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Changemakers
Rachel Rouncefield and Morten Toft

This story is dedicated to all young people who have the
potential to be Changemakers themselves, but especially, with
love, to our own children, Mathias, Amanda, Becky and Ben.
You are worthy, valuable, and deserve success.

Foreword

There’s a small city near here. Not a tiny hamlet; not a town, but a
small city. With around 250,000 population it’s a city that means many
things to many people. If you walked through the very heart of the city
on a warm Spring day you’d be impressed by the sheer variety of folks
sitting sunning themselves in the trendy cafés along the cobbled streets,
the canals and the riversides. If you were more interested in history,
you could stroll past the beautiful ancient cathedral built from
distinctive local stone, with a spire you can spot for miles around.
If you took a bus or a taxi a few kilometres west you’d reach the
harbour area. Enormous architectural wonders dominate the skyline
where the privileged business men and women of the city take up
residence, alongside their shiny yachts, moored close at hand in the
marina. The yachts are just dots though when you look a bit further
out across the ocean and see the bulky freight and car ferries chugging
slowly in and out of port.
You have to be careful when you cross the road, because there’s
often a bicycle coming along. Being outdoors and breathing in the
fresh air seems important to the people you see here. Another walk
inland, away from the sea front and you’ll reach forest areas, with
oxygen giving trees set row after row, runners and walkers making their
way along the clean, well-kept paths.
It’s a University city. Thousands of young people study all kinds of
courses, from science to literature and archaeology to
entrepreneurship. Their events and festivals appear on the “What’s on”
lists frequently throughout the year, or maybe you’ll bump into some
of them at one of the many cultural attractions. Modern art, film
schools, sculpture workshops, experimental theatres – there are many,
many to choose from.

A matter of thirty minutes in a car or bus will bring you to the
moors or the mountain regions, where nature and people live in a
harmonious, sustainable way. Yet not far away you can also arrive at a
busy airport flying tourists and business colleagues around and about
to other parts of Europe and the world.
However, travelling back into the city you might have to take a
diversion through the “ghetto” district. Here, blocks of flats and
bedsits stand in ominous might, home to the increasing number of
immigrants to the city. There’s a vibrant market not far away where
you can buy any type of foreign food you care to think of, and people
of all colours and creeds seem to bustle around, keen to make their way
in this city and the world. And yet, your companion will warn you
“watch your bag – some of these people have nothing, and they won’t
mind taking what you have”.
There’s a divide in the city, new arrivals who don’t integrate
successfully are the subject of disappointment (and worse) in the local
media, and a hot topic of discussion for those who’ve lived here all
their lives. There is a taste of fear.
In some places, after a music festival in one of the city piazzas, a
glance around will capture the sight of cigarette butts all over the floor,
drinks containers and litter left for “someone else” to clean up. Just
around the corner from a trendy canal side cafe sits a bedraggled
fellow, hand out and professing that he has nothing to feed his family
with. Many people give him a wide berth, and when your companion
asks him “How many times have you been moved on today?” – He
answers “six” with a hopeful smile.
Walking through an underpass close to one of the beautiful city
parks, you spot some graffiti that translates as “enough words – take
action now” – some young people are involved in decisions here, but
don’t feel that their input really changes what happens here often
enough.

So, be aware that behind the beautiful facades, trouble may be
brewing.

Was that the sound of a bone snapping? The hollow thumping in
his ears might just be his own racing heartbeat or the music bass line
left playing in the hall. Max squinted his eyes into the dark. The alley
lamp flickered, but there was enough of a dim yellow glow to make out
the baseball bat raised high above Aladdin’s curled body. He screamed
as one bat crunched against his skull and again as a black boot raised
up and came down hard across his ribcage.
Max touched his pocket. Rescue lay inside. Just phone the police.
He knew that he should.
The light flickered once more and Max looked again. A dark pool
of liquid was gathering near Aladdin’s head. The concrete slab grew a
puddle as he watched. The screaming had stopped but the others still
yelled down at the figure on the ground.
“That’s what you deserve. You and your terrorist wankers. Only
good Paki’s a dead Paki!”
Was Aladdin dead? How had Max let it come to this? The hooded
faces turned towards him now. He pulled his phone out of his pocket
as they raced closer. His eyes focussed on the long wooden bat. His
heart beat faster and faster.
“It’s all your fault,” he whispered.
“Shit Max, don’t just stand there. We need to get out of here.”
The nearest hooded guy grabbed his arm and yanked him away.
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Dream Trampler
My dad didn’t come the day I went for my dreaded careers
interview at college. He never even said good luck. But that was
probably because I’d just cost him precious money. Mr Hill’s car
window had got smashed the weekend before. I’d stormed out after
another Mum-and-Dad lecture about my future and Dad taking my
internet access off me (again!) so I couldn’t play Warcroft online. I
hadn’t meant for the stones I chucked to go that way over the fence
into next door’s drive, but I’d had just about enough.
The way Mum dragged me down the corridor towards Dr Major’s
office meant she’d obviously not forgotten about that either. The
office looked bigger on the inside. I’d been past it loads of times. You
have to go that way to get to the deputy principal’s room. Ever since I
enrolled at Parcourt College I’d been a pretty regular visitor there, too.
But anyway, Dr Major’s office had always looked like a cupboard with
a window from the corridor, and the blinds were always, always closed.
We sometimes used to joke about what really went on in “careers
guidance” if you had to have the blinds shut all the time. So, my point
is, until I got to sit in there, I didn’t realise how big a room it actually
was, and how it wasn’t really like a schoolroom at all.
It was baking in there and best of all, Mum and me sat opposite
each other on two low settees with Dr Major in between us on a highbacked, blue hessian school chair. Mum wouldn’t be able to ruffle my
hair or pat my knee or do any of those other embarrassing things (all of
which she’d been doing in the car while saying “Ah, Maxii” over and
over) without getting up and moving, and I made sure she wouldn’t
want to do that because I put on the grumpiest face I could. She
wouldn’t come anywhere close. I was sure.

-2Dr Major smiled at us.
“Okay, Max. Well, it’s lovely to see you in my office at last. How’s
the revision going for your exams?”
“Um, okay, I guess.”
Mum interrupted: “Well, you do keep playing those silly war games
on your computer, don’t you, Max? I’m sure he really needs to do more
exam work, Mrs Major.”
I felt my cheeks heat up.
“It’s Doctor, actually. Oh, dear. Well, Mrs Hemling, I assure you
we have impressed on the entire student cohort in Max’s year just how
vital it is to do well in these exams and get some basic qualifications
under their belts. They’ve had plenty of time and encouragement here.
Now they’re all that bit older, it really has to be up to them to get
themselves motivated. Anyway, perhaps we can help move things
along today. Knowing what career path to follow can be very
motivating. I know it worked for me.”
“Did you always want to teach, then? Shape young minds, that sort
of thing?” Mum asked.
Dr Major snorted. Disgusting.
“Good God, no! I wanted to be an educational psychologist. It
inspired me to work hard on my exams and at university. I have all the
necessary qualifications. In fact, I’m probably very overqualified to
teach, but I’m talking about motivation you understand.”
