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‘Fierce and wonderful and utterly singular, Ricky embodies the sheer joy and transformative power of storytelling’

Kate Mildenhall
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Praise for The Improbable Life of Ricky Bird



‘A wise, tender but unflinching portrait of an ordinary family and the unordinary girl at its heart. Ricky – fragile, tough, endearing and funny – is a fabulous creation. She’ll walk around in my world all year, and more.’

Kristina Olsson, author of Shell and Boy, Lost

‘Fierce and wonderful and utterly singular, Ricky embodies the sheer joy and transformative power of storytelling. This is a character you don’t want to let go.’

Kate Mildenhall, author of The Mother Fault and Skylarking



Why readers love The Improbable Life of Ricky Bird


‘The depiction of Ricky and Ollie’s relationship is so special, peppered with hilarious and magic dialogue, and utterly authentic. I love the characters so much – I want to wrap them in hugs.’

‘It’s been a long time since words on a page have brought me so much joy – and heartbreak. Ricky’s story made me laugh and cry and holler with rage for her, sometimes all at the same time.’

‘This is a book that’s dark and intense but on another level it reads as a lighthearted, playful book about a young girl who invents stories. It was totally heart wrenching. I’ll be thinking about Ricky and her brother Ollie for a long time to come.’

‘Bold, audacious and whip smart, Ricky is a born storyteller whose wild and whimsical imagination helps her and her little brother escape to magical places. Anyone who loves stories and words could not help but love her too – and want her to be the hero of her own story.’

‘I was totally captivated by this story. I fell in love with Ricky and the other key characters – all of whom stayed with me long after I finished the book.’

‘There are books in which stories become part of our own memories and others in which characters become part of our own families – and then there are beautiful books like this that miraculously manage to achieve both.’



Why readers love The Improbable Life of Ricky Bird


‘The most beautiful, raw, heartwarming and genuine story. I have never been more invested or attached to a character like I was with Ricky. The best thing I have read in many years – I want to read it again immediately.’

‘A wonderful story of resilience, love and friendship forged in the most unexpected places. This story and the characters will stay with me forever.’

‘What an incredible story. It’s been a long time since I read a story with such unexpected force, with characters and situations that are so ordinary and yet blisteringly and unapologetically real. It almost hurt to read, and it certainly hurt to finish, and I will carry this story and Ricky with me for a very, very long time.’

‘There were moments when I laughed out loud, moments I cried and moments I wanted to scream. I loved living in Ricky’s world for a few days and I already can’t wait to re-read this incredible novel.’

‘Throughout Ricky’s story, I was struck by the beautiful balance between darkness and humour. The ending left me in tears, but I also felt uplifted because, finally, Ricky felt seen. This is such a special book.’

‘I find it incredible that a single author has such an understanding of people that they can create so many different, complex characters and bring them to life, without judgment or a need to censor away the discomfort.’
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To my mother Marion, the source of everything






1

SHE BELIEVED THERE were two types of disaster. There were catastrophes like tidal waves and landslides that came crashing down on their victims with brutal and unavoidable force. Then there was the type of disaster that happened without fanfare, the terrible thing that crept up and slithered in. This thing was silent and relentless like decay but its accumulated effects were devastating. It not only destroyed your life but it also left you feeling impotent and guilty as if you should have noticed earlier and done more to prevent its advance.

Ricky’s disaster had arrived with stealth. At first, the changes were minor and she had resisted in small ways. She’d worried but trouble had seemed like a distant possibility, so she didn’t go all out to protect what she had. But things kept disintegrating and falling away until she realised it was too late to do anything. Now her father was packing things into boxes and she was powerless to stop him. She struggled to understand this change, to rearrange the way she thought and felt. But it wasn’t any use. The undoing of her family and her life in Brixton was like the drip, drip, drip of water on stone, the wearing away of solid particles by soft persistence until finally there was a hole.

In the move to Camden, Ricky suffered a great loss. It was a yawning emptiness that terrified and disoriented her but what came in its place, the unspeakable slithery thing that inveigled itself, was far worse than any of her losses.

She heard Dan slam the back of the rental truck and leaned over the driver’s seat to look in the wing mirror. It was a quick glance but he was already there, as if anticipating her. He raised his eyebrows and smiled at her reflection. She quickly sat up again.

He rapped his knuckles on the driver’s window. ‘Once I get the bike in the back we’ll be ready to rock ’n’ roll!’

Her mother laughed, which made Ricky want to scream because Dan was about as hilarious as an infection. She considered various diseases before settling on syphilis.

It was hot inside the truck’s cab. The backs of Ricky’s legs were sticking to the vinyl upholstery. Her ponytail was damp against her neck. She desperately wanted short hair, a boy’s number three, but her mother said no. The ponytail was a compromise.

‘How long is it going to take to get to King’s Crescent?’ Ricky asked for the sixth time.

‘You know exactly how long it’s going to take,’ her mother replied. ‘That must be the fifth time you’ve asked.’

‘Sixth,’ corrected Ollie.

Ricky elbowed her brother.

‘Stop shoving him, Vicky.’ Her mother reached over Ollie to put a hand on her knee.

She shook it off. ‘The name’s Ricky.’

‘Actually, your name is Victoria. It was your grandmother’s name.’

The previous day Ricky had decided her name had to go. ‘If you insist on moving us to Camden, then I insist on a new name.’

‘You know why we’re moving.’

‘Why we’re leaving Dad, you mean.’

Ricky slid her hand into the pocket of her cargo shorts where her fingers curled around the container of junior multivitamins. They were a moving gift from her father. She needed to stay healthy and strong, he told her.

