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THE SKY IS THE KIND of grey that feels unfinished, like someone stopped halfway through colouring it in and just left. Not rain-grey. Not storm-grey. Just... there. Flat and stretched thin over East Croydon like a low ceiling you could bump your head on if you stood too tall.

Mum says these are the most dangerous days.
“People get careless when it looks harmless,” she tells me as we walk.
I don’t know if she means the weather or people.
We leave the station with everyone else—coats brushing, bags knocking knees, footsteps funneling into the same tired direction. East Croydon always smells like coffee that’s gone cold and something fried from too far away. Mum keeps her scarf looped twice around her neck even though it’s not that cold. She does that when she’s been working late.

“So,” she says, nudging my elbow with hers. “You finished that English homework?”

“Mostly.”

She gives me a look. The one that says define mostly.

“I wrote it,” I add. “I just didn’t... love it.”

“You don’t have to love it,” she says. “You just have to turn it in.”

“That’s tragic.”

She smiles a little, the tired kind. Her pharmacy badge is still clipped to her cardigan. She forgot to take it off again.

We pass the kebab shop with the flickering sign. Someone has taped over the broken letter so it reads KEB B. Yusuf thinks it’s hilarious. He laughs every time like it’s new.

Mum talks about dinner—whether we should do lentils or just frozen pizza, because Dad’s probably going to be late again. I tell her Yusuf asked if we could have pasta shapes shaped like dinosaurs. She says he’s ten, not five. I say dinosaurs are timeless.

She laughs properly at that. It surprises me. It’s loud enough that a man in front of us glances back and smiles like he’s been included in something nice by accident.

We’re almost at the corner now. The one where the pavement narrows and the bins are always in the way. Mum adjusts her bag on her shoulder, the strap cutting diagonally across her chest.

I’m telling her about Layla—about how she got sent out of maths for correcting the teacher again—when everything tilts.

It happens fast, but not in the way films say fast happens. Not like a blur. More like when you miss a step on the stairs and there’s that half-second where your body doesn’t know what’s about to happen, but something already has.

A hand appears.
Not attached to anything else at first. Just a hand.
It grabs Mum’s bag.

Mum makes a sound—not a scream, exactly. More like the word hey breaking in the middle. The bag jerks hard. Her shoulder snaps forward. The strap slides, catches, burns.

She stumbles.

Time does that strange stretching thing then, like it’s trying to decide which version of itself to be.

I see Mum’s shoe twist wrong. I see her knee buckle. I see the bag rip free and the strap flick back like it’s alive.

She goes down.

Her palms hit the pavement with a sound that’s too solid. Skin on concrete. Her scarf slips, unraveling, dragging grey threads across the ground.

Someone shouts. Someone swears.

The boy—man?—is already running. Hoodie up, head down, legs pumping like this was always part of his plan. He doesn’t look back.

“Mum!” I say, and my voice cracks like it’s made of glass.

She’s on her side now, breath sharp and wrong. Her bag is gone. Her phone is gone. Her badge skitters across the pavement and stops near my foot.

I drop next to her without thinking. My knees don’t hurt until later.

“I’m okay,” she says too quickly. She always says that. Even when she isn’t. “I’m okay, Esther. Just—just give me a second.”

Her hands are shaking.

Someone asks if we need help. Someone else is already dialing their phone. A woman presses a tissue into Mum’s hand. There’s a smear of blood on Mum’s palm, bright and unreal against her skin.

The world feels suddenly too loud. Every sound sharpened. Buses hissing. A siren far away that has nothing to do with us. Footsteps stopping, circling, staring.

I stand up. I don’t remember deciding to.

My phone is in my hand before I know why. Maybe because I don’t know what else to do. Maybe because everyone else is already doing something—talking, helping, pointing—and I feel useless.

I turn, scanning the road.

That’s when I see Dad’s car.

It’s ridiculous that I recognize it instantly. Same dent on the back bumper. Same faded parking permit in the windscreen. He’s stopped at the light, indicator blinking patiently like nothing is wrong.

For half a second, I think he hasn’t seen anything. That he’ll just drive past, go home, ask why Mum’s late.

Then his head snaps toward us.

I can’t see his face clearly through the glass, but I know that look. I know the way his shoulders tense, the way his hands tighten on the wheel. It’s the look he gets when Yusuf trips or when someone cuts too close in traffic.

Protect first. Think later.

He pulls out without waiting for the light.

The car lunges forward, sharp and sudden. Someone yells again, louder this time.

