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HE COULDN’T EVEN THINK of her name anymore without remembering how she’d tasted. 

He filled the oil lamp for his father, remembering Mrs Antram and her kind eyes, the lines around her mouth, her grey sheep’s curls, and the slippery ridges of her brain, a similar shade of grey threaded with blood vessels, hidden underneath. He remembered the creamy, jelly-like texture that held its shape in his mouth until he chewed, the raw animal aftertaste on his tongue, but reminding him of eggs. Mrs Antram had taught him the words for all the parts of the oil lamp, and now they nestled in his head rather than hers.  

His father nodded, made him wash his hands, and said it was time for dinner.   

Ricky wasn’t allowed to eat too much dinner. Everything his mother cooked was dry and plain, boiled mercilessly to steam in the pans, but his father ate stoically without complaint and Ricky had to, too. At least today there was something. There usually was when Dad got Mum a new girl. She should be dead by now, and he didn’t know her name either. 

There was even a slice of Victoria sponge cake for dessert but he wasn’t supposed to have any. To him, it smelled impossibly sweet, the edge of forbidden fructose driving every other thought out of his head. The dead girl got a slice of cake taken to her on a small china plate. 

Ricky didn’t dare look over his shoulder as his mother hummed a little excited tune on her way down to the cellar. He focused on the sticky table edge, and the dark stain taunted him with shiny jam-thick glaze and the forbidden image of moist light flesh, sugary and risen to perfection, bleeding raspberries and clots of fresh cream. Maybe he could have what the ants left, when it was stale and crumbling to biscuit dust on the plate. Maybe the insects would fill him with cake he wouldn’t ever taste, like Mrs Antram had filled him with words he didn’t know. 

Maybe the dead girl would taste all the sweeter for rotting. He wouldn’t be allowed to find out. 

He wondered what her name was, or at least, what name his mother was using for her, but he wasn’t supposed to ask.  

There wasn’t any meat left in the outhouse. He’d cleaned up too thoroughly. His stomach gurgled, and all he could think about was cake. It clogged his farsight as surely as if he’d had a taste, pulling his focus away. His concentration was always worse as the days got lighter. He could read livers and the slippery parts of an animal easily in the darker, colder months, when the sharp blade of winter opened him up to the secrets steaming out of the guts in the frostbitten air. But now everything was hazy with the flourishing of Spring, everything thick and fertile and vital, and he was just as cold and dark inside and nothing matched, nothing fitted, he didn’t fit, and he couldn’t see the future, only wished he could crawl out of his own skin. 

There was something under his skin, he knew. Something waiting, something strong, something he had grown to love. Like everything he loved, he couldn’t touch it. He kept it jealously, his nameless secret, not wanting anyone else to give it a name or explain it to him, because that would feel like they were putting their grownup fingers on what should only belong to him. 

He clung to his secrets, hoarding them like stolen sweets. One day the big secret inside him would emerge, and then he would be whole, complete, and every season would feel right, and he would be able to see whatever he wanted. The Voice in his head told him so, but it didn’t speak to him often. That was a secret, too - and so was this, his taxidermy practice, something his father could be proud of him for. Ricky wasn’t sure which he was more excited about, the hope of an approving nod, or the prospect of his completed companion. Ricky had taken to his father’s hobby with intense interest, learning how to make other creatures as hollow as he was and fill them back up, and how to thread needles that stabbed through his own flesh just as easily as their skins. Like everything else, he learned the hard way. 

The dog’s forelimbs were ready to be attached to the body, his masterpiece. The rest of the dog was a bit useless with all the meat scraped off, so he had stuffed the bones and other bits he wasn’t sure how to get rid of into the skin of the donkey that made up the main mass of the stuffed chimera.  

The donkey had been a trusting old thing. It let him get right up to it, let him pat it and bury his fingers in its scraggy mane, as if it thought he was going to take it for a ride along the beach. Ricky knew at once this was the one. The other donkeys in the pen had showed their yellow teeth, brayed at him, snorted. Not this one. This one was friendly, and that was exactly what he wanted. 

Ricky had read enough to know this was what friendliness looked like. He decided he wouldn’t need to read books like that anymore, once he had a friend of his own. He could read other things, real things, factual things with diagrams and big colour pictures. He didn’t need books about other children and all the adventures they went on without him. They were silly, anyway. Nobody ever died in them. 

He’d realised some time ago that if he was going to make a friend, like in the books, he’d have to do it himself. 

