. Her reflection was staring back at her, between her feet. You’re not Ariadne any more. You’re Ria.

She realised he was talking. ‘What?’ she asked.

‘I said, how do you still have your legs in there? They’ll drop off!’

He had shifted right back so his legs were safely lying flat on the boards, with his feet drying over the edge.

‘I like being numb,’ she said quietly, then leaned forwards and reached into the pond for the bag.

‘Cold enough,’ she handed him the dripping can.

‘Thanks.’

They cracked open the cans and sipped in silence, listening to the wind through the branches above them. He’s right. She pressed the flesh on her calf and it didn’t feel like hers. It felt like she’d lifted a dead body out of  the water. She saw herself under the water, tangled in reeds, staring up. She rolled her jeans down and crossed her legs. Stop thinking like that. Ask him a question.

‘You never said what your name was.’ 

‘It’s Tye.’

‘As in tie-a-knot or Thailand?’ 

‘T-Y-E.’

‘Oh. Why were you throwing stones at my house, anyway?’ 

‘Come on, it’s not your house.’

‘I don’t own it, but that’s where I live... most of the time.’ 

‘Most of the time?’

‘My great-aunt lives in the village. She’s half lost her marbles but she remembers who I am still. I stay there when the weather’s bad, charge my phone there, shower. That kind of thing. She gives me money now and then.’

It just came out – before she even really knew if any of it made sense, it was out there.

‘Where does she live?’ he asked. ‘My nan is on Brindle Lane.’ 

‘Other side to that. Up the hill going out towards Silverton.’ Shit. What am I doing? Why am I saying this?

‘Where are your parents?’

‘They died. In a car crash.’ Fuck.

‘Jesus Christ, I’m sorry – that’s awful. When did it happen?’

Think.

‘Last year...’

‘Shit. How did you... I mean... don’t you have any other family?’ 

‘None.’

She thought of her sister and felt a pang of guilt. ‘Didn’t social services—’ he started.

‘Well, I do have a sister,’ Ria interrupted. ‘She’s a lot older than me. So they let her adopt me, then they left us alone. But I don’t see her. She emigrated.’

‘She just left you here alone?! How old are you?’

‘Seventeen.’

‘Still, that’s...’ he trailed off, taking a swig.

‘It’s not her fault, I made her. She had a job offer in America... I told her I’d got a job with boarding... at a stable. I didn’t want to hold her back.’

She heard her mother’s voice. You just start talking, Ariadne, and the lies spin themselves into a web that you’ll be caught in forever. Ria suddenly felt a desperate need to cut herself. She wanted him to go so she could do it. But he was still there, asking questions. And it was her fault.

‘So she has no idea you’re sleeping rough?’

‘I’m not sleeping rough, I just... spend a lot of time outdoors.’

‘And you don’t go to school or college, or have a job?’

‘Like I said, my great-aunt gives me money now and then. I might go to college next year. Or I might just stay here. I like the moorland. Feels like home.’

‘So all your stuff is in there?’ he said, pointing back to the mill. She nodded.

This was an opportunity. She knew that if he left now, she’d add a new scar to her collection, but she’d probably never see him again. He was a total stranger, who only knew whatever she told him about herself. She needed to tell him more, to make him believe her, to have someone complicit in her new reality.

‘D’you want to see? We need another drink, anyway,’ she said, shaking the last drops of her can out onto the grass.

‘Okay.’

He smiled. She felt sick. There was no going back now.

‘How did you find out about this place?’ Tye asked, as they stepped over the threshold. Inside, an empty stone-walled space stared back at them. The only features were a pile of rubble in one corner, a chimney breast surrounding a hearth and a wooden ladder at the far end. The ladder leaned up against a hatch in the ceiling.

‘I live up here,’ she said, walking over to the ladder. She beckoned him to follow her up. He hesitated.

‘I’m not a serial killer, I promise,’ she said, suddenly feeling the weight of the web she had spun. A chain-link web on her shoulders, making it impossible to carry on climbing.