Her mother was looking at her. ‘We’ll still be in London.’

‘The rubbish part of London.’ Ricky imagined the King’s Crescent Estate as a hostile wasteland populated by thugs and crooks. They would swear loudly and have homemade tattoos. Ricky wanted a tattoo about as much as she wanted head lice. They would have plenty of those on the estate, too.

‘Don’t make this more difficult than it already is.’ Her mother sighed. ‘We all need a change.’

‘No, you want a change.’

‘You know it wasn’t working with your father. He wasn’t working for a start. He hasn’t had a proper job for a long time.’ Her mother’s voice was getting higher and higher. ‘You know all this.’

‘Dad works really hard on the allotment.’

‘That’s not work.’

‘Dad’s a gardener.’

‘He’s a gardener who doesn’t work.’

‘You’re moving us to Camden so you can be closer to your new boyfriend.’

‘Don’t blame Dan. He’s been really good to me. To all of us.’

‘You hardly know the man. If it wasn’t for him turning up you might have tried harder with Dad.’

‘I did try hard. You know very well how hard I tried. You were there, Vicky.’

‘Ricky.’

Her mother tilted her head. ‘Okay, I’ll call you Ricky if you make an effort with Dan.’

Ricky studied her mother through one eye. What was wrong with the woman? Couldn’t she see what Dan was like? All that fake smiling and flashing of his strangely pointy teeth. Her mother said he had beautiful eyes but they were set too far apart. He may as well have been a bald eagle or a hammerhead shark. His other appearance crimes were a hipster beard and straggly, sandy hair that he sometimes wore in a man bun. A man bun! Had her mother gone mad?

The driver’s door opened. Dan’s sweaty man-smell filled the cab, a mixture of hot metal and dog breath. ‘Camden, here we come!’

Ricky squeezed closer to her brother as Dan climbed inside, swinging himself up with the hand grip above the door to noisily settle himself in the driver’s seat. As he dug in his pocket for the keys, his elbow bumped against the side of her chest. It was like a jolt of electricity, sending a rush of charged electrons surging through her body, aggressive and uninvited.

She jumped and let out a sound.

‘Oops.’ Dan raised his eyebrows comically. ‘My bad.’

She felt her mother’s hand on her knee. ‘Stop being dramatic.’

Ricky stayed pressed against Ollie but sat up as the truck started moving. She had lived on the small council estate in Brixton all her life and loved every inch of it: the allotment, Brockwell Park with its crooked old oak, the overripe fruit smell of Electric Avenue, the way people were all different but everyone got along, mostly.

As the truck idled in traffic outside Brixton Station, she scanned the crowd gathered near the mouth of the Tube. Summer holidays had started in Lambeth, two days earlier than Camden. She pictured her friends meeting up in Brockwell Park, laughing and shouting. Summer in the park was magic. She thought of the Lambeth Country Show and felt her throat tighten painfully. Every year she visited the funfair in the park with her father. She couldn’t remember a summer when they hadn’t gone together. It was their special thing.

The engine shuddered. The truck started moving again.

Her brother gave her a small, nervous smile. At least the seating positions made it difficult for him to talk to Dan.

‘How fast can this truck go?’ asked Ollie.

The little swine was leaning forward. He was smiling at the enemy.

‘It can go a million miles an hour.’ Dan laughed. ‘But I’ll stick to fifty.’

Ricky added ‘liar’ and ‘con artist’ to Dan’s crimes. She closed her eyes. If Ollie was going to stick a knife in her father’s back, she was going to pretend he didn’t exist.



Ricky was roused by loud beeping. They were in the middle of a large estate with a mixture of buildings, modern low-rise blocks of flats and mid-century, red-brick towers. The concrete of the pavement was a white glare under the bright midday sun. Weeds were growing between the paving stones. Nothing was moving, not even the leaves of the London plane trees on either side of the road. The place looked barren and uninhabited. Ricky could almost feel the air crackling with bad intentions.

At first glance, the long, pale-brick building didn’t look terrible. Panels of white cladding had been recently added to freshen up its façade. Each of its three storeys had a communal balcony that fed into a central stairway. Ricky knew from the council plans that their flat was on the first floor.

Ollie was sleeping and began to whine that he was feeling sick as her mother undid his seatbelt. While Dan started unloading the truck, they followed their mother up the grubby steps to a scratched grey door with a spyhole. Ricky’s mother was still fiddling with the keys when a pretty girl in a school uniform came up the steps behind them.

‘Hello, what’s your name and how old are you?’ asked Ollie. ‘Do you live here?’

‘Yes,’ said the girl, her eyes widening. They were brown and, unlike Dan’s, they were located in normal positions on her face. ‘My name’s Samia. I’m twelve.’

‘My name’s Oliver Cromwell Bird. I am six years old and I’m going to start a new school in September.’ Ollie was being very talkative for someone who was supposed to be sick.

‘His real name is Oliver Edward Bird,’ Ricky corrected. ‘Oliver Cromwell’ was their private joke, something she called him when he was being treacherous.

‘If you can change your name, I can change mine.’ He turned his back on Ricky but then said something that made her want to kiss him. ‘This is my big sister. Her name is Ricky. It is not Victoria. She is twelve.’

‘I’m more or less thirteen, a teenager.’

Samia nodded shyly before knocking on the door next to theirs. It opened and the face of a fierce-looking woman appeared. She frowned at Ricky before pulling Samia inside.

‘Finally!’ Her mother managed to push open the door. She gasped. ‘Oh, god, no!’

The first thing Ricky noticed was the smell. It was sour milk, dirty nappies and old fish and chips. Sour, putrid and fatty. There was rubbish everywhere.