“Mum,” I say, but she’s watching the road now too, her eyes wide and fixed.

The boy is still running. He’s faster than I thought he’d be, weaving between cars, shoes slapping the wet-looking tarmac.

Dad’s car surges after him.

My stomach drops.

“No,” Mum says. It’s barely a whisper. “No, no, no—”

The car horn blares. Tires screech. Everything moves at once, like the street has been shaken and all the pieces are sliding.

I don’t know why I lift my phone higher. I don’t know why I hit record.

Maybe it’s because my hands are shaking and holding something steady feels better than holding nothing at all. Maybe it’s because this doesn’t feel real enough without proof.

The screen frames it badly—half road, half sky, Dad’s car cutting across the middle like it doesn’t belong there.

“Mum, he’s—Dad—” I can’t finish a sentence. Words keep breaking apart.

People are shouting now. Someone grabs my arm, telling me to move back. I don’t.

The boy darts between two cars. Dad swerves. The car fishtails for a split second and my heart jumps into my throat.

“Esther,” Mum says sharply. She’s on her feet now, somehow, gripping my sleeve. Her voice is stronger than I expect. “Stop. Stop filming.”

I don’t.

The chase pulls away from us, stretching down the road, shrinking fast. Car and runner and noise all funneling into the distance.

Then they’re gone.

Just... gone.

The street feels hollow without them, like something important has been scooped out and left a space behind.

My phone is still recording. I lower it slowly, like I might startle something if I move too fast. My hands ache from how tightly I’m holding it.

Mum sways. I grab her without thinking, my arm around her waist, feeling how light she suddenly seems.

“It’s okay,” she says again. For me, this time. Her voice trembles. “It’s okay. He just—your dad just—”

She doesn’t finish either.

Sirens, closer now. Real ones this time. People start talking all at once, replaying what just happened in excited, breathless bursts.

“Did you see that?”
“He just took off after him—”
“Bloody reckless—”
“No, fair play—”
Words crash into each other, messy and loud.

Mum’s hand tightens in my sleeve like she’s afraid I’ll disappear if she lets go.

I stare down the road where Dad vanished, my phone heavy in my palm, the red recording dot still blinking like it’s waiting for something else to happen.

I don’t know yet that this is the moment everything splits.

I just know the afternoon feels colder than it did five minutes ago, and the sky hasn’t changed at all.
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MUM IS SITTING ON THE low brick wall outside the corner shop when the first police car pulls up. Someone has already helped her there, pressing a bottle of water into her hands. Her palms are scraped and red, and there’s a dark smudge on her sleeve where she must have braced herself when she fell.

I stand in front of her without thinking, like I can block the rest of the world with my body if I angle myself right.

The officer who gets out is young. Younger than I expect. He has that stiff, careful look people get when they’re trying to seem older than they feel. His radio crackles constantly, spilling half-sentences I don’t understand.

“Are you injured, ma’am?” he asks Mum, crouching slightly so he’s eye-level with her.

“I’m fine,” she says. Too quickly. Again.

He doesn’t argue, just nods and gestures for the ambulance that’s just pulled in behind him.

“I’d still like the paramedics to check you over.”

Mum hesitates. Her eyes flick to the road again, to where Dad disappeared. Like if she looks away for too long, something worse might happen.

“I don’t want to leave,” she says. “My husband—”

“We know,” the officer says gently. “We’re in contact with units further down the road.”

I watch his mouth form the words. We’re in contact. They sound reassuring, but they don’t actually explain anything.

Another officer approaches me, this one taller, older. He glances at my phone, still clutched in my hand.

“Did you record any of it?” he asks.

I nod before I think.

“Yes.”

Mum turns sharply. “Esther—”

“It’s okay,” the officer says, holding up a hand. “It might be useful.”

Useful.
The word lands strangely.
He asks me to step aside with him. Just a little. Mum’s hand tightens on my sleeve again, and I feel the tug as I move away.

I replay what happened in my head, trying to make it neat. Trying to put it in order. The hand. The fall. Dad’s car.

The officer asks questions, and I answer them because that feels like the right thing to do.

“What time did it happen?”
“Which direction did he run?”
“Was anyone else involved?”
I hear myself talking like I’m describing something that happened to someone else.

The ambulance crew checks Mum over, cleaning her hands, asking her to rate her pain on a scale of one to ten. She says three. I know that’s a lie because her jaw is clenched so tightly I can see the muscle jumping.

They ask if she hit her head. She says no. They ask if she feels dizzy. She says no again.