‘Never mind,’ she said, lowering herself back down.

‘No,’ he stepped towards the ladder. ‘I want to see.’

She took a deep breath and headed up. She could feel him behind her, the ladder bowing under the weight of them both.

‘It’s not much,’ she said, clambering to her feet on the floorboards and turning round to watch his reaction as he did the same.

‘Wow...’ he looked round. She smiled.

‘It’s just bits I’ve collected. Nobody comes here. Not that it’s worth stealing. It’s all junk, really.’

She followed Tye’s gaze. She saw him take in the bookshelf she’d made from loose floorboards, the half-burned candles in old glass bottles, the stack of hay in the corner and her sleeping bag.

‘Jesus. You really do live here... where are your clothes and stuff, though? How do you cook or wash or like... do anything except sleep and read?’

‘I don’t really have much stuff,’ she stalled, ‘and I don’t need to cook. I have food in here.’ She opened the barrel and lifted out the multipack of crisps. She put it back and got two more cans out.

‘I’m all right, thanks,’ he said.

Shit. He’s suspicious. He thinks you’re weird. He thinks you’re lying. You are weird and you are lying.

‘The rest of my stuff is at Marjory’s house. That’s my great-aunt’s name. I stay there when the weather is shit, if I’m ill, that kind of thing. Get showers, charge my phone. Like I said. I do things for her round the house, keep her company. She doesn’t have anyone else.’

Tye didn’t say anything. She couldn’t read his face. He turned round, looking out of the window.

‘I can see my nan’s house from here,’ he said, pointing at the houses backing onto the farm on the hillside opposite.

‘Which one?’

‘The one with the red fence at the back. There.’

She made a noise of recognition, but was distracted by something she’d just spotted on the floor. He turned to see before she had chance to cover it over. ‘“Ria and the ravens”,’ he read.

Oh, God.

‘Is that like the name of your band or something?’ he asked.

She wished it were. Why not lie about that too? You’ve made everything else up. No. She couldn’t pull it off. Even though the lies she’d told him so far amounted to a parallel universe, all she had to do to maintain them was pretty much do what she always did anyway. Hang out there. But a band implied friends, rehearsals, gigs, instruments, talent. She thought of how ridiculous the situation was – it was easier for her to pretend to be an orphan than to be in a band. She laughed.

‘What?’ Tye asked.

‘Oh, nothing – just the thought of me in a band. I can’t play a thing.’ 

‘Oh. So what is it then?’

She cringed. Just be honest.

‘The ravens live here too. Well, they don’t live here, they just visit...’ she trailed off, seeing his expression change.

‘Okay...’ he said, moving towards the hatch. 

‘No don’t – I promise, I’m not insane. Look—’

She unzipped her pocket and pulled out the bag of raw chicken.

‘Fucking hell,’ he said, watching the bag. ‘I’m sorry, I’m going—’ he started to step down the ladder.

‘Wait! It’s for the ravens! Just wait one minute, I’m not crazy – you’ll see!’ He stood still, halfway down the ladder, visible to her only from the shoulders up. She rifled in the bag and drew out a slimy gobbet. She saw Tye wince as she held it out of the window, balanced in the nook her thumb and forefinger made when she rolled her hand into a fist, as though she were about to flip it like a coin. She looked at Tye and whistled.

He watched her hand. Nothing happened. They waited. Still nothing. He started down the steps. She held up her other hand in a “stop” sign. He watched again, from one step further down this time.

‘Shit!’ he shouted, nearly falling backwards, catching himself on either side of the hatch. The raven clattered in, like a half-open black umbrella thrown through the window.

‘Don’t be scared – he’s no harm,’ she said.

‘Are you sure?’ Tye asked, clinging to the floorboards on either side of the hatch.

‘I was talking to Bertie...’ Ria looked at Tye, stifling a smirk. 

‘Oh... right.’