They were standing in the flat’s kitchen and it was the messiest room Ricky had ever seen. Drawers and cupboards were hanging open. There were wrappers scattered over the countertops and half-empty takeaway containers piled in the sink. A tinfoil tray of tomato pasta was covered with long, green fibres of mould. Something white, a thick sauce of some kind, had been spilled or thrown over the cupboards and had dribbled to the floor.

Ricky followed as her mother moved trance-like through the living and dining room, and then down the hall to the bathroom before visiting each of the three bedrooms. The corner bedroom with windows on two sides was Ricky’s. She knew it was hers because she’d chosen it from the floor plan. The room was bright but, like the others, its carpet was littered with paper and plastic. A ripped curtain was hanging off a broken rail. There was a collapsed pine bookshelf in the corner. Ricky ran her hand along its surface as she walked over to a window. Below their building was a playground. It was deserted and looked miserable, nothing like the massive adventure playground they’d left behind in Brixton.

‘Don’t cry, Mummy,’ said Ollie, tugging her shorts.

‘It’s not that bad,’ Ricky lied. ‘I bet I can fix that bookshelf. I need a bigger one.’

Her mother didn’t move or say anything. The tears had overflowed and were running down her cheeks.

‘There’s a playground.’ Ricky pointed out the window. ‘I could take Ollie down there for a while. It’s got ducks.’

‘Ducks!’ Ollie said, excitedly.

Her mother moved to the window.

The playground was a narrow, fenced-off rectangle that stretched from the pavement to the back of the building. It was flanked on one side by a hedge and had a climbing frame, swings, a seesaw and two brightly coloured plastic ducks on springs. The ducks were dazzling red and blue and had strange long beaks that gave them a crocodile-like appearance. In one corner was a white plastic construction shaped like an igloo.

Ollie was frowning. ‘Those ducks are definitely the wrong colour,’ he said.

Ricky’s brother knew a lot about birds and animals for a little boy. Whenever someone asked him what he wanted to be when he grew up, he would say ‘David Attenborough’ as if David Attenborough was a job like a policeman or dental technician.

‘We could paint them,’ said Ricky.

‘They should be white.’

‘I think we should muzzle them. They look like nippers.’

Ollie laughed.

Her mother sniffed. ‘What kind of idiot puts plastic ducks and a fake igloo in a London playground? I doubt there’s an Eskimo within a thousand miles.’

‘Inuit.’ Ricky couldn’t help herself. ‘You’re not supposed to call them Eskimos.’

Her mother allowed herself a smile. ‘How do you know these things?’

‘Dad used to take me to the library, remember?’

Her mother’s expression hardened. ‘Stay in the playground. Don’t let Ollie out of your sight and don’t talk to any idiots.’

As they were going down the steps, Dan was coming up carrying two boxes. He smiled and started to ask where they were going, but before Ollie could respond, Ricky tugged him away. She’d been warned not to talk to idiots.

When Ollie pushed open the gate to the playground, Ricky glanced up and saw that her mother had come outside and was standing on the balcony with Dan. Her arms were wrapped around his neck and her cheek was pressed against his chest. She was crying again, her shoulders shaking. He was comforting her, his hand making circles between her shoulder blades.

Ricky watched the way his hand moved and sensed he’d done this before. There had been another woman, perhaps several other women, who had needed comforting. It was like witnessing a car accident or dog fight. Ricky had to close her eyes, scrunch them up until lights flashed behind her eyelids. She felt a tight pain in the centre of her chest and imagined herself fainting, sinking down until her head hit the pavement. She could almost hear the ugly crack of her skull against concrete. The thought of hurting herself and an image of her mother running toward her, shouting her name, steadied her. When she opened her eyes, she realised she wasn’t the only one watching her mother and Dan. The neighbour had pushed open her kitchen window and was looking. The fierce woman noticed Ricky and shook her head before disappearing from view.

‘I don’t want to sit on a duck,’ said Ollie. ‘It might bite me and I could die.’

‘If you sit on one of those stupid ducks the only thing you’ll die of is embarrassment,’ Ricky said.

‘They’re murder ducks.’

Ricky laughed. Ollie knew a lot of words for a child and liked to experiment with them, assembling sentences from overheard bits of conversation and television. He didn’t care if his word soup made sense. It was one of the best things about him.

She gave him a squeeze as she lifted him onto a swing. He laughed, his silky hair catching the wind as she began to push.

Between shoves, Ricky looked around, desperate to find something, anything, that would take away the dread sitting in her abdomen like a clump of rotting leaves. The world as she knew it had ended and, apart from Ollie, she had nothing solid she could trust. She gave the swing another shove and stood on the tips of her toes.

There! It was a flash of something familiar in the distance.

She raised herself up again. Yes, she was sure. It was the top of a wigwam like the ones her father made out of bamboo. Somewhere near the tower blocks was a vegetable garden.

Ollie complained as she left him swinging to clamber up the climbing frame. The vegetable plot was located near a grove of trees and was bordered on one side by a ragged hedge. The lush, cultivated wedge of land looked out of place on the estate as if it had been photoshopped. It sat awkwardly between two tower blocks yet, despite its isolated setting, Ricky saw that it was south facing, a suntrap. It was neatly fenced and had a wooden shed in the corner by the gate. On one side of the shed was a frame with a climbing rose. It was a yellow rose, like the one her father had trained over the allotment fence.

‘There’s a nice garden over there,’ she said, pointing.

‘An allotment?’ asked Ollie. He loved gardening as much as Ricky and had a particular soft spot for earthworms. ‘Worms never argue or bite,’ he was fond of saying.