Mum shook her head.
“Anyway, we’re not here to talk about my career, Mrs Hemling. It’s
Max’s dream job I want to hear about this afternoon. Tell us, Max,
what do you aspire to?”
I didn’t know what she was on about.
“Your ambition, your job, what do you hope to be, Max? You must
have some idea.”
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thought I might be able to do as a job, I decided it was now or never. I
was going to tell her what I really wanted.
“Well, there is one thing I’ve always thought about going into.”
“Oh?”
Dr Major seemed surprised I’d actually spoken, but she waved her
hand at me to carry on and (this bit was brilliant) put her fingers up to
her lips to “shush” Mum when she started to interrupt again.
“Tell us about it, Max. It’s important to have a dream. Tell us
more, and let’s see if we can help you towards it.”
“I’ve always wanted to design racing cars,” I told her. “I’m good at
technical drawing and engineering. I’d like to, well, maybe go with the
teams to the races around the world. You know? Travel and all that.”
“He has always been into cars. Probably gets it from his father.”
Why did Mum say that? It was nothing like what Dad did.
“Mum, Dad’s a car salesman. I mean designing them, testing them,
racing them. It’s good money, you know. Look at Uncle Pete.”
Dr Major sat with her fingers poised in front of her lips, staring at
me. The lips were smiling. But her eyes were laughing, I was sure.
“I think you’ll need to be a bit more realistic than that, Max. You’re
nearly eighteen, and your predicted grades aren’t that great in Maths
and Science, are they? To work for the design teams, you’d need higher
qualifications. I thought you weren’t intending to stay on. Did you ever
get yourself to those extra classes we set up for you last year?”
She knew full well the answer to that was no. I wasn’t going to go
to any of those “special days”. The others would have called me a
retard. I’d heard them say exactly that to Andy Kint every time the
support worker came to fetch him from language class. She was still
staring at me, but all the while her fountain pen made a scratching
noise against the page in the hardback book she had across her knee.
She was writing things down; things about me. What was she writing? I
was sure they weren’t good things, not by that look in her eye. I wished
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looked embarrassed.
She was shaking her head.
“Maxii has always struggled with his reading. They diagnosed him
in primary school.”
That was true. They told me I was dyslexic when I was ten, but I
didn’t really understand what they were talking about. All I knew was
that I preferred Science and Maths to reading and writing. The
numbers didn’t seem to get all jumbled up like the letters and words
sometimes did. But, I had always been really good at technical drawing.
I could get angles and planes and perspective spot on, without even
putting much effort in sometimes. It was easy.
“Maxii, you told me you’d looked at courses. You told me you
had.”
“Perhaps your uncle could set you up an internship, Max?”
Dr Major looked pleased with herself. Mum shrugged.
“I don’t really think that would be possible. Henry and Pete don’t
speak that often; just Christmas cards and things like that, you know.
Pete’s always travelling, and I’m not sure Henry would want Max going
that far away from home.”
“Well, as I say, it’s just a thought, Mrs Hemling. Max will have to
decide for himself. He has had access to all the resources we offer to
assist him in the decision. Perhaps you can talk about it further when
you get home and get some input from Max’s father.”
With that, Dr Major stood up. She walked over to the blinds and
opened them up.
“I’m afraid that’s all we have time for, Max. Go and have a look at
some more realistic courses, and come back if you want some more
help. Lovely to meet you, Mrs Hemling. Give my regards to your
husband.
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A Little Drinkee
In the car going home, Mum told me not to worry.
“We’ll talk about it a bit more when Dad gets back.”
“What a surprise he wasn’t there, hey, Mum?” I could hear
the sarcasm as I spoke, but I couldn’t stop myself. “Loads of
help he was to his only son.”
“Max, that’s not fair! Dad has targets to meet at work. If they
say he has to go to a regional meeting, then he has to go to a
regional meeting. He would have been there if he could. And
don’t worry. We can fill him in over dinner, can’t we, Maxiikins?”
She reached over and ruffled my hair. She was off again,
making me feel like a baby.
“Actually, Mum, Aladdin asked me to go over there for tea
and basketball practice tonight. Is it okay if I do that?”
“I suppose it’s better than you sitting on that computer all
night. Your father might be late back anyway. Depends on the
traffic, I suppose. Okay, Maxii, but we’ll have to talk about all
this over the weekend, yes?”
I nodded. At least I wouldn’t have to think about it all again
tonight, or listen to Dad lecturing me.
***
Aladdin looked a bit surprised when he opened the front door to
me. I don’t know why. I’ve been round his house loads of times
before, ever since we were eleven. It’s quite a ride across town
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there.
Maybe I had knocked a bit loudly. But that iron knocker with
its brass lion head sitting against the heavy oak of Aladdin’s
front door kind of invited you to rap on it like you were waiting
to go into a castle.
“Alright, Max the Great? How’d your career meeting go?
Mine was awesome.”
“Okay, I suppose. Doc Major told my mum she should see if
Dad could get me a job with my Uncle Pete. Racing the cars and
stuff.”
“Wow, sounds cool. They signed off my basketball
applications but I have to go and practise with the team every
night, they said, to make sure I’m in with a chance when the
sports coaches come scouting.”
“Not tonight, though,” I told him. “I thought we could go
out on the bikes, like we always do.”
Aladdin shook his head and looked apologetic.
“Sorry, Max. I have to go train tonight, every night, really.
But hey, come in and have tea with us, and then we can shoot
some hoops in the yard, and then, well, you could come down
and practise with the team again, couldn’t you?”
Why did he have to bring that up? He knew it got on my
nerves, always badgering me to get back into basketball with
him, but I figured I’d ridden all the way across town, so I might
as well stick around for tea. I picked my bike up from where I’d
dropped it on their perfect front lawn and wheeled it to the side
gate of Aladdin’s house. Aladdin’s family had a cook who always
prepared gorgeous food, even on a weeknight. I’d shoot some
hoops, but I didn’t want to play second fiddle to Mr BasketballStar-Aladdin down at the sports club. I’d cry off going down
there with him.
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on high stools around the shiny white breakfast bar, laughing.
They had an open bottle of wine on the bar in front of them and
they seemed to be teasing the cook (who took it all in good
humour) about the price of the imported caviar they had
ordered for a business party. Although the cook was right in the
middle of preparing what looked like a several-course meal, he
was laughing and joking with them, and every surface gleamed
like this was a show kitchen and nothing had ever been spilt or
cooked in it before.
My mum and dad never drank wine in the house, only at
Christmas time. Dad often had a can of beer and Mum still loves
a gin and tonic at the weekend, but weekday mealtimes, no way.
I stayed behind Aladdin, who stood throwing his basketball
expertly between each hand, hoping to quietly ease myself into
one of the chairs without too much fuss. Not likely with
Aladdin’s dad, though. As soon as he saw me, he threw his arms
up as though to hug me.