She stroked the bird’s neck with the back of her finger. ‘Now do you believe me?’
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​Chapter 2
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Kian
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Six weeks earlier
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‘Hey fuckface, why are you walking so fast?’ The shout came from behind, on the other side of the road.

Kian kept his eyes down and gripped the straps of his rucksack. He maintained his speed.

‘You fucking power-walking or what? Just run, why don’t you?’ another voice shouted.

They entered the edge of his vision. Shit.

‘Go on then, you run... see how long you can keep it up for,’ the first voice sneered.

Kian carried on, digging his nails into the straps.

‘I said run, fuckface,’ the boy shouted. ‘Fucking run!’

Kian flinched at a sharp hit on his shoulder. A small stone clattered to the curb. Don’t turn round. Keep going.

‘Oi!’ the boy shouted, throwing another missile. It hit Kian’s cheekbone. He tried to ignore the instinct to put his hand to his face. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.

He heard footsteps running towards him from behind. Fuck. He screwed his eyes closed, waiting for the blow.

A hand on his shoulder spun him round, Tye. Kian exhaled.

‘He’s my fucking brother, shitheads!’ Tye shouted to the boys, holding Kian’s shoulder, pointing at him.

Kian watched the boys’ faces change. One turned to walk away, but the other stopped him, shouting back at Tye, ‘Oh yeah? How come you’re black and he’s white then? ’Cos your mum’s a fucking slag?’

Tye let go of Kian and ran out into the road. A car screeched to a halt inches from him, horn screaming. Tye darted between the vehicles after the boys, who were already pelting up the road away from him.

‘Tye!’ shouted Kian. Kian was so far behind Tye, all he could see was the backs of vehicles as they swerved and stopped to avoid him. Tye ran in front of a bus.

‘Shit, Tye!’ Kian ran towards the bus as it groaned, dragging its bulk to a stop.

Kian felt like he was underwater, like in one of his dreams where his limbs won’t move, his shouts cling to the inside of his teeth and his ears seal shut. Everything swam in front of him. The boys had long gone, the bus had stopped, but Tye was nowhere.

‘Go fuck yourself!’ The words clicked in Kian’s ear, resetting everything. Tye was on the driver’s side of the bus, shouting, gesturing wanker at the window. He made his way back to Kian, holding his middle finger up as the driver leaned out of the window and shouted after him.

They walked together in silence for three roads. Kian kept his eyes on the floor. He knew what Tye was thinking – Kian should stand up for himself. I’m not you, Tye, I can’t.

‘Urgh, look at that!’ He stopped suddenly, tugging on Tye’s sleeve. Tye looked down at the road.

‘Fucking hell, that’s rank!’ he laughed.

In front of the wheel of a parked car was a dead pigeon, squashed flat like a raw burger patty. The feathers were mashed into the flesh. The head had separated from the body, except for a stringy pink sinew stretched between the two. This string was being plucked, twanging off the floor and back again, by a large raven. It stopped and stared up at them. They stared back.

Kian started filming the bird on his phone. They watched the big black beak as it dived down at the edge of the remains and started scraping them up, peeling the mush off the road and squashing it into a solid clump, gathering as much as it could into one place. The bird cocked its head to one side, sizing up the mound. It squeezed the clod of feathery flesh into its beak, peeled it off the floor and hopped two steps back under the weight.

‘No way,’ said Tye, as it flew off right over his head, the meat weighing it down.

They looked at each other and laughed.

‘Going on YouTube,’ Kian said, putting his phone back in his pocket. Tye rolled his eyes.

‘Nobody wants to see that.’ 

‘Yeah they do.’

Kian felt lighter for the rest of the walk back. He hated being rescued by Tye, but he hated not being rescued more. He remembered last time when they caught up. At least that didn’t happen this time. He felt like he should say thank you.

He opened his mouth to speak as he watched Tye put his key in the door.

He faltered. Tye spoke first.

‘Don’t mention the crow thing to Dad,’ he said quietly, ‘or show him the video, anyway.’