‘I’m not sure. It might be a community garden.’

‘Does that mean we can go there?’

‘Let’s not get our hopes up.’ But, of course, her hopes were already rocketing over the top of the towers. If they had access to a garden, summer in Camden wouldn’t be a complete disaster.

Ricky swung down from the climbing frame and walked over to the igloo, kneeling down to sniff the entrance. Surprisingly, it didn’t smell bad. In Brixton it might have reeked of urine or something worse.

‘Dad once slept in an igloo,’ she said, rocking back on her heels.

‘No, he didn’t.’ Ollie was struggling not to look eager to believe her.

‘He did. He went to Iceland with a team of huskies to collect alpine plants.’

‘How many huskies?’ Ollie was a dog man. Iceland and alpine plants were window dressing. It was all about the dogs for him.

‘Sixteen.’

‘Has Dan been to Iceland?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ She wanted to pinch Ollie on the back of his arm. ‘Dan is forbidden to leave the country or go on an expedition because he has a criminal record. He was in prison for two years.’

‘Why?’

Ricky had to invent a really bad crime or Ollie would continue to be nice to him. ‘He stabbed a dog.’

His eyes widened.

‘To death.’ In her mind’s eye, Dan was walking away from a small, lifeless form, a bloody dagger in his hand.

‘What kind of dog?’

‘A Cavalier King Charles spaniel.’

Ollie sighed in such a sad way that she almost told him the truth. She had to grit her teeth and force herself not to say anything. She needed her brother on her team.

The gate clanked.

A big, solid girl with sandy hair had entered the playground. She was tugging a reluctant dog on a lead, a fat black and white Staffie with an elaborate studded collar. The sign on the gate said dogs weren’t allowed inside the playground but the girl didn’t look like she bothered with rules. She had the flattened, pugnacious face of a fighter. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail which sat high on the crown of her head. She was wearing high-waist skinny jeans and a pink t-shirt that matched her pink Nike trainers. She was older than Ricky and had small, defiant breasts.

‘What’s your dog’s name?’ asked Ollie, leaping off the swing.

‘She’s called Baby,’ said the girl, pulling the lead. ‘Don’t touch her. She’s dangerous.’

Before she or Ricky could stop him, Ollie was on the dog, rubbing it behind the ears. The girl tried to haul it away but Baby was too determined and, with a shake of the head, yanked the lead out of the girl’s hand. Whining excitedly, the Staffie leaped on Ollie, knocking him over and making him shriek with laughter.

‘My brother is a dog whisperer,’ Ricky said. ‘Dogs love him.’

‘Baby doesn’t love him,’ said the girl. ‘She’s just pretending. Baby’s a killer.’

Ollie was clearly in no danger. The dog was playfully snuffling and licking his neck. Ollie’s laughter rang out over the playground as he ran into the igloo with the dog hot on his heels.

‘My name’s Ricky and that’s my brother Ollie. We’ve just moved here.’

‘From where?’

‘Brixton.’

‘Brixton?’ The girl looked unimpressed. ‘You’ll need to toughen up if you’re going to live in Camden.’

‘Lambeth has more murders than Camden. I googled.’

‘Ha! I bet you never had anyone murdered on your actual estate though, did you? A boy was actually killed right here. Dead as a doornail.’

‘In this playground?’

‘No, stupid. In one of the flats.’ She lifted her chin. ‘A paedo did it.’

‘A paedophile?’

‘That’s what I said.’

‘No, you didn’t.’

‘Shut up.’

The girl knocked angrily on the top of the igloo. When Ollie and Baby emerged, she pounced, grabbing the lead and dragging the dog toward the gate.

‘My name’s Caitlin Cloney. You better remember it.’

‘Why?’ asked Ollie.

Caitlin stopped. Her mouth hung open for a moment before she spoke. ‘Because you should.’

‘But why?’ Ollie was an expert at asking questions. ‘Are you going to be our friend?’

‘No!’

‘Can I be friends with your dog?’

‘Piss off!’

‘You shouldn’t use that word.’

‘Fuck off then!’

‘Your dog doesn’t like you.’

‘Shut up!’

The gate clanged shut.

Ricky and Ollie looked at each other.

‘That dog likes you.’

‘Oh, I know that.’ Ollie shrugged modestly. ‘That girl is ridiculous.’

Caitlin Cloney was ridiculous but her hostility had made Ricky feel even more out of place and insecure. She scanned the grubby buildings and neglected gardens of the estate and ached for the familiar. She thought of the home they had left behind and imagined a new family moving in: bunk beds in her old bedroom, a new sofa in the living room, alphabet magnets on a different fridge in the kitchen.

She looked up at the windows of their new flat. Somewhere inside, Dan was with her mother, possibly touching or even kissing her. This thought sent a tremor of alarm through Ricky. He would visit more often now that they lived close. There would be no escaping him.

Ricky turned around to survey the miserable playground with its garish ducks and plastic igloo. There was nowhere safe here, nowhere to hide. It felt like the end of the world.
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RICKY WAS SITTING next to her father. They were riding the ghost train together at the Lambeth Country Show, shrieking at the ghouls flying past. It was loud and hot inside the carriage. Her hands on the safety bar felt sticky. She looked down and saw that they were slippery with a dark liquid. Was it blood? When she looked up, her father was gone. She was still hurtling through the haunted house but was now alone with blood on her hands. The carriage entered a dark tunnel and slowed to a crawl. A high-pitched sound became audible. It was different to the other ghostly noises. It was a real sound, a whine. With horror, she realised that somewhere close someone was hurting a dog.