“Max, my boy, how are you doing? Come to put our Aladdin
through his paces, have you? That’s what I like to see, you boys
keeping fit on your bikes and playing sport, not like all the goodfor-nothings I sell my games to. You keep it up, boys! See if you
can put your old man out of business.”
He laughed loudly and turned back to Aladdin’s mum. She
looked a bit like one of the supermodels you see on the racing
car calendars.
“He’s very pleased about the basketball thing,” Aladdin
whispered in my ear. We carried on out into the first backyard,
where a full-size basketball hoop occupied one end of a purpose
-built court area. The court wasn’t full size, but the markings
were identical to a proper court and the hoop was set at exactly
the right height. It also had an electronic scoreboard that dinged
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of computerised tag his dad had installed that meant when you
were practising, all your vital statistics and which person scored
from what angle could be recorded for later analysis. But we
never played with that switched on.
“At least he’s interested,” I told him as I jumped around in
front of him, desperately trying to get that damn ball. “My old
man didn’t even turn up to the career thingy. Said he had to
work.”
“Yep, I suppose that’s true, but anybody would think it’s him
that’s trying out for the national team, the way he nags on about
it.”
I must admit that his dad did go on about it a bit. While we
were eating tea, he made Aladdin tell us all about the basketball
scholarship he was going to apply for and the training regime he
would need to follow to be at the top of his game when the
scouts came to town.
“We are so proud,” his father explained. “When we came
from to this country from Iran, we came with nothing. We’ve
not been able to travel back very much, but Aladdin’s grandfather was always obsessed with the American basketball teams.
He used to go on and on about them. He’d have been so proud
of our boy.”
Aladdin blushed and I nudged him. It was nice that his dad
was so proud. Then the other bit of what his dad was saying
sunk in.
“You came with nothing?” I repeated.
“Yes, Max, and let me tell you, everything you see here has
been earned and worked for by myself or Ana.” He sent a loving
look towards Mrs Bakken. “There is something great about a
country that welcomes you and lets you follow your dreams.
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just have to work for it. That’s all. So, what’s your dream, Max?”
No one was catching me out twice with that one. I wasn’t
going to mention the racing cars and the designing again.
“Well, I wouldn’t mind a house like this, sir, but I suppose
I’ll have to find a job that pays well first, won’t I?”
Mr Bakken laughed loudly.
“Yes, son. That’s a given!”
After dinner, Aladdin went and changed into his team
training gear.
“Why don’t you come down, too?” he asked. “Coach will
give you a game, I’m sure. It’s only practice. There are no
matches or anything tonight. Come on! Come and show off that
long shot you perfected out back.”
I said no. It all sounded a little bit lame to me. More practice
shots, running round in circles because the coach told you to. I
had a more exciting evening in mind.
“Thanks, Aladdin, but I promised I’d go see Big Mort on the
way home. Have a good practice, though, and thanks for the
brilliant tea!”
If Aladdin was disappointed, he didn’t show it. He shrugged
and ran off down the hill towards the sports club. I headed
further uphill, turned right at the next junction and was soon in a
very different neighbourhood. There, every other street light
didn’t work, rubbish lay strewn across the pavement next to the
bins and there was an acid taste in the air that I couldn’t quite
identify. Big Mort lived in the very end house, and there wasn’t
much of the door left to knock on. Most of it was covered with
a sheet of shiny metal with a letterbox-sized peephole, which
looked like it only opened from the inside. I wondered where
the postman put their mail. As if in answer to the thought, a
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the house.
“Don’t bother knocking. And if you’ve come to deliver
something, we ain’t interested. Jesus, it’s you, Max! What you
doing here?”
Big Mort appeared. His squidgy, fat fingers grasped my
shoulder and gave it a shake.
“If I’d been my dad, you’d have been punched off that bike
by now, just for looking at our door. What’d you want, Max the
Munchkin?”
I wasn’t scared, although Mort wasn’t lying about his dad.
The guy who lived with his mum was his step-dad really, maybe
the seventh since he was a baby. But you didn’t mention things
like that to Mort. Safe to say, I probably would’ve got punched.
“I was a bit bored, Mort. I fancied a drink.” I winked at him.
“If you know what I mean?”
“Now you’re talking. Just a sec.”
He disappeared round the back of the house again. I heard
him yelling: “I’m off out. See ya later.”
He reappeared carrying a big torch and wheeling the flashiest
BMX bike you’ve ever seen.
“New bike, Mort? That’s nice.”
“Yeah, you keep your thieving hands off it, Max Hemling.
My dad bought it me last week. Nice, ain’t it? It’s worth about
three grand. Shall we call Joe and Stef? They’d probably like a
little drinkee, too!”
I nodded, and within a quarter of an hour, we were riding
around the streets. This is how drinkee rides worked: we’d stop
in front of a house and then leave one of us on lookout while
the others crept round to look over the back fence; the tallest of
us (Big Mort, of course) shone the torch briefly towards the
backs of houses where, if we spotted some beer, one of us was
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without making a sound.
If we accidentally dropped something or made a noise as we
climbed over a fence, an angry householder would come running
out the door towards us shouting about calling the police. But
we were savvy to that. We’d all learned to do this game very
quietly, and very quickly. The other secret to our success was
making sure we didn’t drink too much of the beer while we were
still scouting out other houses. Maximum success was
guaranteed only if you undertook the acquisition of bottles as a
military operation and saved the enjoyment of it until you had
enough for a decent blowout somewhere a bit quieter.
That night, the quiet place was the recreation ground behind
the sports club. We settled down in a circle, away from the lights
and with our bikes hidden in the undergrowth nearby. I always
liked the taste of beer as it trickled, cold and refreshing, down
my throat. I liked the dizzy feeling that came after a couple of
bottles. I particularly liked it when the others told me what a
legend I was for suggesting the activity in the first place. Just as I
was relaxing into all that, Joe sat up suddenly.
“I’m starving, what about you?”
“Yeah,” said Mort, “but I ain’t got nothing on me. What you
thinking? Ram raid the take-away or what?”
“Nah, I was thinking more some sweets out the vending
machine in there.” He pointed towards the sports club. “You
know the one in the reception? There’s never anyone around
this time of night, only the poncey basketball team in the hall.
They’ll never notice if we slip in and give it a shake.”
The others were already up and careering off towards the
entrance. I didn’t really want to. What if we got caught? What if
Aladdin saw me? Besides, I wasn’t hungry anyway; that dinner
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I didn’t join in. I’d never hear the last of it, would I?
So, I went with them. All the time, I was looking around to
make sure no one else spotted me. The reception area was, as
predicted, pretty much in darkness, and as I went inside I had to
fumble my way along the wall towards the outline of the vending
machine. I knew I was heading in the right direction, though,
because I could hear the others banging, kicking and rocking the
machine.
“Fuck’s sake. I’ve only got water,” complained Stef. “Get
something better than that!”
Mort was shoving the machine to and fro when a light
appeared from the doorway into the sports hall and Aladdin
came out calling back to his teammates, “Yeah, I gotta get some
water, though. Won’t be a second.”
I stopped dead where I was and leaned back against the wall.