‘It was a raven,’ Kian corrected him.

‘Whatever. He’s not good with stuff like that at the moment. Blood and... death and stuff.’

Kian nodded, looking at the doorstep.

‘Kian? Look at me,’ Tye said, searching his face. ‘Don’t show him, okay?’ 

‘Jesus, I won’t, I said I won’t – why would I?’

‘Good. I don’t know, something to talk about. But don’t—’

‘For fuck’s sake, I won’t, now let me in the bloody house.’

***
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‘Dad’ll be back from work in half an hour. Get off the Xbox. Help me tidy up while I get tea on, yeah?’ Tye said.

Kian didn’t take his eyes off the screen. He could see Tye in the reflection on the edge of it, stood in the doorway behind him, arms folded. Fine, I’ll die. He ran out across the dunes in front of enemy fire. He knew it was coming, but still winced at the smack, the red blur and the fade to black.

‘Done?’ Tye asked.

Kian sighed and stood up.

‘Okay, so you do this room,’ Tye began. ‘I’ll do the kitchen. Take all that crap you’ve dumped on the stairs up too, yeah?’

‘This house has no space. We live in a shoebox.’

‘Well, it won’t take long to tidy then, will it? I need to get on with tea.’ 

‘We’re not having that gross cow thing again are we?’ Kian asked.

‘It’s called oxtail stew, and it’s Dad’s favourite. It’s good for you. If it were up to you we’d live off those fucking potato smiley faces.’

‘I can’t wait till I can move out,’ Kian said, gathering up mugs from the coffee table. ‘Chicken nuggets all the way—’ 

A noise stopped him. They both looked down at the floor. There was the noise again. Like a shuffling, footsteps maybe. There’s someone in the cellar.

‘What the fuck?’ Kian whispered.

Tye mimed “shhh” and listened. A different noise. It sounded like a drill.

He frowned.

‘I’ll call the police,’ said Kian, getting his phone out.

‘No, wait,’ Tye said. ‘Stay here.’

‘Tye!’ Kian hissed, too late. He watched him close the door behind him and lock it. He tried the handle.

Locked.

The drill started up again, but this time just for a second before a cry that made Kian’s skin prickle. Like an animal in pain – something deep but fragile, then a thud and a clatter. He heard Tye scream.

‘Shit – Tye!’ Kian kicked the door and pulled the handle, but to no avail. ‘I’m calling them Tye, I’m ringing them now!’ he shouted. His hands shook so hard he dropped the phone.

‘Shit, shit!’ He picked it up and managed to dial.

Footsteps. Kian watched the lock click open and the handle turn. Fuck! ‘Help!’ he found himself shouting at the operator. ‘Help me, please!’ 

Tye appeared, his white school shirt shining red with blood.

‘It’s Dad. Give me the phone,’ he said, snatching it from him with slippery red hands. ‘Mine’s got no fucking battery.’

‘Dad!’ Kian cried, making for the door.

‘No!’ Tye shouted, holding him back, his hand pressed into Kian’s chest.

He thrust him back into the room.

‘Stay here!’ Tye shouted, then he dashed back out, locking the door behind him again. Kian heard him run down to the cellar, talking to the operator.

‘Tye, please just tell me what’s happened!’ Kian shouted through the door. Fuck. He could feel Tye’s pain in his own throat, his jaw, chest. He slammed against the door with his whole body. There was no use. All he could do was listen. He threw himself on the floor, ripping the carpet away from the floorboards, tearing it back and pressing his ear to the crack between the wood. He could hear shuffling, dragging, Tye’s heavy breathing.

‘It’s my dad,’ Tye said, ‘he’s had an accident. There’s lots of blood...’ The blood drained from Kian’s limbs.

‘We need you here now, right now, please – I’ve tried to stop the blood but... it’s his head... I think he’s cracked his skull, I don’t know what’s coming out... a drill, it was a drill – he has mental health problems, I don’t—’

Kian turned and retched. The last thing he saw was the yellow-brown vomit spreading over the pink carpet, then everything went black.
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​Chapter 3
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Lynne

‘Do you know how to make any of these, Barb?’