The first thing she felt on waking was relief. She didn’t have to save an injured dog or search for her father inside a haunted house. But when she opened her eyes and saw the unfamiliar ceiling and walls, she remembered where she was and a feeling of dread wrapped around her heart.

She closed her eyes again, desperate to distract herself. If she could find something to look forward to, a foothold of hope, all would not be lost. She thought of her birthday and prodded around in her brain, looking for a sign of imminent celebration, some tinsel to take her mind off her troubles. Nothing. This had never happened before. There was always excitement leading up to a birthday. The anticipation was almost better than the actual event. Her mother had promised her a mobile phone but what use was a phone? She could hardly call her old friends in Brixton. She had nothing to tell them. The only thing Ricky wanted was a new BMX bike.

She got dressed, thinking about the bike she wanted, a shiny blue Cult Gateway with black wheel rims. She imagined the crunch of its wheels on a pebble path, the feeling of being weightless as she yanked the handlebars high and hoisted the bike in the air. Forget the stupid phone. A blue Cult Gateway was the thing.

Ricky’s mother was in the kitchen. She was on her hands and knees with her head in the oven, scrubbing its dark interior and cursing to herself. She’d been cursing since the previous afternoon when the council had taken away the rubbish but refused to clean the flat at short notice. A tall, thin man had visited after the council had left. He was bald and had a gold ring in one of his ears. The ring had immediately put Ricky on guard. Earrings were affectations, like man buns, and according to her father, affectations were the slippery slope.

The bald man had greeted Ricky warmly with a friendly ‘Hi’.

She’d frowned.

‘You must be the daughter,’ he said.

‘You must be a friend of Dan’s,’ she replied, eyeing his earring. ‘You’ve just missed him.’

‘Dan who?’

Ricky didn’t know Dan’s other name. She was hoping he wouldn’t be around long enough for it to be necessary. ‘The Dan who’s driving the rental truck back to Brixton Dan.’

He laughed. ‘Is your mother home?’

The bald man was called Tim. He was the on-site manager of the estate. After listening to what Ricky’s mother had to say, he inspected the mess in the flat, taking photos with his phone. There would be compensation, he promised. ‘This should never have happened.’ When her mother started crying again, he patted her shoulder in a familiar way. ‘Don’t worry, love. I’ll make sure they look after you.’

Tim gave Ricky a wink on his way out and said he’d see her around.

‘I doubt it,’ she replied.

He laughed as if she’d said something funny and took the steps two at a time on his long legs.

She waited until he was off the premises before warning her mother.

‘That man is creepy,’ she said.

Her mother stopped trying to attach the hose to the vacuum cleaner. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Creepy, as in creepy creep.’

‘Did he say something bad to you?’

‘He winked at me.’

Her mother tilted her head to one side. ‘And?’

‘He had his hands all over you.’

‘He was just being nice.’

‘You hardly know him.’

Her mother gave her a look. ‘How strange, you said the exact same thing about Dan. Do you think he’s creepy, too?’

Ricky had a choice. She could tell her what she wanted to hear or tell the truth and face the consequences.

‘The jury is out.’

‘Here.’ Her mother handed her the cleaner hose. ‘While the jury’s out, you can do the vacuuming. I’ve made up a bed for Ollie on the couch. He can rest while we tackle the worst of this filth. We’ve got to sleep in this place tonight.’

They had started with the bedrooms and spent the afternoon working their way up the hall and through the living and dining room to the kitchen. The final room to be blitzed was the bathroom, which had been sprayed last thing with something dangerous in a white bottle. The spray was supposed to kill fungus and bacteria and had to remain on the walls for several hours.

‘No one’s going to catch cholera on my watch,’ her mother said as she emerged from the bathroom, eyes streaming. ‘Hold your breath if you need to go tonight. Keep this door closed until tomorrow.’

But someone had gone to the bathroom in the middle of the night and left the door open because Ricky had woken with her nostrils tingling and her nervous system on high alert. But it wasn’t the abrasive chemical that had disturbed her sleep. It was a terrifying dream that someone was standing over her while she slept. She could sense a man near her, a shadowy night visitor who was breathing rapidly through his nose as if he’d just climbed stairs. She’d woken abruptly with a prickling sense of danger. Her nose, burning from the chemicals, had picked up a smell, alien and unpleasant.

She’d sat up then, and in the light from her windows, checked to make sure she was alone before getting out of bed to close her bedroom door which had come open in the night. As she went over to the window that overlooked the playground, a man’s voice became audible. He was shouting, ‘Paula! Paula! Paula!’ over and over at the top of his lungs. Ricky looked down and could make out a figure leaning against the fence. The man spotted her and stumbled forward into the light of the street lamp, drunkenly, cupping his hands around his mouth.

‘I’m going to kill you, you fucking bitch!’ he shouted.

Ricky had slammed the window shut and jumped back into bed, her heart beating wildly as she pulled the covers up to her chin. She wanted to go to her mother but Dan had stayed the night and she could not bear to face him. The person Ricky needed right now was her father. He would have made her feel safe but he was on the other side of London. When she closed her eyes, she imagined the angry man scaling the side of the building and smashing his way inside to strangle her. The window frames had narrow ledges with metal railings, an easy climb for anyone with strong arms and agility.



‘Mum, I need curtains for my room,’ said Ricky. ‘I couldn’t sleep last night. There was a man outside my window.’

Her mother eased her head and shoulders out of the oven and threw a wad of slimy kitchen towel into the rubbish bin. Her expression was grim as she stripped off the blackened rubber gloves.

‘How could there have been a man outside your window?’ she asked. ‘We’re on the first floor.’