Mort turned and, without even a pause, picked up Aladdin and
slammed him against the machine. His fat face was right into
Aladdin’s, and he was saying something in a low voice that I
couldn’t quite hear. Eventually, after what seemed like ages, he
let Aladdin go and I heard, “You ain’t seen us. You don’t know
us, and you’ve no idea that anyone’s been out here, alright?”
With that, he grabbed the bottle of water off Stef, shoved it
into Aladdin’s hand and told him in a loud whisper, “Fuck off
back in there, you nigger.”
As he spun around at the end of Mort’s arm, I could’ve
sworn Aladdin looked right into my eyes. But it was only for a
moment, and it was dark. I could’ve been wrong.
Aladdin walked slowly into the hall and didn’t look back.
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Going Out
The next evening, I lay on my bed staring at the ceiling. I
couldn’t even bring myself to switch the computer on and log in
to Warcroft. I’d locked my door, but I needn’t have bothered.
Dad had come home a while ago, but he hadn’t come upstairs.
In fact, everything seemed very quiet down there. I couldn’t
even hear the usual chatter and clatter of Mum and Dad getting
ready for dinner.
I could hear the TV, though. So I guessed Dad must be in
the lounge, watching the news. There was a gentle tapping on
my door, but I wasn’t going to move or even think about
unlocking it. Whichever one of them it was, they could get
stuffed. Some bloody parents they were. Dad hadn’t even asked
me about the careers interview and I don’t think Mum had even
mentioned the Uncle Pete stuff to him.
The tapping stopped and Mum’s voice replaced it: “Max.
Listen. I’m leaving your dinner out here on a tray. If you want it.
Okay?”
I didn’t answer, and after about a minute I heard her sigh and
the creak of the stairs as she stepped back onto them. It was so
unfair. Basically, I’d screwed it right up now. I didn’t know what
I was going to do. Probably end up working at the garage with
Dad – valeting cars, not driving them. My phone blinked into
life with a call from Big Mort.
“Hey, Max the Munchkin. Stef and me are heading out later.
You in?”
“Where you going?”
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dance. Come on, it’s about time you dipped your wick, isn’t it?
Come down and show us your pulling power, Max the
Munchkin. I’ve got a feeling tonight’s your night!”
Well, things couldn’t get much worse here, could they?
“Dunno really, Big Mort. Had a bit of a fight with Mum and
Dad this week, so I’m gonna be skint till I find a job. I should
stay in, really.”
“Jesus, Max, how old are you? Eighty-five or something?
You gotta live while you’re young, boy. Come on! You can use
some of that early birthday money you were bragging about
before.”
I did want cheering up, and I knew if I stayed in my room I
wasn’t really going to feel any better. I could hear Mum and Dad
bickering downstairs now and that probably meant they’d be up
to give me some jip soon, too. Maybe going out with the others
was what I needed.
“Alright then. I’ll meet you down there at half nine. I’ll stop
off and get some beer on the way if I can. I need some cheering
up tonight.”
“Good lad. Don’t forget your ID, will you?”
I laughed, said goodbye and went straight to my desk drawer.
After rummaging about for a bit amid the wires, batteries, slips
of paper and games cases, I pulled out a white laminated card.
Maximillian Hemling, it read under my picture. It was a quite
recent picture, but Mort had kept taking the piss about my ears
every time his mate (who’d organised the ID cards for all three
of us) told me to look into the webcam on the table. So, as a
result, I was never quite looking straight at the camera, but
scowling at Mort, who sat out of view.
I looked at myself in the mirror. I wasn’t bad looking. Quite
big eyes, with thick brown lashes and thick blond hair which
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liked lads with big eyes. Stef had told me that. I smiled at my
reflection. My teeth weren’t crooked and they were a pretty good
colour. Probably a good thing Mum made me keep those braces
on for two whole years. God, I made such a fuss about the
damn things. Never let her forget how difficult I found it to eat
properly with them on. But now I guessed it had probably been
worth the hassle.
I went across the landing to the bathroom. I could still hear
Mum and Dad in heated conversation downstairs.
“The lad’s got to learn to get real with his plans, Jenna.”
“I know, Henry.” Mum’s voice had a whiney tone to it. “But
the woman had a point about asking Pete for help, and you
could be a bit more supportive, couldn’t you?”
“Jenna. Stop babying him, will you! I would’ve got fired if I’d
missed that meeting.”
“Yeah, stop babying me, Mum,” I said to myself as I got into
the shower. “If Dad wants to be a twat about it.”
Dad’s job was obviously more important to him than me, my
rights or my dreams. I brushed my hair and did up my newest,
flashiest shirt over my jeans. I took a last look in the mirror and
realised everything looked great except for the two great flapping
ears sticking out from underneath my newly washed hair.
“Ha-ha, Dumbo.” I pointed at my own reflection. “Did you
think I’d forgotten?”
I went over to the desk drawer and rummaged around again.
I pulled out a small tube, removed the lid and placed a dot of
clear glue behind each ear. I screwed the lid back into place and
popped the tube into my pocket. I counted backwards from
thirty while I pushed hard on each ear. It worked. I grabbed my
jacket, pulled five notes out from under the mattress, thought
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slowly and silently down the stairs and out the front door.
You could always tell which nightclub was Gigolo’s from the
top of the road. It opened earlier than the other bars and clubs
in this part of town. But Gigolo’s was always thronging with
people from pretty early on, probably because they had happy
hour between nine and ten o’clock each evening, so even if you
were planning on going to one of the other nightclubs later, if
you wanted to get drunk enough to get on the dance floor and
shake your booty Gigolo’s was as cheap as the bars.
It was also half price entry before ten, so when I saw Mort
and Stef already waiting in the queue I wasn’t surprised. Mort
scrubbed up well. For a kid off the estate, he looked pretty smart
in his dark grey suit and snazzy tie. I had a proper look as Stef
held up the rope barrier to let him cut in to where they were
both standing.
“Wow, Mort. You trying to impress someone in particular
tonight? That’s a pretty fine suit you’re wearing, sir!”
“It’s my court suit, but since my dad said I had to stay out of
there for at least a year, I thought I’d better get some wear out of
it.”
“Stay out of court, or stay out of trouble?” Stef asked with a
smile.
“Court of course, you moron. My dad says trouble’s my
middle name, and anyway, he prefers it if I can stick up for
myself. He just doesn’t want me to get any more points on my
record, y’know, ’cos I’m getting older, and he reckons they’ll
start thinking about a proper sentence if they see me too much
more this year. Hope they let you in in your jeans, Max. It’s your
round, isn’t it? Celebrating your birthday and all that?”
I tapped the edge of my wallet in my pocket.
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money anyway. I deserve a good night out.”
Stef looked genuinely concerned, but before I could begin to
explain, Mort nudged me hard in the ribs. “Never mind all that
now. You need a bit of cheering up, that’s all. Look, there’s that
posh bird from college. Her mates are a bit of alright as well.
Let’s cut in the line behind them and you can get some shots in.
Start as we mean to go on, eh, lads!”