He had managed to lead the donkey out of the stall and rode him all the way home, getting used to the smell of him, the soft feel of the hide under his hands and cheek. The donkey fitted in the outhouse pretty well, and Ricky had tied it up with the knots his father used on the girls. 

He'd ripped through the tough throat with his best, sharpest knife, all his weight behind the first thrust to break the hide, and it had nearly crushed him against the wall as it tried to shake him off and fell to the ground. 

His father had whipped him bloody with his belt for it, but let him keep it as butchery practice, and something Ricky could stuff by himself. 

Hacking the donkey’s head off had been hard work, but every time he saw it, he felt sick. It was a writhing kind of sickness deep in his belly, the cold and heavy kind. Ricky hated it. He couldn’t understand why it made him feel that way now, when the donkey’s expressive face had been so welcoming to start with. 

He got rid of the head and felt a little better. 

A deer skull, with two majestic antlers, would be a good replacement. It was his favourite thing after the smell of the donkey hide, now properly cleaned and treated. 

He sewed on the dog limbs with clumsy stitches, struggling to see and having to stop to wipe his eyes more than once. 

It didn’t have a name yet. 

That was worrying him. 

He needed to give it a name, or else it wasn’t a real friend, was it? But you didn’t name your friends in books, they told you what their names were, or someone else introduced you. His chest fluttered, tight. What if it didn’t want to be his friend when it was finished? What if – what if it thought he’d done something bad? 

Ricky couldn’t finish sewing it up. 

“I never,” he told it, and his voice came out in a tiny little croak. “I never.” He didn’t know what he was denying. He never really did. 

People said he did things wrong a lot, but no one ever explained why. He’d concluded that adults just made things up in their heads, the way they thought things should be, and then forgot to tell him. He couldn’t understand how his cousins seemed to play along, like they had been taken aside and someone had explained the rules of some game Ricky had never learned how to play. 

He wiped his nose on the back of his hand and sniffed. 

With one limb left to sew up, the creature was now very real and nearly ready. 

But Ricky didn’t know if it would tell him its name. He couldn’t bear the silence, the not knowing. No names came to mind - Ricky’s imagination drew a blank.  

He ran out of the outhouse and snuck back into the cottage before his mother came back from giving the girl some cake.  

He was in bed before she came upstairs, his father out somewhere like he was most nights, and he listened breathlessly to her quiet whistle on the stairs. 

“It’s a robin, Mum,” he said after the first cadence, sitting up. 

She smiled at the wall outside his room, not looking at him, not yet. He had to earn that. First guess was a smile. Second guess a look. Third was a hug. 

Ricky gripped the blanket so hard his hands shook. 

She whistled again. 

“Blackbird.” 

She turned to look at him, still smiling. 

He drank it in, basking in her full attention. He wanted her hug so badly he forgot every bird in the whole bloody country. 

She whistled the third time. 

Ricky nearly blurted out the first thing that came into his head but bit it back. No, of course it wasn’t a lark. Stupid. It was like a water bird, sharp with one low tone and the repeated bursts of a higher one. 

She did it again, her smile turning down a little at one corner.  

Ricky tried to think. “I haven’t heard this one,” he said, when she did it a third time. “Mum, that’s not fair.” 

His mother shrugged. “How will you learn new things?” 

Ricky vibrated under the blanket. “Is it a kind of gull?” 

“No.” She sighed, pushing lank brown hair from her cheek. “It’s a wryneck.” 

“Can I hear it one more time, so’s I’ll know for next time?” Ricky kneeled up on the mattress, knuckles white. 

She obliged, arms folded. 

“Can I have a hug anyway, Mum?” 

He wanted to tell her about the friend in the outhouse, and ask her what he should do to make sure it told him its name. 

She shook her head, and Ricky tugged the blanket taut. “I guessed the other two first go! Mum! I guessed the first two right! I haven’t heard that one before, that’s not fair! Mum, please!” 

“You’re too old to make a fuss,” she said, unmoving. “All three, that’s the rule. You didn’t guess. Now go to bed.” 

“I am! I am in bed, Mum, please.” 

“If you can’t be trusted to play the game, we won’t play it anymore. Is that what you want?” 

Ricky shook his head, clamping his mouth shut. 

“Go to sleep, Richard.” 

She closed the door, and Ricky stared at the back of it, trembling and stomach in knots. 

He threw up a few times that night out of his window, the nausea too urgent to make the bathroom.  