Ricky didn’t like the look on her mother’s face. ‘He was below my window.’

‘So, he wasn’t outside your window.’

‘No, but—’

‘When you were in the playground yesterday, what did you say to your brother?’

‘Normal nice things,’ said Ricky.

‘Did you tell him that Dan had stabbed a dog?’

Ricky shrugged.

‘Why on earth would you tell a story like that, Vicky? It’s a lie.’

‘Ricky.’

‘Answer me.’

‘It was just a joke. It’s been taken out of context.’

‘It’s not funny in any context. Dan would never hurt a fly. He’s a very nice man.’

Ricky bit her tongue.

‘It’s also very unfair on Ollie. Your story scared him. You know how much he loves animals, especially dogs.’

Ricky didn’t say anything.

‘We all have to make an effort to get along. No more lies. Do you hear?’

‘Where’s Ollie?’

Her mother wiped her forehead with the back of her hand and left a dark smear above her eyebrows. ‘He’s in his bedroom. He’s still not feeling well.’

Ollie was sitting up in bed, playing on the Netbook. He saw her and pulled the duvet over his head.

His room had been cleaned but nothing had been put away. He’d gone to bed early, before his clothes and toys could be sorted. Ricky started putting his t-shirts and underwear into the old, battered chest of drawers that Ollie had decorated with stickers from bananas and apples.

‘Make sure you file them properly.’ Ollie was peeping at her from under the duvet.

‘I’m filing your underpants in the drawer for dangerous waste. They will be fumigated and burned,’ she said. ‘You hate them anyway.’

Ollie laughed and came out from under the duvet. He avoided wearing underwear whenever he could get away with it.

‘I’m going to buy a flamethrower and burn them. They’ll see the smoke in Brixton and send a chopper to rescue us.’

Ollie laughed harder. It was a fantastic thing his laugh, high-pitched and unpredictable, like a teaspoon running along the keys of a glockenspiel. Ricky pulled a pair of his tiny blue Y-fronts over her head and pushed her face through a leg hole to peer at him with a villainous expression. Ollie laughed again, louder and higher this time.

‘I’m ready to rob a bank,’ she said.

‘We need a getaway car.’ Forgetting he was supposed to be sick, Ollie pushed back the covers, ready for adventure.

‘You can drive.’ She held out his three-wheel scooter.

Ollie must have been itching to rob a bank because he was out of bed, and washed and dressed in record time. Ricky followed him to the kitchen where her mother was mopping the floor. Her face lit up when she saw him. He’d put on the top half of his Minions costume. The bulbous hood made him look top-heavy, a massive yellow head with string-like legs.

‘Mum, we’re going to rob a bank,’ he said, casual as hell.

‘You’ll need some breakfast first. You can’t go robbing on an empty stomach,’ she replied.

She leaned the mop against the cupboards and pulled him to her, making a loud smooching sound as she kissed the padded hood. ‘It will have to be toast because there’s no milk for cereal.’

‘Ollie and I can nick some yak milk when we go robbing,’ Ricky offered. ‘The bank will definitely have a yak in its vaults.’

Ollie squealed with delight.

‘Ollie can milk it while I fill our bags with gold bars.’

‘After breakfast, you can take your brother to the shops on King’s Crescent. But listen carefully. I want you to follow the road and stick to the pavement. No detours until we know this estate better.’ Her mother released Ollie. ‘I’ll give you some money so you don’t have to bother a yak.’

Ricky had to bribe Ollie with the promise of an ice lolly to make him leave the scooter at home but he refused to take off the Minions hood.

It was market day on King’s Crescent. People were setting up stalls, clanging and banging as they unloaded vans and laid out their wares on trestle tables. Ricky caught a whiff of spicy Caribbean barbecue and felt a stab of homesickness for Brixton market. She veered away from the stalls and propelled Ollie toward a large window decorated with a hand-painted sunflower.

‘What is this place?’ Ollie asked. The Minions hood had twisted around so that he was looking out of only one eyehole.

‘It’s a community centre.’ Ricky was reading a notice taped to the inside of the window. ‘They have summer activities.’

‘Like what?’

She read out the description for the morning workshop. ‘Storytelling with Katie, from real life to the page.’

‘Is that it?’

‘No, that’s only for big shots like me.’ She took a permission slip from a box taped to the window.

‘What if you’re little and cute?’ Ollie tugged her t-shirt. ‘Do they have buffalo rides?’

Ollie wanted a buffalo almost as much as he wanted a dog. The bigger the buffalo, the better. He already had plans for dung disposal. He was going to compost it and work miracles with the soil on their father’s allotment. The worms would love it.

‘No, surprisingly they don’t.’

‘It’s a mistake.’ He sighed dramatically.

‘They have swimming outings to the lido.’ She continued reading. ‘But you have to be accompanied by a parent.’

‘We’ve got a parent.’

‘We’ve got two parents.’

‘Not in Camden we don’t.’

‘Whose fault is that?’ She frowned at Ollie’s one visible eye. ‘Dad will be missing us like hell by now. He’s probably packing his bags. Hell, he could move to King’s Crescent any day.’

‘He’ll never move here.’

‘When did you become such a doubting Thomas?’

‘My name is Oliver. I share the name with a great historical figure.’

The ‘great historical figure’ line was Ricky’s. Ollie was a little plagiarist. ‘What you don’t want to become is a traitor.’

Ollie glared at her through the eyehole. ‘I could say something.’

‘What could you say?’

‘Just something.’

‘Just say it then.’

‘What you don’t want to become is a lady.’

‘Ugh!’ She shuddered. ‘I will never become one of those!’