There was some grumbling and moaning as Mort shoved
other people out the way but nobody bothered to get up in his
face about it, so within a couple of minutes, I was standing at the
bar ordering shots, some beers and some cocktail jugs for the
girls. The barman looked at my ID for ages, but when I opened
up my wallet to pay, he didn’t seem quite so bothered and he
even asked if I wanted to open up a tab. I thought about it and
looked at the wedge of notes in my wallet.
“Um, yeah, why not? Just us lot, though, okay?”
I pointed over to where Mort and Stef were already settled
between the posh-looking girl’s mates. They were putting their
arms around the girls and touching their knees. Jesus, they didn’t
waste any time, did they?
The posh girl looked uncomfortable, and when I took the
drinks over to the table she looked straight at me and whispered
something to her friend. It was warm in there and I could feel
my face getting hot and sweaty. Worse than that, I swear I heard
a ping as something popped at the side of my head. The friend
laughed and as I put the tray down, she said, “Yeah, but
gormless sometimes covers up real quality, Anna!”
The posh girl smiled at me. “Oh, thank you so much. You’re
very generous, buying us all those drinks.”
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ladies. Max’s birthday’s coming up. He’s just about to set off on
a new work adventure, find a new direction.”
“Oh, really?” the posh girl asked. “What sort of work do you
do, Max?”
I didn’t know what to say. I took my time sitting down and
stared at the velour seat cover for ages. Mort was making strange
signs at me, flicking his hair and flapping his hands at the side of
his head. I put my own hands up and realised that my left ear
had come unstuck. I must’ve looked like a right prat, a one-sided
Dumbo. I jumped back up and knocked one of the beer bottles
so it sputtered all over the table.
“Shit! Sorry. Gotta go to the loo. Be back in a bit.”
When I reached the toilets, I dug in my pocket for the little
tube of glue. I looked in the mirror and put a good big dollop
behind my left ear. I didn’t want them dancing on their own anymore. Once I’d stuck my ears back good and proper, I relaxed a
bit. It was quite dark near the bar. Spiky chrome lights lit up
each booth, and the glitter ball spread sparkling silver shreds
right across the dance floor.
The posh girl had disappeared from the booth, but I soon
spotted her grinding away with a guy on the dance floor. He
looked like he’d just come off army manoeuvres or something.
I’d not seen any bloke with muscles like that, except on the telly.
Plus, he was strutting his stuff on the dance floor like he didn’t
care who was watching him. The posh girl was gazing up at him
adoringly. A whole group had gathered around the couple and
they were throwing themselves into the dancing like crazies.
“Hey, Rob,” one of them shouted above the music. “You’ve
got the moves, man! Woo-hoo!”
I’ve got to admit, I was a bit disappointed. I’d kind of hoped
the pretty posh girl might come dancing in my direction. But
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girl who’d made the gormless comment when I first came in.
She looked like she was about to get eaten alive. I swear I saw a
little bit of actual drool falling out of Mort’s mouth onto her
silky sky-blue lap. Poor girl, nobody deserved that. I had an idea.
I went to the bar and ordered another round of shots and
beer. Then, I danced over to the booth and pointed them out to
Mort and Stef. It worked. They were up and out of there and the
blond girl with the magazine tumble-down hair and the gorgeous
smile was giving me a look that said “thanks”. She patted the
seat next to her. Up close her teeth were bright white, her skin
was smooth and her eyes were deep, dark blue. She laughed.
“Okay, well, thanks for rescuing me. Your mates are a bit,
well, you know, intense, aren’t they?”
Any words I wanted to say seemed to be stuck somewhere
down near my stomach. Instead, I stared over to where the posh
girl and muscle guy were still going for it on the dance floor.
I managed to nod.
“Cute, aren’t they?”
Magazine girl was staring at me now.
“That’s Rob, Anna’s boyfriend.”
“H-he in the army?” I stuttered.
She laughed.
“No. He just works out a lot. His day job’s with Anna’s dad
at the camera shop.”
I nodded.
“You’re not gay, are you?” She was still staring at me.
I don’t know why she said that, but it brought my voice back
for a moment.
“No, what makes you think that?” I pressed my left hand
against my ear.
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you are, it’s not a problem. I’ll just wind my neck in a bit.”
I looked at her properly then. The blue of her dress made her
hair seem almost gold this close up, and her waist looked tiny.
“Well” – she was smiling at me now – “if you’re not gay, and
you’re not too besotted with Anna, then maybe you’d like to
dance with me. I’m Amanda, by the way.”
She took my hand and pulled me up towards the group
around Rob on the dance floor.
“Let’s see what moves you’ve got.”
My mouth felt like someone had snuck in there with a straw
and sucked all the saliva out. She pulled my other hand around
behind her tiny waist so the silky blue material of her dress
moved smoothly across my shirt. I was worried that my ears
were looking stupid, but then, what could I do? She’d put my
hands on her, and I definitely wasn’t going to move them. I
guess she hadn’t noticed my Dumbo ears after all. I closed my
eyes and moved closer in for a kiss.
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National Pride
The next thing I knew there was an ugly, fat, squidgy face in front
of me. The gentle touch and silky blue dress had gone and Mort was
prodding me in the chest.
“Got to go, Max the Munchkin. Dad needs our help.”
I started to protest and looked for Amanda, but she was already
striding across the floor to where the posh girl and the army guy were
gyrating.
Mort waved his phone in my face.
“C’mon, Max. No time to stand around. Let’s go.”
I shrugged. He did seem desperate.
“Sorry,” I mouthed at Amanda.
Outside I asked him where we were off to.
“The halls.”
“What? Why?”
“Remember the Paki boy at the sports centre? At the drinks
machine?”
He did an impression of Aladdin: “‘I-I-I’ve b-b-been h-h-here …
ssssince I was … th-th-three.’ That Paki boy. When I said about his
dirty, scum-ass being in our sports centre, he was stuttering and
stammering like he couldn’t even speak our language.”
I must’ve looked confused.
“He’s up at the halls with his mates. They’re having a Paki
convention. Richard texted me.”
I looked at the floor, but I needed to say something.
“Actually, he’s Iranian, Mort.”
“Even worse, then. He must be one of them terrorists.”

- 22 “He lives up on the Dryden estate. His dad’s a businessman. I don’t
think they’re terrorists.”
“Rich terrorists then. Bastards! Which house, Max? I’ll let my dad
know. His lot’ll go and check them out for bomb-making equipment.”
I wished at that point that I’d kept my big mouth shut. What if
Mort’s dad went and wrecked the house? Or worse, what if he went
and hurt Aladdin’s parents?
“How come you know where they live then, Max?”
Mort wasn’t letting go of this one.
“Paki lover, are you? Terrorist sympathiser? Oh shit, you’re not his
gay boy, are you? My dad says those terrorists always turn out to be
gay, too. Their marriages are all sham. He says they’re too busy making
bombs to do sex right.”
He stopped and bent double in the middle of the pavement,
laughing like he’d never stop.
“Imagine that! Paki basketball boy doing one on Max the
Munchkin. Ha-ha, ha-ha!”