The sirens fade, replaced by the hum of traffic restarting. The crowd thins. People drift away once it’s clear the drama has moved elsewhere.

That’s the first strange thing I notice.

How quickly people leave once there’s nothing left to watch.

The officer finishes taking my statement and thanks me like I’ve done him a favour. He tells us someone will be in touch.

“In touch about what?” Mum asks.

He pauses. Just for a second.

“About your husband,” he says carefully.

The ambulance leaves. Mum refuses to go with it. Says she wants to wait.

So we wait.

We sit on the low wall, side by side, our shoulders touching. Mum’s coat smells like antiseptic wipes now. She keeps rubbing her palms together, like she’s trying to warm them.

I check my phone without meaning to. The recording is still there. I don’t watch it. I just stare at the thumbnail—Dad’s car caught mid-swerve, slightly blurred.

I lock my phone and slide it into my pocket.

“What if he gets hurt?” I ask. It comes out small.

Mum doesn’t answer right away. She watches the road, eyes unfocused.

“He’s careful,” she says finally.

I don’t say anything. I don’t know if careful is the right word for what just happened, but I also don’t know what else to call it.

The light changes again. Cars pass. Normal things keep happening, and it feels wrong that they do.

We wait a long time.

Long enough that my legs start to ache. Long enough that Mum’s scarf slips completely off her shoulders, pooling at her feet like she’s shed a layer of herself.

When Dad doesn’t come back quickly, the air changes.

It’s subtle at first. A tightness. Mum stops checking the road every few seconds and starts staring at her hands instead.

Another police car pulls up. Different officers this time.

They don’t sit down.

“Mrs. Kayani?” one of them says.

Mum stands so fast she sways. I grab her arm.

“Yes,” she says. Her voice is steady, but her fingers dig into my sleeve.

“We need to ask you a few questions,” the officer says. “And we’ll need you both to come with us.”

“Come where?” Mum asks.

“To the station,” he says.

My stomach drops.

“Is my husband—” Mum starts.

The officer exhales slowly.

“There’s been an incident further down the road,” he says. “We’ll explain everything once we’re there.”

The ride to the station feels too quiet.

The police car smells faintly of plastic and something citrusy, like cleaning spray. I sit in the back with Mum, our knees almost touching because there isn’t quite enough space.

She holds my hand the whole way. Her grip is tight, like she’s afraid the car might shake me loose.

Neither of us talks.

I watch the streets pass through the window, everything looking slightly warped by the glass. Places I recognize. Shops we’ve walked past a hundred times. They look the same as they always do, and that feels like an insult.

At the station, they separate us almost immediately.

“Just for a bit,” one officer says when Mum protests. “Routine.”

Routine. Another strange word.

I sit on a hard plastic chair in a room that smells like stale coffee. A woman officer brings me a cup of water and tells me I did really well earlier.

I nod, even though I don’t know what “well” means in this context.

Time stretches again. I don’t know how long I’m there. Long enough for the water to go warm. Long enough for my phone battery to drop a few percent just from sitting there.

Finally, they bring Mum back in.

Her face looks different.

Not injured—just... altered. Like something has been rearranged behind her eyes.

She sits next to me, and for a moment she doesn’t take my hand. She just stares at the table.

“Esther,” she says softly.

“Yes?”

She swallows. Her throat works like she’s trying to force something down.

“There was a crash,” she says.

My heart slams into my ribs.

“Dad?” I ask.

“He’s alive,” she says quickly. “He’s—he’s not hurt badly.”

Relief hits me so fast it makes me dizzy.

“And the boy?” I ask before I can stop myself.

Mum closes her eyes.

“He didn’t make it,” she says.

The words don’t land properly at first. They hover between us, unfinished.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“There was a scooter,” she says. “He was on a scooter. He lost control and—”

She stops.

“He died,” she says again, quieter.

The room feels suddenly too small.

I stare at the table, at a scratch in the surface shaped like a lightning bolt. I trace it with my finger.

Dead is a word that belongs to old people. Or sick people. Or people on the news. Not boys who run fast and wear hoodies.

“Did Dad—” I start.

Mum shakes her head immediately. “No. No, he didn’t hit him.”

“But—”

“There was a barrier,” she says. “They said the scooter crashed into it.”

I nod, even though that doesn’t really explain anything.

“Where is Dad now?” I ask.

“They’re talking to him,” she says. “Asking questions.”

“Can we see him?”

“Not yet.”

The officer comes back in then, carrying a folder. He explains things slowly, carefully, like he’s choosing each word from a limited supply.