They continued walking through the market in silence. When Ricky decided he’d been punished enough for his disloyalty, they went into Costcutters where she bought him an ice lolly with the change from the groceries. Ollie was trying to work out how to eat it through the Minions hood as she led him away from the pavement and into the heart of the estate.

The garden she’d spotted the previous afternoon was an L-shaped plot that wrapped around the back of a six-storey tower block, extending into the wedge of land between the building and its neighbour. It was an odd, isolated setting for a garden, especially on a council estate. The only windows overlooking it were the tiny bathroom windows at the back of the towers.

While Ollie was busy with his ice lolly, Ricky reached over the fence and gently wound a tendril of sweet pea around her finger. It clung to her and through her fingertip she picked up the bud’s moist intention. The sweet pea was reaching out to the world, pushing forth new leaves and tendrils. For as long as Ricky could remember, she’d been able to connect with growing things, to merge with the bustle and hum of their cells. She only had to still her mind and focus to connect with the wordless purpose of nature. It was like slipping, sinking and blending.

In recent months, however, life in the garden was becoming more resistant to her advances and she was getting clumsy, losing her way. She knew this had something to do with the changes that were happening to her body and it filled her with deep sadness.

She let go of the tendril and peered through the fence. Someone clearly loved the garden and had put a lot of effort into its upkeep. The plot was bisected by a neat flagstone path and had a mixture of raised and flat beds. In the middle was a bird-feeding platform set high on a metal pole, out of the reach of cats. On top of the platform was a small water bath and mounds of seeds and plump, water-soaked raisins, a favourite of thrushes and blackbirds.

Ricky noted the straight rows of carrot seedlings and garlic and thought of her father. He, too, was a fan of companion planting. Near the shed was a small bed of herbs and the climbing rose she’d spotted from the playground. The door to the shed was open and someone was moving around inside. She knelt down and reached through the fence to touch the delicate purple leaf of a young beetroot plant.

The shout knocked her back like a punch.

A large man had emerged from the shed. He was yelling and waving his arms.

Ollie tore the Minions hood off and, surging forward, grabbed the fence with his small fists.

‘Don’t shout at my sister!’ he shouted.

The man stopped shouting. His hands dropped to his sides where they twitched with unfinished business. He said something incomprehensible as if he was speaking with a mouthful of mashed potato. His big, beefy face displayed a mixture of anger and confusion. He was tall and had wide shoulders. His large fingers were covered with the dark fibres of compost.

‘We’re not going to hurt your plants.’ Ollie appeared to have understood the man. ‘What’s your name and how old are you?’

Any other adult would have told Ollie to get lost but the man dipped his head to listen carefully and appeared to take the questions seriously. It took a moment to understand the words he produced but the gist of it was that his name was Mr Snow or Snowy. He was seventy-six years old.

‘That’s a hell of an age,’ said Ollie. ‘Very, very old.’

Mr Snow nodded.

‘Is this your garden?’

He shrugged, each shoulder working independently.

‘So, it’s sort of your garden but not really.’

He nodded.

‘We know a lot about the gardening business. We’re experts.’

‘We have an allotment,’ said Ricky, immediately remembering they no longer had any such thing. Her voice trailed off, choking with panic and loss.

Ollie took hold of her hand. ‘Our father is a gardener and he taught us all about it. My sister handles the plant side of things. I know a lot about worms. I dig very good holes. We can help you.’

The whites of Snowy’s tiny eyes flashed surprise. He shook his head and pointed to the padlock hanging from the gate. He patted the clump of keys on his belt.

‘Please.’ Ricky didn’t mean to plead but a garden would be a refuge, a safe place where she could hide from the chaos of this alien new life. ‘I’m really good at weeding and planting.’

Snowy shook his head again.

Ollie made a strange sound. He tugged her hand. ‘Can we go back now?’

‘Why?’

‘I feel sick again.’



Ricky had to help her mother finish sorting out the flat while Ollie malingered in bed. They worked as a team, her mother scrubbing shelves and cupboards while she unpacked boxes and put things away. One of the first things she unpacked was a framed photograph of a family picnic in Brockwell Park. Ollie was still a baby in her mother’s arms. Ricky was sitting next to her father, leaning in with his arm around her shoulder. Using the bottom of her t-shirt, she cleaned the glass before placing it on the shelf below the television. There, a nice reminder for her mother whenever she sat on the couch with Dan.

Ricky didn’t understand her mother. What did she see in the man? The only thing he had going for him was his job. Dan was a roofer and often worked on dangerously tall buildings. In her mind’s eye, she placed him on a church steeple, navigating his way around treacherous, moss-covered tiles. It was raining in this scenario, heavy pounding rain that had plastered his long hair over his face and eyes. Unable to see where he’s going, Dan begins to slip. The slip becomes a slide. His life flashes before his eyes, all his mistakes and crimes. He sees himself stealing Ricky’s mother and realises he’s wrecked a happy family before hitting the pavement with a damp thud.

It was after three when her mother finally put down her scrubbing brush to make cheese and onion toasties. As a reward, she wrapped the toasties in paper towels so they could eat in the kitchen. Ricky loved eating on her feet. It made the experience more intense, as if at any moment someone might rush in and snatch the food from her hands. She glanced out the window as she chewed and saw teenagers in uniforms returning from their last day of school. They were laughing, making a racket as if summer was a red carpet being rolled out just for them.

‘Vicky, why don’t you take your brother down to the playground,’ said her mother. ‘He’s been cooped up in that room all afternoon. He could do with some air.’

‘I will if you call me Ricky,’ she replied.

Her mother smiled affectionately. ‘It’s a struggle to call you something different after twelve years of Vicky.’