Lynne slid a handwritten list across the table. Barbara scanned it. She squinted and mouthed some of the words silently to herself. Lynne stirred her tea and sighed. Barbara looked up, shaking her head.

‘Sorry, duck. No idea.’

‘No. Me neither. I have to try though. Feel awful for them.’

Barbara nodded and patted Lynne’s hand. ‘It’s the thought that counts. Come on. Drink up and we’ll go have a look.’ She pointed past the cafe exit to a sign above one of the aisles beyond. ‘Look – World Foods – I bet half that stuff is there.’

Lynne pushed the trolley slowly, hovering at the end of the aisle, watching a woman wearing a headscarf put a tin in her basket. The lady looked up and smiled. Lynne smiled back and thrust her hand out for the nearest packet before throwing it in the trolley. She pushed along to the other side of the aisle and stared at the shelves.

‘Lynne, that’s Polish – that’s not what you’re after, I don’t think?’ Barbara said.

‘Shhh!’ Lynne hissed. ‘Don’t make me look daft. I’m just trying to blend in.’

The woman wearing the headscarf made her way to the next aisle and Lynne exhaled.

‘Barbara, I’m in over my head here. Let’s just get what we can and get out.’

At the bakery counter, Lynne picked up three bags of doughnuts and put them in the trolley. She eyed the cookies.

‘They both have a sweet tooth. I can get that right, at least.’

‘Lynne, you’ll be great. All those boys need is some stability, some love.’ Barbara put her hand on Lynne’s arm.

‘Like I gave Sian?’ Lynne said quietly. They stood in silence. Barbara looked at the floor.

‘What happened with Sian wasn’t your fault,’ she offered. ‘You know that. She’s a law unto herself. Her dad was the problem there, love, not you. You did your best.’

‘I didn’t. She should never have ended up in care,’ Lynne’s voice cracked, ‘now look what’s happened—’ She broke off, dragging the tears away from her mascara with the backs of her fingers.

‘Oh, come here, love,’ Barbara soothed, grabbing her in a hug. The pair stood, clinging to each other while the chiller unit hummed behind them.

‘It’s true, though. If I’d been a good mother to Sian, she’d be a good mother to them,’ Lynne said, pulling away from Barbara and shuffling in her handbag. She retrieved a tissue.

‘David was a nasty, nasty piece of work,’ Barbara said firmly. ‘And Sian... she was always a wild one. Some children are just born that way. You did your best,’ she repeated, ‘you gave her chance after chance. Right up until the last time, before she left them again. You did everything you could. There comes a point where someone is just a lost cause... that’s Sian.’

Lynne nodded, wiping her nose and folding the tissue away into her bag. 

‘Now you have a chance to really help those boys, Lynne. While Ray’s in hospital, you’ll be there for them. They have so much more sense than Sian ever did. Look at the way Tye looks after Kian. And Kian – he’s so clever. They’re good kids. And you’re a brilliant nana. If Ray’s there for a long time, they won’t end up in care – and that’ll all be down to you, yeah?’ She searched Lynne’s face.

Lynne nodded. ‘I’ll see them right,’ she said, straightening up and taking a deep breath.

‘You will,’ Barbara said, smiling. ‘Come on, let’s get through this bloody list.’

***
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‘Nan...’ Tye called through from the kitchen. ‘Where’s all the stuff I wrote on the list?’

She appeared in the doorway.

He pulled the tins and packets out of the carrier bag onto the work surface, frowning.

‘They’re all there, I think?’ Lynne asked. The kitchen was a narrow, long room with units on one side and a raised leaf table with two stools tucked under on the other. The beige tiles on the walls had illustrations of bread baskets and wheat sheaves on them. At the end of the room, a door with peeling paint and opaque glass panels led to an outhouse where the fridge, freezer and washing machine lived. Tye gripped the handle of the door to open it to go out to the fridge. He stopped, looking at the things left on the work surface.