Ricky got back under his blanket and curled up, his stomach sore. He wished he had something soft and warm to curl up with, to hold. He’d wanted something like that ever since he was five, and he’d asked why Cousin Layla had a bunny toy she carried around with her everywhere. The idea you could have something like that, a constant companion, something to hold and chew and squeeze to make the bad feelings go away, had grown up with him. He’d never been allowed anything like that after they realised he could see the future more clearly without comfort. 

He drifted into a restless, light sleep, and dreamed of Victoria Sponge cake. 

He dreamed he was filling his belly with it until he nearly burst, and he couldn’t stop eating it even when he realised it wasn’t cake at all, just plaster covered with lip gloss like the dead girl’s, and dusted with dried paint. The jam was writhing with fat, red beetles, sticky with their own excretions, and the seeds were tiny black mites that would nibble away at his insides if he swallowed them, but he couldn’t pick them out, and he couldn’t stop shovelling it into his mouth, and no matter how much he ate there was always more, and he had to eat it until it was gone, because he’d wanted it so badly. Gran was there, and his mother, not looking at him, and his father, glaring like stone. 

I only wanted a small piece, Ricky begged, crying now, trying to stop himself, but forcing a fistful of the cake’s squirming guts into his own mouth. He could feel them inside him, gnawing him full of holes.  

Ungrateful boy, his father said. Nothing ever good enough. Do you want to lose what makes you special? Isn’t that cake just as good?  

Oh George, his mother said, now staring at his father. If he bursts, we can have a girl, can’t we? We can have a lovely little girl! 

Ricky woke up with a lurching start and retched bile and spit out of the window in the cold light of dawn. 

His stomach was nowhere near bursting, and that was a relief. Ricky supposed that was selfish, though. For a moment he wasn’t sure if that was something his mother really hoped for, or if it was just in the dream. He decided not to complain about dinner again, not to ask for more, just in case they gave it to him and he really did burst. He didn’t want to disappear like that. 

But that was only a passing thought, and by breakfast he’d managed to sleep a little longer, and by the second time he woke, he’d forgotten all about it. 

He ate his old, bruised apple and drank his tepid water and went out to run across the fields and find something to do. 

The first thing he did was to visit the old house on Redditch Lane, and tell her all about his new friend in the outhouse, and ask what she thought about it. Ricky had loved that house, so majestic and quiet, since he was little. It called to him strongly this morning. He could hear her song, drifting through the trees and pulling him towards her. It wasn’t a tune, and there wasn’t a throat to produce it, but it was the sound of ruin and splendour, the sound memories made, the sound of longing and decay. It seeped into his bones, penetrating him to the core and filling him with rich, atonal music. 

The back wall had partially fallen in, and a wire had been strung in the large gap by the estate agents or somebody, not that it would keep anyone out. 

Ricky couldn’t duck underneath like the intrepid children of the town and surrounding farms, though. The house called to him, but it also repelled him if he got too close and seared his fingers if he reached over the boundary line. He’d done it once and received small acid burns that were healing nicely now, just on his fingertips. 

He wondered if it would really burn up his whole hands if he held them there long enough or tried touching the wall. One day, he thought, he’d be brave enough to find out. He wanted the house to mark him, wanted to have something of hers. Now it wasn’t hurting so much, he liked the discoloured patches from that first time. She was under his skin now. 

“What if it won’t tell me its name?” he asked out loud. 

The house watched him, windows glinting grey in the morning light. Most were smashed, but one definitely seemed to be staring in his direction. Maybe it was the spider-web craze of cracks on the side of the pane that made it look like that, but he was sure she knew he was there. He settled under his favourite tree where he could see through the gap in the wall, and she could stare back. 

“I didn’t guess again last night,” he said. “It was a wryneck, and it sounds like this.” He whistled the wryneck’s call. “I’ll get it tonight. I’m going to learn all of them.” 

His thoughts bounced back to the creature in the outhouse. “What if it won’t tell me? If it does and it wants to be my friend, will you let me in then? If I show you I’ve got friends, other friends, will you let me?” 

The house didn’t change its song. Ricky took a deeper breath, trying not to panic. The Crows soothed him. It didn’t feel like it was promising anything, but he could live with not knowing. Or, not knowing yet. He’d figure out how to see his own future properly soon. 

The puppy had only said his cousin’s friend would not make any new friends for a while, which he’d interpreted as including him. He’d been right. But he couldn’t see if he would make any new friends. 