‘Almost thirteen.’

‘Ah, yes. Your special day is looming.’

Ricky’s heart lifted at the mention of her birthday. ‘Dad already calls me Ricky.’

Her mother’s expression changed. ‘All right, let’s go back to our original agreement. I’ll call you Ricky if you make more of an effort with Dan.’

‘I am making an effort.’

‘Be nicer. Talk to him when he talks to you and no more stories about stabbing dogs.’

Ricky imagined him sliding off the church roof again, the thud as he hit the pavement.

‘Try not to hurt him. Dan’s got feelings, too.’

‘And you’ll call me Ricky?’

‘I’ll try my best.’ Her mother pulled her close. She kissed her. ‘My girl, Ricky.’

‘Don’t call me that.’

‘What? Now you don’t want to be called Ricky?’

‘Don’t call me a girl. I’m not one of those.’

‘Oh, honey.’ Her mother kissed her again. ‘It’s not so bad being a girl.’

Ricky scrunched her eyes shut and buried her face in her mother’s t-shirt.

Yes, it was. Yes, it was. Yes, it was.



It took a good fifteen minutes to get Ollie off the Netbook and out of bed. By the time they got to the playground, everyone had cleared off and they had the place to themselves.

‘Want to join my boot camp?’ asked Ricky.

Ollie shook his head. ‘I’m too sick.’

‘It’s your funeral, Small Fry. You need to toughen up if you’re going to survive on this estate.’ Ricky had come up with an ingenious plan. For the next six weeks of summer holidays, she was going to do military-style exercises. If King’s Crescent Estate was a battleground, she would become a soldier, one of the special forces who trained hard and did clever, dangerous things like rescuing people trapped inside submarines.

Ollie headed for the igloo. ‘I’m going to hibernate.’

‘Please yourself.’

Ricky had done over forty chin-ups on the climbing frame when Ollie called out to warn her that Caitlin’s pink Nike trainers were approaching.

‘I can’t see her dog,’ he said, sadly. ‘There are two girls with her.’

Ricky swung down and leaped clear of the climbing frame like a gymnast. Her heart was thumping in a satisfying way.

Samia held the gate open for Caitlin and a tall, very pretty girl with long blonde hair. The new girl was wearing makeup and had proper breasts that pointed straight out like ice cream cones. She walked past Ricky without looking her way and sat on a swing. She took out her mobile and began scrolling.

‘What are you doing?’ asked Caitlin.

‘I’ve been doing chin-ups,’ Ricky replied.

‘Doh!’ She rolled her eyes for the benefit of the other girls. ‘I mean what are you doing?’

It was some sort of trick question. Caitlin was smirking at no one in particular, waiting for Ricky to make a fool of herself.

‘I’m training for the winter endurance trials on the Orkneys. I’m going there with my father in December and need to be fit enough to walk through snow carrying enough dry food for five days. I’m also brushing up on my Gaelic.’

Ricky heard Ollie giggle inside the igloo and struggled not to laugh.

Caitlin pulled a WTF face.

‘Where are the Orkneys?’ asked Samia, with genuine geographical interest.

Caitlin growled. Her troops were not supposed to fraternise with the enemy. ‘How old are you anyway?

‘Thirteen, more or less.’

‘Ha, what a kid.’ She shrugged for the benefit of the pretty girl on the swing. ‘Abbie and I will be fourteen this year.’

Abbie glanced up but almost immediately went back to looking at her phone.

Caitlin narrowed her eyes and stared at Ricky’s chest. ‘I bet you don’t even wear a bra.’

‘I’ll never wear one of those stupid things.’ For the past couple of months, Ricky had been trying to ignore the small, burning lumps on her chest. They were not going to develop into anything. Nope. No way.

‘Did you hear that?’ Caitlin called out to Abbie. ‘This twat says we’re stupid.’

‘No, she didn’t,’ said Ollie, emerging from the igloo.

‘Abbie and I wear bras, so, according to her, we must be stupid.’

‘You’re twisting it around. Now that is stupid.’ Ollie stood up and brushed grit off his knees. ‘Where’s your dog?’

Caitlin narrowed her eyes. ‘She’s resting.’

‘Why? Didn’t Baby want to come out with you?’

‘Of course she wanted to come out with me, you stupid brat.’

‘My brother’s not stupid and not a brat.’ Ricky’s temper flared. ‘He’s a proper dog whisperer. He’s been on TV and everything. Last month, the BBC filmed him whispering to a cocker spaniel.’

‘Where?’

‘In Brixton.’

Caitlin snorted. ‘Bullshit.’

‘It’s true. Brixton is the dog capital of London. More dogs per head of population than any other borough.’ This probably wasn’t true but Caitlin didn’t look like the fact-checking type.

‘Look, there’s Dan!’ said Ollie.

Everyone turned to look at Dan who was striding up the path with a bunch of supermarket flowers. He saw them and raised his eyebrows in a friendly way.

Ricky cringed.

‘Is that your father?’ asked Caitlin.

‘No! He’s nobody.’

‘He’s fit,’ said Abbie. She’d pushed herself off the swing and was watching Dan mount the steps with interest.

‘No, he’s not!’ Ricky knew her voice was shrill but she couldn’t help herself. ‘He’s really old, like forty or something.’

Ollie spluttered and covered his mouth with his hands.

He was halfway to the gate when he made a sound like a dog’s bark. He must have been aiming for the grass outside the playground but missed it entirely.

Ricky watched in horror as his vomit sprayed over the legs of Caitlin, splattering the pink Nikes with a partly digested cheese and onion toastie.
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