‘Where are the scotch bonnets?’ 

‘Scotch bonnet peppers?’

Tye nodded.

‘Well, I couldn’t find those, but I got peppers, look—’ She picked up the bag of mixed peppers.

‘They’re not the same – at all. What about the plantains?’ he eyed the bunch of bananas.

‘I thought that was just the Jamaican word for bananas... I saw them on Come Dine With Me once—’

‘Fuck’s sake,’ Tye sighed. Lynne looked at the floor and fiddled with her rings.

‘Oi, don’t be a dick,’ shouted Kian from the living room. ‘She tried, all right.’

Lynne smiled.

‘Shut up, Kian, you’re just glad because we’ll be eating potato waffles and chicken fucking dippers.’

‘What is wrong with chicken dippers?’ Kian replied, emerging into the hall and squeezing past Lynne through the kitchen doorway. ‘If the food I eat is so bad for you, how come I get straight As and you’re thick as shit, hm?’

‘I’d rather get Ds than be socially fucking retarded like you—’

‘Boys!’ Lynne shouted. ‘Stop swearing. My house, my rules!’ She folded her arms.

‘Whatever,’ said Tye, shoving past them both. ‘I’m playing FIFA.’ 

‘No, you’re not, I’m on Battlefield!’ Kian called after him.

‘My bedroom, my rules,’ Tye shouted back.

‘It’s OUR bedroom! And I got the fucking camp bed so you should be more grateful!’ Kian ran upstairs after him.

Lynne shook her head and carried on putting the shopping away. ‘Nothing wrong with bananas,’ she muttered.

The doorbell rang. She tucked her hair behind her ear and made her way through the hall.

‘Oh, shit.’

The mottled glass in the door blurred the outline, but she knew who it was. She looked up the stairs. The bedroom door was closed. Muffled voices were still arguing. She took a deep breath and put the chain across before opening the door. The cold hit her. 

‘What do you want, Sian?’

‘Oh hi, Sian, lovely to see you, how are you? Come in, have a brew,’ Sian said, her hand on her hip. Her leggings hung loose around her thighs. Lynne looked at Sian’s collarbone, the hollow between her cheekbones and jaw on either side, the missing teeth.

‘What do you want?’ she repeated.

‘Take the fucking chain off, I’m not going to rob you.’ 

‘You did last time.’

A shout came from upstairs. Someone had scored a goal. Sian peered past Lynne.

‘Who’s here?’

‘Nobody—’

‘They’re here, aren’t they? Let me see them,’ she said, pulling the door. 

‘No, Sian – they don’t need to see you right now. It’s not good for them.’ 

‘They’re my fucking kids!’

‘All right,’ Lynne sighed. ‘How much?’

‘Fucking bitch,’ Sian said, shaking her head. ‘I just want to talk to them...’ she trailed off as Lynne reached for her purse on the sideboard.

‘How much?’ she repeated.

‘This is your fault, you know – I’m in this fucking state because of you!’ 

Lynne dug her nails into the purse and waited.

‘Fifty quid,’ Sian said, folding her arms and staring at the door frame. 

‘You know I don’t have fifty quid.’

Sian eyed her sideways.

‘Yes, you do. What about that drawer?’

Lynne thrust her hand into the purse and nearly tore the notes ripping them out.

‘Here, take it – that’s thirty. It’s all I have and it’s more than you deserve!’ she shouted, shoving the notes through the gap in the door. Sian grabbed them.

‘You’re an evil cow, d’you know that?’ Sian asked, pointing at her. Lynne slammed the door and leaned against the frame. She heard Sian spit at the door, then walk back down the path. Lynne sank to the floor, holding her hands over her mouth and nose to muffle her sobs.
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​Chapter 4
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Kian

Kian squinted, one eye closed as it was squashed into the carpet. The other strained to see in the dark.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Tye.