Mort straightened up and stopped laughing. “C’mon, we’ll get the
bikes. It’ll be quicker. You can have my old one, Max. Hurry up, you
two.”
“Are you gonna tell your dad?” Stef asked.
“Nah. It’s only a few leftie students. If we wait outside, we can
probably pick them off a few at a time. Be a nice surprise for my dad
when we tell him. We can do this. C’mon. Power to the Pride!”
When we got to Mort’s house, I thought about getting on his bike
and just going home. Then I wondered whether if I told Mort I had to
go, the big guy would just shrug and go “Okay, Max the Munchkin” or
get my head in a wrestling lock and use me as a practice punchbag. I
didn’t have much time to decide and, in the end, he decided for me.
“Right, Max the Munchkin. Initiation time. Your dad works hard,
doesn’t he? I’ll bet your mum’s terrified of going out alone, all these
Paki kids in town. You need to show us what you believe in, Max.
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trampling on our dreams, taking all our jobs? That’s what those leftie
students want. Time to show a little bit of backbone, Max Hemling.”
“I don’t really want to hurt anyone,” I told Stef as we waited at the
side of his house for Mort to fetch his bag.
“This means a lot to Mort, Max. Those lefties. His dad was
seriously pissed off with them. Said they made the National Pride
march look like a laughing stock in the papers. You’ve got to admit
they’ve got a point, Max.” Stef was warming to his subject now. “It’s
only right we stick up for his dad, and our country.”
Mort reappeared. He was carrying a zipped-up sports bag.
“Bats,” he explained. “If anyone asks, we’ve been at the sports
centre for a baseball match, alright?” He must’ve seen the look on my
face. “No worries, Max. Just a little tap or two, a few bruises. Show
these commies who’s boss. That’s all we do. Remind them how to be a
bit more patriotic, that’s all.”
He slung the bag over his shoulder and pedalled off, telling Stef to
lead the way. I followed, but with every push of the pedals, I felt a
heavy thud in my stomach.
***
The student halls were lit up, and from the ground floor, I could
hear the thud of loud disco music. Mort signalled to all of us to wheel
our bikes around the back of the building. We left them leaned up
against a large fence in the compound.
He put his finger to his lips and bent down to unzip the sports bag.
“Here’s the plan. Max the Munchkin, go on in there and find your
Paki mate. Tell him you’re in a spot of bother outside and can he come
and help. Try and get him to bring a few, only a few mind, of his
commie buddies. We’ll be waiting round the side. They’ll all be pissed
by now, so shouldn’t be too hard to teach them a lesson.”
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student ID or something.”
“Stop messing about and get in there, Max.”
He pushed me hard in the middle of the back.
“You’ll think of something.”
As it turned out, I didn’t have to. My slow approach towards the
student union bar area was interrupted by a racket coming from the bar
itself. Heading towards me was a mass of young people, shouting and
yelling at each other and at me to get out. Aladdin appeared in front of
me, looking scared and shocked.
“Max, what’re you doing here? Get out. The National Pride people
are inside! On the war path!”
I was confused. Surely Mort, Stef and Joe hadn’t somehow got in
there before me. Aladdin turned me towards the door and grabbed my
hand. He started to pull me outside again. I got a glimpse of the people
the crowd was running from. They were older guys, all dressed in black
hoodies with flags sewn all over them.
“Run, Max! Get away from here. Come on.”
The students in the crowd were disappearing in every direction
through the various doors into the halls. Once the students got
through into those spaces, the hooded guys didn’t seem to be able to
follow them. Instead, they banged on the toughened glass with bits of
wood and baseball bats.
Aladdin and me, we had no room to run to. Within a few
moments, I found myself standing outside the entrance doors with the
rest of the basketball team and a few other terrified-looking kids.
I grabbed Aladdin’s other hand and turned him towards me.
“You’ve got to get out of here, Aladdin!” I yelled in his face.
“It’s okay, Max, there’s a shortcut round the back. We can cut
across the woods. C’mon, let’s go!”
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of the building. I planted my feet on the paving slab and refused to
move.
“No. It’s not safe. You can’t go that way. Trust me.”
“The bastards are all inside, Max, and we have to move. C’mon!”
“No, they’re not … they’re …”
Aladdin was forcing me to move now, but as soon as we rounded
the compound edge, standing straight in front of us, like a wall, were
Mort, Stef and Joe, the bats swinging in their hands.
“Shit.”
“Oh yes, hello again, terror boy.”
Mort swung the wooden bat hard around, and for a split second, I
imagined it hitting the home run in a stadium game. Then, with a
horrible thud, it collided with Aladdin’s head. My best friend’s gaze
settled on my face as he arched, in slow motion, towards the path.
I stumbled backwards. I couldn’t run. I couldn’t call out – my voice
was a dried up ball of weed caught in my throat. I couldn’t stop them.
Something banged on and on in my ears. Perhaps it was my heart or
maybe just the music left playing in the hall.
My legs gave way and I felt the cold concrete against my knees. I
screwed my eyes up to see what was happening. Aladdin lay curled up
on the floor, trying to protect himself with his hands over his face.
Mort’s bat came down and I heard a crunch. The scream that came
from Aladdin’s mouth was like nothing I’d ever heard – a sort of
curdled high pitched wail, like a gargling mermaid crossed with
Godzilla. He cried out again as Stef’s boot came stamping down onto
his ribs. Was that the sound of bone’s breaking?
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Aladdin’s head. I swear I could smell blood. Aladdin was quiet now but
Stef and Mort still yelled their hate down into his face.
“Oi, who’s round here?” a gruff voice yelled from the corner of the
building.
I raised my head. Mort, Stef and Joe were running towards me with
their hoods up.
“Shit Max, don’t just stand there. We need to get out of here.”
Stef grabbed my arm and yanked me away.

Mort shouted, “Get on your bike and get home. You did well.
We’ve got to go.”
Everything slowed down. The other students all clambered around
Aladdin. I saw one of them get their phone out and heard them calling
for an ambulance. I watched as Aladdin started to moan. I wanted to
get in there and tell him it was all my fault. I wanted to promise him I’d
go and sort out Big Mort for him. I wanted to pretend I’d been there
with him all evening. But I could hear sirens getting closer.
One of the basketball team looked over at me. “Why’ve you got
your bike, Max?”
Aladdin made another moaning sound. I couldn’t bear to hear it.
He knew, I was sure he knew. All the way home, I just kept repeating,
over and over, “At least he’s alive; at least he’s alive; at least he’s alive.”
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At the Demo
I knew that going to the demo was the right thing to do. I’d
thought Georgie would be in mourning after her brother’s
funeral. Of course, I sent messages of condolence on the
memorial page the other girls set up, but everybody knew that if
you lost someone like that, you basically went to pieces for ages.
So, when Georgie loaded up an event linked to the memorial
page, I was pretty amazed.
Saturday June 21st
Event: Keep Us Safe Demo
The idiots at the council. That’s who I hold responsible for Michael’s
death. They’ve been told again and again about that roundabout – how
bad the lighting is there. I want to show them that they have to do
something now. Michael and Pierre have to be the last to pay for this
city’s incompetence.