There was a pursuit.
There was a crash.
There is an investigation.
Dad will be home later, they say. After they finish.

“How much later?” I ask.

The officer hesitates. “Hours,” he says.

Hours feels like a very long time.

They let us go home in a taxi. Mum doesn’t trust herself to walk.

The taxi driver doesn’t talk much, which I’m grateful for. The radio plays quietly—some song about love that feels wildly inappropriate.

When we get home, the house feels wrong.

Too still. Too quiet.

Yusuf’s trainers are by the door, laces tangled. His football is wedged under the shoe rack where he kicked it earlier. He’s at a friend’s house down the road, completely unaware that anything has changed.

Mum sinks onto the sofa like her bones have turned to sand. She doesn’t even take her coat off.

I stand in the doorway, unsure what to do with myself.

“Go wash your hands,” she says automatically.

I obey. The water runs pink at first, then clear. I scrub harder than necessary.

When I come back, Mum is staring at Dad’s empty chair at the table.

“I’ll make tea,” I say.

She nods without looking at me.

The kettle feels impossibly loud as it boils. Steam fogs up my glasses. I blink it away.

We sit at the table with our mugs between us, not drinking.

“What if people saw?” I ask quietly.

“They did,” Mum says.

The word people suddenly feels huge. Endless.

“Someone might have filmed,” I say.

Mum’s fingers tighten around her mug.

“I know,” she says.

I think about my own phone, tucked away in my bag. The video sitting there, unchanged, waiting.

“What should I do with it?” I ask.

Mum looks at me then. Really looks.

“We’ll talk about that later,” she says.

Later feels like a promise and a threat all at once.

The hours stretch on.

The light outside fades completely. The grey afternoon slides into evening without asking permission.

Yusuf comes home, loud and hungry and confused by the tension in the room.

“Why are you both home?” he asks. “Where’s Dad?”

Mum pulls him into a hug so tight he squeaks.

“Dad had a long day,” she says. “He’ll be home late.”

Yusuf accepts this explanation easily. He always does.

We eat something—toast, I think. I don’t remember tasting it.

Every sound makes Mum flinch. The kettle clicking off. A car door slamming outside.

When the phone finally rings, it’s almost ten.

Mum answers on the first ring.

“Yes,” she says. “Yes, of course.”

She listens for a long time, nodding, murmuring thanks.

When she hangs up, she exhales shakily.

“He’s on his way,” she says.

Dad comes home just before eleven.

I hear the key in the lock and my heart jumps into my throat.

He steps inside slowly, like the house might reject him if he moves too fast.

His jacket is scuffed. There’s a smear of something dark on his sleeve—oil, maybe. Or dirt.

His face looks older than it did this morning.

Mum stands immediately. They look at each other across the room, suspended.

Then she crosses the space between them and presses her forehead to his chest.

He wraps his arms around her without a word.

I stand there, watching, my chest tight.

After a moment, he looks up and meets my eyes.

“Hey, kiddo,” he says softly.

Something in his voice—tired, rough—makes my throat ache.

“Hi,” I say.

He opens one arm, and I step into it. His jacket smells like metal and sweat and the faintest trace of Mum’s perfume from earlier.

He holds me for a second longer than usual.

“I’m sorry,” he says quietly, not looking at either of us.

“For what?” Mum asks, her voice muffled against him.

He doesn’t answer.

We stand there like that, the three of us, until Yusuf wanders in and asks if Dad brought him anything.

Dad laughs weakly and ruffles his hair.

“No,” he says. “Next time.”

Next time.
The words hang there, heavy and undefined.
Later, in my room, I lie awake staring at the ceiling.

My phone buzzes once with a notification, then again.

I don’t check it.

I know, without looking, that something has already started moving. That whatever Dad set in motion when he turned the wheel didn’t stop with the crash.

But I don’t have words for that yet.

All I know is that the house feels different now.
Like it’s holding its breath.
And somewhere out there, a boy didn’t make it home tonight.

I press my face into my pillow and listen to the muffled sounds of my parents moving around downstairs—cups clinking, quiet footsteps, the kettle boiling again.

Ordinary sounds.

Trying to pretend they still mean the same thing.
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THE LIGHTS ARE OFF, the doors are closed, the hallway is quiet—but everything feels alert, like it’s waiting for something else to go wrong.

Yusuf falls asleep on the sofa during a rerun of some football highlights, his mouth slightly open, one sock halfway off. Mum covers him with a blanket and leaves the TV on low so the silence doesn’t feel too sharp. She carries him upstairs eventually, careful not to jostle him, like he might break if she does.

