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To my three little birds

With special thanks to Nicola Brooks-Williamson




Where was he? Why was he still here?

The bay pony jumped, then shivered in his stable as a truck rumbled past.

He sniffed the air and regretted it instantly. Yuck! Rotting rubbish and engine fumes.

This isn’t home.

Clang!

A falling bin made his ears twitch. It’d been over a week now and it was never quiet here. Why did the other horses all seem so happy?

He closed his eyes and remembered careful, gentle hands brushing his coat. He remembered family.

He wished for the girl and endless green fields.
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Chapter 1

A suitcase in one hand, and a horse’s bridle in the other, Pres marched down the pavement between puddles of slush and rows of red-brick houses that were all stuck together.

‘Pres, slow down, turn here,’ called Sally, her social worker.

A sudden gust of wind sent Pres’s curls dancing across her face and sucked a yellow ‘welcome’ banner away from the house at the end of the street with a giant slurp.

Is this my new home? Where are the fields? The gardens?

A crow screeched loudly overhead. Tall black bins lined the pavement like silent soldiers standing guard. Her feet suddenly refused to move, and an unsuspecting Sally crashed into her back, sending them both stumbling through the small front gate, just as the front door flew open, revealing her beaming new guardian: Aunty Janelle.

She’s not much taller than me! Aunty Janelle was wearing a bright red apron covered in brown, blue and yellow splatters, Pres barely had time to take in her wide smile before her aunt swallowed her in a bear hug.

‘Welcome home!’ squealed her aunt.

Pres remembered her lovely smell from her aunt’s monthly visits to her foster home – like the ground after it rained, and fresh laundry. But there’d be no more visits.

This is home now.

Aunty Janelle stepped back and stared at Pres for a moment. ‘How have you grown so much in only a month?! You’re so beautiful – so tall! Exactly like your mother.’

Pres’s eyes narrowed, her grip tightening on the suitcase her foster mother, Mandy, had given her.

She and her mother were separated when she was six years old and Pres had moved from place to place, until she’d met her foster parents, Mandy and Nick.

She’d lived with them in the countryside for the last three years and loved them very much. But they hadn’t been able to keep her any longer – the system had wanted to put her back with family. Kinship care they called it.

Family… but not my mum. She couldn’t keep me either.

Sally gently nudged her.

Pres took a deep breath. ‘Thank you for inviting me into your home, Aunty Janelle.’

‘I’ve wanted you here for so long!’ Aunty Janelle gave her another hug, her smile even wider. ‘Now, come in before you both freeze!’

The heat from the house hit them like a wave. Beads of sweat popped up on Sally’s forehead.

Was the sofa covered in… shower curtains?

Sally and Pres stared at the transparent plastic on the sofa a beat too long before Pres rested her things on it and wriggled her fingers. They tingled from carrying her belongings so tightly.

‘I had a pottery class earlier, the plastic keeps the furniture clean – some kids from your new school actually! Manor Park High,’ said Aunty Janelle, her trembling hands sliding down her jeans, adding sweat marks to spatters of paint and clay.

‘Shall I make some chocolate tea?’ she asked them.

‘Pardon?’ said Sally.

‘It’s our family’s version of hot chocolate,’ explained Aunty Janelle. ‘That’s still your favourite, isn’t it, Prestige?’

Aunty Janelle had always called her that on her visits. Once a month was okay, but… Pres had to tell her. ‘No one calls me that… I’m just Pres.’

Aunty Janelle blinked, wiping her hands again. ‘Oh, okay.’

Pres’s hands were a little shaky and sweaty too, despite the wintry weather, and it wasn’t only the heat. The mention of a new school gave her the feeling of being tossed up and down in a rough sea.

She’d liked the little village school she’d been at with Mandy and Nick. She’d been the only Black girl in her class and had been a little lonely, but she’d had Bob, the Labrador, to talk to and, of course, the horses at the riding centre which had made things way better.

She leaned down and stroked the bridle. Somehow, she’d find a way to use it again. Even in this city.

Pres followed Sally’s gaze to a photo on the wall. Next to it was a certificate and underneath that, a pile of wobbly bowls.

‘What a beautiful photo of Pres! And I see you’re putting your ceramics degree to good use here, Ms Knight.’ As Aunty Janelle nodded, Sally removed her coat. ‘It’s lovely and… warm in here.’

‘Is it? Oh yes, that’s from the kiln – the oven for my pottery. It kicks out a lot of heat.’

Aunty Janelle untied her apron to reveal a T-shirt that said, Never too old to play with dirt. Pres clamped a hand over her mouth to stifle the laugh bubbling in her throat. Their eyes met and Aunty Janelle’s twinkled. Pres’s shoulders relaxed – just a little.

Aunty Janelle and Sally swapped some details about all the boring paperwork that Sally didn’t seem able to live without and then Sally moved towards the stairs. ‘I’ll just go up with Pres to see the room you’ve prepared for her and then I’ll be off!’

‘Of course. I hope you like it, Presti—sorry, I mean Pres,’ Aunty Janelle said, following up behind.

At the top of a narrow staircase was a small room with lemon-yellow walls. There was a cosy-looking quilt of orange and blue hexagons covering the bed. Pres ran her fingers along it and smiled at its softness.

‘You like that?’ said Aunty Janelle. ‘Momma made it – I mean your grandmother. She used to go to her quilting group every Monday at the Senior Centre. She’d be so happy to know you’re using it.’

Pres nodded. She’d been told she’d lived with her grandmother and mother until she was five, then her grandmother had died. Pres didn’t remember her, so it was nice to hear something about her.