We must make them care and show them we care. So, I’m asking
you to join me in a (peaceful) demonstration on Saturday at 1 p.m.,
outside the civic centre. If you come, be prepared to lie down for your
principles.
Georgie had gone off to university last year. But I
remembered her from Hersham. She had been on the school
council; she’d run several clubs for the girls in the younger years
and she’d always been brilliant at public speaking. It was so
stupid that she’d lost her brother in that accident on Lion’s Way
roundabout, and I’d heard other stories in the paper about
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and an old guy, I think.
I’d never met Georgie’s brother but I really respected
Georgie, and if she wanted to protest then I guessed it would be
worth supporting her.
“Don’t I know you?”
There was a guy behind me on the bus. He had blond curls
and sad eyes.
“I don’t think so,” I told him. “At least, I’d be very surprised
if you did.”
“Sorry. It’s just I was sure I’d seen you somewhere before.”
I was pretty sure I knew where from. The Sing for Me
auditions had already been televised, but I wasn’t going to admit
to it unless he remembered.
“You on your way to the demo?” I asked.
The guy shook his head and the blond curls swayed about in
a very cute way.
“No, I’m going to see my friend in hospital. He was involved
in a thing. What demo?”
“Oh, I’m sorry. Actually, the demo’s about the Lion’s Way
roundabout. Some boys died there, you know.”
“Oh yeah, I heard.” The guy looked down at the floor.
“My friend Georgie, her brother died and she’s put up this
Facebook event thing, about the roundabout and the lighting,
you know. You could come along, join in.”
The guy’s face looked like he had a ton weight pressing down
on him. I thought I might be being a bit too pushy, but if
Georgie could organise a demo when she was so devastated,
then surely I could persuade just one more person to join in.
He looked at me and shook his head. Then, suddenly, he
said: “The telly, Sing for Me, that’s it. Am I right?”
I nodded.
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“Thanks.”
“Yeah. You sang it like you really meant it. Did you get
through to judges’ houses?”
I nodded again.
“Oh, that’s cool. I can tell my friend Aladdin – he’s the guy
I’m on my way to visit. He’s always on about that programme.”
The bus squealed to a halt and the driver appeared from
behind his little door. “Sorry, folks,” he told us, “there seems to
be a hold up in front of the civic centre. We might be some
time.”
I tried one more time:
“That’s us,” I said to the guy. “I’ve got to go. You coming?”
He got up from his seat and, for a moment, I thought he’d
changed his mind and was going to follow me. But then he
shook his head again.
“Hey, good luck and all that, but I promised Aladdin I’d visit,
and if I don’t do it now, I probably won’t. I don’t want to let
him down, y’know. Nice meeting you, though. What was your
name again?”
“Antonia.”
“Oh yes, Antonia. ‘If You Wanna Change the World’. I’m
Max. Good luck, see you around.”
He stepped down out of the bus and started jogging up the
road towards the hospital.
As I got nearer to the civic centre, I realised getting off the bus
had really been the only, and best, option. Stretched out across
the road in front of the grey building lay maybe five hundred
people. It was kind of eerie how still they all looked, almost
dead. Some had covered themselves in fake blood (well, I
assumed it was fake) and lay in odd positions as though their
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stopping the traffic.
Point well made, Georgie, I thought, and I lay down next to a
small ginger-haired girl.
The girl smiled at me and muttered through a clenched
blood-soaked mouth: “Do my arms look broken?”
I shrugged.
“Sorry, not meant to talk, I know. I’m meant to be dead, I
know. I’m Debbie, by the way.”
I smiled back.
“Antonia. It’s okay. You look very cool. Broken and dead.”
As I lay there I thought about the blond guy on the bus. He
was pretty attractive really, a little bit goofy looking, but in a cute
kind of way. But he’d only talked to me because he recognised
me off the telly. If we’d talked for much longer he’d probably
have told me I looked fatter in real life, so maybe it was just as
well he’d gone off to see his friend.
A whisper was snaking its way along the still bodies of dead
and mangled teenagers.
“Stay put! Stay put! The police are coming, but whatever
happens, stay put!”
My heart was going ten to the dozen. Faster and faster. I
hoped I wouldn’t get arrested. The ginger girl spoke through the
corner of her mouth. “They reckon they’re fetching the water
cannon, you know.”
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Cankle and Cake
Before the auditions, I’d watch old reruns of Sing for Me over and
over on TV. Usually, I had my face right up to the screen
looking at what the contestant was wearing, or trying to work
out how they were reaching a particular note, stuff like that. But
sometimes, I’d sit down for a bit and look through magazines.
Those damn magazines, I don’t know why I ever bothered
buying them. The models always smiled out at me from exotic
piazzas and beaches. Their teeth were always, and I mean always,
white and straight and gleaming. They’d stand leaning against
palm trees while twinkling crystal water lapped against perfect
sandy beaches in the background.
There was this one dress I remembered best. It was kind of
an off-white satin, simple and not too tight. A bit like you’d
imagine Greek goddesses would wear. It looked amazing against
the model’s tanned skin. It had obviously caught the breeze
slightly, and she held the skirt down on her thighs, laughing.
Below the hem of the dress, her slim, shapely legs ran down
towards her sculpted ankles.
I kept that magazine for ages. I loved that dress. I’d try to
imagine myself wearing it (just for a moment) and leaning
forward from that tree, giggling as the breeze threatened to blow
it all skywards. My smile wouldn’t be too bad. Mum had made
me go to the orthodontist for months before my sixteenth
birthday. It was horrible. I was hardly allowed anything nice to
eat, although I discovered then that you can cut up a toffee choc
bar small enough so it doesn’t stick to the wires. Go me, eh!
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would have to be tied back. Mine is long, like the model’s. But
there’s no way I could ever get mine to flow with those big curls
sitting on the shoulders exactly as it should. No, my straight
black version would just hang there limply. And my face, well,
that wouldn’t sit sweetly under the “diving for the floor” hair,
either. No, my face would push its way forward so that, even if
my smile was neat and my teeth were even, my cheeks would
puff, my eyes would goggle out, and that massive spot I used to
get right in the middle of my chin (no matter what I used to
exfoliate or scrub or “calm my skin”) would no doubt have
shone forth with several enormous eruptions that the make-up
people would despair of ever camouflaging.
Then, even if they ever did manage to cake on the foundation thickly enough, I’d still have to deal with my arms. The
dress from heaven was sleeveless, so my bingo wings would
have flapped like an old lady’s as soon as I lifted either limb. The
model’s boobs sat perkily under soft, clinging folds of material.
If I were wearing that dress, mine would stick out, too, but not
like that with a delicate soft curve. Mine would be more like a
lumpy mountain range, ready to avalanche at any moment.
And my legs! If I held the dress down like that, the fat on my
thighs would probably still have been rippling when the camera
shutter clicked. My knees had spectacular horizontal white
cushions behind each one. And, if I raised and bent my leg like
the model, the pudgy, pale substance would double up and
create even bigger rolls of rubbery monstrousness. At least,
that’s what I thought then.