Alright, currently, it wasn’t much of a friend. Its body was round and soft, full of straw and stuffing and bits and bones, the antlered skull was tricky to attach, and he wasn’t sure it would stay on yet, and it had no ears and a limb missing. It needed some eyes, too, but eyes were really hard. They would have to be glass for now, but the ones his father had for the stuffed animals wouldn’t work in a skull. He’d have to think about it. 

“Oi!” A brusque voice cut the air from the other side of the fence. Ricky leapt up, flushing brightly. “What you doin’ here?” 

“Nuffing!” Ricky denied, then corrected himself as Gran glared at him in his mind’s eye. “Nothing. Just sitting.” 

“You smash these windows?” 

“No!” Ricky glowered, shivering. “I never. It was some boys from town. I chase them off sometimes, if I catch them.” 

“Oh, do you?” A man older than his father came into view from behind the broken wall, out of place in a casual brown suit, a clean linen shirt with a stiff collar, and a forest-green tie. His short grey hair was neatly combed, his matching brown leather shoes polished, but a little muddy.. 

Ricky realised he wasn’t dressed properly enough to talk to this man, and Gran would be cross if she knew. He drew his eyes up to the man’s face. There was something not right with it. Ricky couldn’t put his finger on what was wrong, just that it was both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time. It was a strong, lean face, with a nose like an eagle and sharp, dark eyes. The man wasn’t tall, but he was imposing. There was a wildness to him under the suit that Ricky didn’t trust, as if the suit was just one of many skins the man wore when it suited him.     

“Do you want a look around, then?” the man asked. He had an accent Ricky couldn’t quite place. It wasn’t English, or like the English accents he’d heard. It was rich and lilting, harmonising with the background soundscape of Fairwood’s song. 

Ricky flushed harder and shook his head. 

“No? Not a look inside? I just came for a quick check on the old place. Got the keys. You can have five minutes, but you stick to the ground floor.” He had a glint in his eye, as if this was a test of some kind. 

Ricky swallowed hard. It was like the way his Gran offered him gingerbread with the rest of his cousins, who were all allowed to take a piece. He had to prove to her he put his farsight first, and was always expected to say no. 

“No, thank you.” 

The man shrugged. “Well, sensible boy. You were told not to talk to strangers, I presume.” 

Ricky scowled. He didn’t want to be shown up in front of the house, or she might never let him in. “I can talk to who I want.” 

The man laughed. “That so? Big man, is it? Well, if you don’t want to look around while supervised, I better not catch you here later, do you understand?” 

Ricky nodded. 

“Where are your parents? Why aren’t you in school?” 

“In work. I’m off sick.” Ricky repeated the lie mechanically, having learned it by rote. 

“You don’t look well enough to be sat on the damp grass,” the man said, taking a better look at him. Ricky squirmed. 

“I was sick last night. I’m all right now.” 

“Just not enough to be in school.” 

“Yeah.” 

“But enough to be out here on your own in short sleeves, in this damp weather, in the woods.” 

Ricky realised this was a grownup trick. “Mum and Dad don’t know.” 

The man frowned and Ricky realised he’d said the wrong thing. “I promised to stay in bed until Gran comes, it’s not their fault.” 

Another lie, well-rehearsed, but he stumbled over it, trying to put all the words in the right order. He hadn’t been convincing: the man didn’t believe him. 

“What’s that bruise on your arm, son?” He dropped his tone, until it was almost kind. 

Ricky knew not to say anything at all. He shut his mouth and pursed his lips tightly. The man watched him dust himself down and start walking away. He had a knife, his pocket knife, if the man followed him. The best place was the inner thigh – the artery there would mean he’d bleed and bleed and bleed. Stomach for slow, throat for quick. At his height, and since he was so light and not very strong, not yet, not grownup strong, he’d have to get the man down to his level to cut his throat. He’d only done it once, and the man had been tied up and sat down. 

Ricky fingered the hilt of his knife in his pocket. 

He could do it though. He wouldn’t even be sick this time. 

“Show the house the proper respect, do you?” The man was right in front of him, as if he’d circled around silent as a bat and was now leaning against a tree a little way away. He must have a very long stride, or Ricky just hadn’t been paying attention. 

Ricky swallowed. His uncles could do that, move silently and twist the world into shapes that suited them, so that distance was meaningless. Perhaps other people could, too. This man couldn’t be a relative of his. He had been on the other side of the fence. 

He stopped, squaring his shoulders. “Yes. Ask her.” 

The man smiled, amused. “If that’s true, why’d she burn your fingers?” 

Ricky thrust both hands into his pockets. He gripped the knife. “Who are you?” 

The man
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