‘This was Mum’s room, wasn’t it? I’m looking for her stuff.’

‘I don’t think there’s anything left. And if there is, it won’t be under the bed.’

Kian flicked the flashlight app on his phone on and held it under the bed. ‘Wrong again, derr-brain,’ he said, pulling out a dusty box.

‘Ha! Derr-brain?! Are you five? Classic.’ 

‘Shut up,’ Kian smirked, ‘derr-brain.’ 

Tye smiled.

‘What’s in the box, then?’ 

‘Dunno. Let’s see.’

Kian lifted the cardboard flap.

‘Ha – school books – look...’ He lifted the tattered remains of a green exercise book with “SIAN HUGHES” in huge letters, ignoring the lines laid out for them. There was a heart above the “I” and daisies dotted around the other letters of SIAN. Kian smiled, running his finger across the word.

Tye took the book and flicked through the pages.

‘God, she was worse than me,’ he said, tilting the book so Kian could see the mess inside. Kian stopped the cascade of pages with his hand.

‘Look – “MR PRICE IS A BELLEND”,’ he read. They both laughed. ‘Aww. Teddy.’

Kian reached into the box and grabbed a brown, fluffy bear toy. The pads on its paws and around its muzzle were grubby grey. One of its black eyes was scratched dull. Kian felt tears rising in his eyes.

‘Come on. Let’s go down for tea,’ Tye said.

Kian nodded, letting the tears fall onto his hands, gripping the bear.

‘Kian – come on, mate. It’s not good for you. We have to get on without her. We’re fine now.’

Kian said nothing, wiping his eyes.

‘Look,’ Tye continued, ‘we just need to focus on helping Dad get better.’ 

‘How? We can’t even see him. And anyway, Mum needs help too.’ 

‘She’s beyond help, Kian. Dad will get better when—’

‘He’s not my dad!’ Kian shouted, kicking the wall.

‘Oi! Don’t you dare say that. He is your dad,’ Tye grabbed Kian’s arm. ‘He raised you. He’s done more for you than Mum ever has and a fuck load more than whoever she got knocked up by when she ended up with you!’

Kian pushed against Tye and tried to hit him, but Tye blocked his arm. The pair grappled and fell to the floor, struggling against each other.

‘You don’t know anything about my real dad!’ Kian shouted. 

‘Neither do you, and that’s the fucking point!’

Kian felt Tye’s arms trying to surround his neck in a headlock, but he pushed against his ribs to keep clear.

‘PACK IT IN!’ Lynne shouted. She appeared in the doorway, watched them for a second before lunging into the fray to try and pull them apart.

‘I said... STOP!’ she shouted, clipping them both across the backs of their heads. They stopped, staring up at her from the floor.

‘Nan! What the fuck?!’ said Kian, rubbing his hair.

‘Oh, don’t be such a big girl’s blouse. Get up, the pair of you. This is ridiculous. How old are you? Hm? Are you still three and five?’

The boys got to their feet.

‘Good. Now, Tye, I know it’s not what you asked for, but you’ll get what you’re given. Fish fingers, chips and beans. Come and get it, both of you.’

***
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‘This place is so fucking boring. Nan is like the youngest person in the village, I swear,’ Tye said, sighing.

Kian had stopped listening to him. He was trying to read his physics textbook. It was Friday night, past midnight. The springs of the camp bed were digging into his side. He turned over, causing the frame to creak and screech.

God I hate this place.

‘I mean, there’s only so much Xbox you can play. I’m going insane.’

‘Why don’t you ask your friends round?’ Kian asked, still reading. 

Please shut up.

‘Are you kidding me? It takes an hour to get here. Nan doesn’t drive, there’s like one bus a week – how would that work exactly?’

‘I don’t care. All right? I was just trying to say something to make you stop moaning. You never stop.’

‘Me?! You’re the one who won’t shut up about your precious bloody “Nerds United” or whatever that
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