Dad doesn’t go upstairs.

He sits at the kitchen table with his jacket still on, one arm resting on the surface like he needs the pressure to stay grounded. Mum moves around him quietly—wiping the counter that’s already clean, lining up the mugs even though no one’s drinking anything anymore.

I hover at the edge of the room, unsure where I belong now.

“Go to bed,” Mum says gently, not looking at me.

“I’m not tired.”

She finally looks up. Her eyes are red, but dry.

“Lie down anyway,” she says. “Just... rest.”

Dad glances at me then. His face softens, just a fraction.

“We’ll be right here,” he says. “Okay?”

I nod.

Upstairs, my room feels too small. Like it’s shrunk while I wasn’t looking.

I sit on my bed and kick my shoes off without untying them. My phone is heavy in my hand again. It’s been buzzing on and off since we got home—messages stacking up, notifications I haven’t opened.

I tell myself I won’t look.

I lie back and stare at the ceiling instead. There’s a faint crack running from the corner toward the light fixture. I’ve meant to tell Dad about it for months.

My phone buzzes again.

I roll onto my side and unlock it.

The first thing I see isn’t a message.
It’s a video.
Not mine.

The thumbnail shows the street. The same angle I remember, but steadier. Someone closer to the road. Dad’s car clear in frame. The boy running.

The caption reads:

#CroydonChase

My chest tightens.

I don’t click it. Not yet.

I swipe down, heart pounding, and the screen fills with more of the same. Different angles. Different usernames. The same moment, sliced and reposted and reframed.

Someone’s already put dramatic music over one of them.

My fingers tremble.

I tap the video.

It plays.

I watch Dad’s car swerve. I hear the shouts, the horn, the breathless excitement in the person filming. Someone laughs nervously in the background.

The video cuts off before anything else happens. Before the crash. Before the ending.

I exhale shakily and scroll.

The comments load.

Legend.
That’s what you get for mugging someone.
Hero dad protecting his family.
My stomach flips.

I scroll faster.

That was reckless as hell.
He could’ve killed someone innocent.
Vigilante nonsense.
The words blur together.

I lock my phone and press it face-down into my mattress like it might burn through the fabric.

My heart is racing. My hands feel numb.

Downstairs, the kettle clicks off.

I hear Mum’s soft voice. Dad murmurs something back, too low to make out.

I sit up again.

I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with this. With the fact that people are already deciding what this means. That they’re picking sides like it’s a game.

My phone buzzes again. A message this time.

LAYLA:
Are you okay?
I stare at it for a long moment.

How does she know?

I type yeah and then delete it. Type not really and delete that too.

I lock the phone again without replying.

I pull my sketchbook out from under my pillow. It’s bent slightly at the corner where I sat on it earlier. I smooth the page with my hand and flip it open to a blank sheet.

My pencil hovers.

I don’t know what to draw.

I try lines first. Just lines. The curve of a road. A rectangle that could be a car if I wanted it to be.

My hand starts shaking, so I press harder, grounding the pencil into the paper until the tip snaps.

I swear quietly and toss it aside.

The house creaks as Dad shifts in his chair downstairs.

I imagine him sitting there, replaying everything. I imagine Mum watching him, afraid to say the wrong thing.

The image of the video keeps flashing in my head. Dad’s car frozen mid-turn. The way it looks almost unreal on screen, like something from a show.

I pick up my phone again.

I don’t know why. Maybe because part of me needs to understand what everyone else is seeing.

I open the app again. The same video is there, but now there are more comments.

If that was my wife, I’d do the same.
Should’ve let the police handle it.
Play stupid games, win stupid prizes.
I flinch at that last one.

A new comment appears as I watch.

That kid deserved it.

My throat tightens.

Kid.

The boy didn’t look much older than a sixth former. Maybe. It’s hard to tell when someone’s running away.

I close the app.

My phone buzzes immediately with another notification.

Someone has reposted the video with a new caption.

Dad of the year.

I feel sick.

I slide out of bed and tiptoe to the door. The hallway light is off, but the glow from the kitchen spills faintly up the stairs.

I creep down, stopping halfway when I hear Dad’s voice more clearly.

“I didn’t think,” he says quietly. “I just saw her fall.”

Mum doesn’t answer right away.

“You reacted,” she says eventually. “Anyone would’ve.”

There’s a pause.

“I don’t know about anyone,” he says.

I sink onto the step, hugging my knees to my chest. I don’t mean to listen
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