As Sally inspected the obviously extra-clean room, Pres looked at her aunt who was doing a crab-like sideways shuffle. Aunty Janelle bent slightly to one side and scooped something from a bowl on the side table, then put her hands behind her back – the expression on her face looked more like that of a big sister than a grown-up’s.

Pres turned her head a little, just enough to spot the handful of empty sweet wrappers her aunt had just hidden from Sally. Her aunt winked at her, and they grinned at each other. Sally looked from face to face with a puzzled look that made Pres’s smile widen.

Maybe it will be okay to be here – for a little while anyway.

‘Some beautiful personal touches,’ Sally said, running a hand along the quilt. ‘I’m impressed.’

They headed back downstairs to see Sally off. Pres gave her a hug, squeezing her tightly around her waist. She hadn’t seen her mum for nearly a year and only knew Aunty Janelle from her monthly visits, which suddenly didn’t feel like enough. Sally had been around for two whole years.

‘I think you’re going to like living here, Pres. You need anything, you give me a call.’ And with that, she was gone.

Now, it was just the two of them.

Aunty Janelle tugged at one of her braids, then twisted them around her fingers. They stared silently at each other.

Aunty is nervous too!

Aunty Janelle closed both hands over Pres’s cold fingers. ‘We’ve got this. Let me show you how our family make chocolate tea – it’s time you learned too.’

Pres’s stomach growled in reply, earning a laugh from Aunty Janelle.

In the kitchen, she handed Pres a grater and a big dusty ball of what Aunty Janelle called ‘chocolate’, but it didn’t look like any chocolate Pres had ever seen before.

Aunty Janelle boiled water and called out names as she added stuff. ‘These are bay leaves, nutmeg powder and these red sticks are cinnamon.’

Pres realised that she was excited. She’d spent so long being a part of other people’s families that she hadn’t ever thought about what her own might feel like. What she might learn about where she came from.

Soon, sweet smells spilled into the air and then into two wonky mugs.

‘Cheers to the first of many family traditions.’ They clinked mugs and sat down on those crinkly shower curtains covering the sofa, next to Pres’s bridle.

It was delicious – thick and buttery.

She and her aunt grinned happily at each other, the warm, sticky chocolate erasing earlier awkwardness. Aunty Janelle breathed it in deeply and wrinkled her nose at the stable smell wafting off the bridle. ‘What’s that pongy thing? A belt? I can try to clean it if you like?’

‘It’s a bridle. You know, for a horse’s head?’ Pres rubbed the worn leather.

‘Oh yes! I watched you ride at our last visit. Your horse looked like a Dalmatian. What was his name – Robin?’

Pres turned her head away, remembering the feel of Reuben’s silky coat. From the very first time Mandy had taken her to the village riding school three years ago, Pres had known it was where she was meant to be. Especially when she’d met the pony that seemed to understand her better than anyone else.

Who brushes his coat now?

‘You were close. His name is Reuben – a Knabstrupper – a type of spotty horse.’

Aunty Janelle nodded and rubbed her chin. After a second or two, she pursed her lips, then said, ‘It might be a bit difficult to find a riding club for you here in Birmingham, but we could ask around. Perhaps someone at your new school might know? They seem keen to get you settled in.’

Pres’s ears roared at the thought of starting Year Seven months after everyone else had already begun.

‘I wonder what your mum would think about her daughter riding a horse? She’s terrified of them! I have to be there when you tell her – we can go and see her as soon as you’d like!’ said Aunty Janelle with an enthusiastic smile.

Pres blinked. As if it’s that easy. Mum left me and hasn’t bothered to visit for ages.

Pres’s eyes prickled. ‘Can I go to my room now, please? I’m a bit tired.’

Aunty Janelle frowned. ‘Of course, you don’t have to ask. This is your home.’

Pres had heard that line before.

After so many moves, she no longer believed it.

Clutching her bridle under her arm, Pres ran upstairs, flopped against the window next to her bed, and stared outside.

Yesterday, over the fence at the bottom of Mandy and Nick’s garden, she’d waved goodbye to Reuben as he galloped into the field.

Today, she was in a tiny box, surrounded by more tiny boxes, her view endless rows of red-bricked tiny houses squeezed tightly together.
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Chapter 2

That night, Pres fell asleep thinking of Reuben, but the pony in her dreams wasn’t spotted and friendly! Instead, a thin bay pony, his mane tangled and coat unkempt, darted away nervously when she reached out to him.

Over the weekend, the pony appeared every night, watchful brown eyes following her. Had she imagined a dream pony because she missed being around horses so much? But why one she’d never seen before? He looked like he was struggling to settle in as much as she was.

She had to know.

Pres reached out her hand and felt the heat rising from his neck.

Hello… who are you?

He took a step towards her. She stretched a little further.

Knock-knock.

Suddenly, she was back in Birmingham, hugging a pillow not a horse.

The knock-knock came again at her bedroom door. Pres’s guts twisted.

It was Monday.

Time for a new school.

She let the pillow fall and wondered if Reuben was still waiting for her at the gate, not realising she wouldn’t be coming back.

What did that dream mean?

A cheerful ‘good morning’ sounded before Aunty Janelle popped up from behind an armful of clothes. Pres knew what they were. She’d been dodging them all weekend.

‘Your new uniform! Mandy and Nick sent your size. I thought there’s no way you could be that tall, but you real langulala!’

Langu – what?

Pres looked up at her in confusion.

Aunty Janelle grinned. ‘You’re tall
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