It wasn’t just me that thought that way, though. Once, in PE,
when I’d run past Mr Thane in my shorts (no jogging bottoms
were allowed in Gym), he’d told me I had strong legs.
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Antonia. You need strength in your legs and trunk for those
disciplines. You should give it a go. You might find you like it.”
I’d kind of held it together while he was talking to me, but
later, in the changing room, I went into the shower cubicle,
pulled the curtain and cried and cried. I didn’t want to look like
one of those enormous athletes, however far they threw, however talented they were. I wanted to be small and graceful,
tumbling across the floor mat in a sparkly leotard. Mr Thane
didn’t know anything.
When I looked at that magazine and remembered that stuff
about Mr Thane, I think I realised that all the sparkly leotard
stuff had been a ridiculous fantasy.
Even my ankles can’t just be ankles. Somebody’s put a ring
of cankle on mine. What was God thinking when he made me?
Certainly not that I can ever wear that dress!
I ripped the page out of the magazine, screwed it into a ball
and launched it into the waste paper basket. Then I got up,
checked the bedroom door was properly shut and found a kingsized Mars bar at the back of my desk drawer. I put the telly
back on and tried to relax.
Mum was cross later as I picked at the chilli and lime
poached salmon with roasted pepper couscous. She tried to
make conversation with me.
“Oh, darling, are you not hungry? You need to eat that up,
sweetie. It will keep you healthy and trim. The salmon, it’s very
good for your hair, too.”
I know it doesn’t sound like it, but that’s my mum’s version
of cross.
“Darling, you’ll never guess who I saw in the department
store this afternoon.”
“No, Mum, I probably won’t.”
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Innovator of the Year dinner, you know that aqua one?”
I nodded, although I had no idea what she was talking about.
But I was pleased that Dad was getting some kind of award.
“Is Dad up for that, then? Business Innovator of the Year, I
mean?”
“Oh yes, darling. Of course he’ll win it, too. He knows the
chair of the panel. Apparently sorted him out with some
excellent start-up shares for his portfolio last year.”
Start-up shares aren’t words you expect to hear coming out
of my mother’s mouth but I thought I’d humour her, so I smiled
and twiddled my polished silver knife and fork. Mum always
insisted that we use the good silver, even when it was a weekday
supper and it was just the two of us eating. Mum giggled.
“Anyhow, we were talking about who I saw. Jose Flanders!”
“Who?”
“Jose. You know the chap from Up! on the television. The
designer.”
“Oh.”
“He was sitting outside the fitting room when I tried that
aqua dress on. I did a twirl – not for him you know, just to see if
it flowed well. He told me it looked lovely and must have been
made for me. He couldn’t take his eyes off me, as a matter of
fact, even when his girlfriend came out. I must say, she was
wearing a rather dowdy trouser suit. I would have expected more
from her, girlfriend of an international design guru, wouldn’t
you?”
I didn’t know what to say.
“I did ask you if you wanted to come with me, darling. You
could have been there.”
Then I thought of something. “Well, it was nice he said that
to you anyway, Mum. I’m sure you did look amazing.”
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there.
“Mum, may I leave the table? It’s just I was practising for the
Sing for Me auditions. Is that okay?”
“Of course, sweetie, but please don’t say ‘okay’. You know I
don’t like it. It’s so common. When are the auditions? We must
go and find you an outfit to wow them with. Remind me, won’t
you.”
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Team Bebe
I swallowed. Somehow my tongue seemed massive and stuck to
every side of my mouth at once. I thought I’d never even be able
to get a note out. The assistant stage hand held back the black
curtains for me so I could step into what I guessed were the
wings of the stage.
When I’d watched Sing for Me on the telly, the contestants
always stood in light and airy rooms with gorgeous views out of
enormous windows while frustrated-looking judges sat behind
an imposing desk. The contestants always looked terrified, just
like I was feeling, but at least they could see what they were
dealing with. Looking out into the auditorium of the Bell
Theatre, I could see only blackness. I didn’t even know if there
were any judges out there.
I soon found out. A high-pitched voice called out: “Next.
Oh, for goodness sake, Carmen, you’ve got to get them through
quicker than this, lovey. We’ll be here all week at this rate.”
The assistant stage hand blushed and pulled me out towards
the centre of the stage. “What’s your name? What are you
singing?” she asked.
It was all I could do to whisper in reply, “Antonia Smythe. ‘If
You Wanna Change the World’.”
Carmen called this out to the dark auditorium and then
turned me so I was facing sideways. “Keep your feet right there
on the taped spots, alright? Sing in that direction. The cameras
will roll throughout.”
Carmen turned and strode back into the wings.
“Okay, Antonia. Start when you’re ready.”
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corners of my mouth and smiled. I couldn’t see the camera, even
though Carmen had said it was there. I couldn’t see the judge,
even though I’d heard him speak.
“Sorry,” I stammered. “Do you think I could have a drink of
water? My mouth …”
“Yes, yes. Carmen!”
The stage hand ran back towards me and thrust an open
bottle of water into my hand.
“You should’ve asked before you came on. Don’t get Patrick
riled up. Here, hurry up!”
“Thanks.”
It all felt so rushed. This was nothing like the singing master
class, where the voice coach had been really patient with me,
letting me go over and over particular bars of the song until I
felt confident about them.
My hands were shaking, but I sipped at the bottle and
immediately felt a bit better. The first bars of piano began to
play over the speakers.
“You should be just who you are, if you wanna change the
world …” I sang.
About halfway through, Patrick’s voice piped up from
somewhere in the darkness.
“Not bad, Antonia. I like the chorus. But you’re a bit shaky.
They’ll never put you through upstairs if you’re that nervous.”
I felt a sinking weight in my stomach. He was going to say
no. But then he carried on.
“Carmen. Put a yellow sticker on her. Listen, Antonia, when
you get to the next room, imagine them all naked or something.
Get rid of those nerves, girl!”
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on the strap of my dress. She smiled and pushed me towards the
opposite side of the stage.
“Next room for you. Well done. It sounded good to me.”
She leaned down and scooped up the bottle of water. “Here,
best take this with you. They won’t wait upstairs. Either you get
on with it or they say no before you’ve even sung a note. Patrick
liked you, though, so that’s good news.”
Carmen showed me through the swinging door. “Just follow
this corridor. Upstairs at the end, upstairs again, and wait outside
the conference rooms. It’ll be room one or two. They’ll tell you
when you get there. Good luck.”
I followed the instructions exactly. It was airy and light in the
corridor. The people waiting on the chairs looked a lot more
glamorous than I did. A blond girl sat perched on the edge of a
plastic chair nervously mouthing the words to her audition piece.
She had large brown eyes with smoky-coloured eyeshadow in
the corners and lashes that I would’ve killed for.
I wondered whether I should check what I looked like. In the
waiting area, Mum had forced me to put on a bit of mascara, but
that had probably gone all clumpy and given me panda eyes by
now. There was a ladies toilet sign on the door right next to me.
There were loads of others waiting, I was sure I’d have a minute
or two and my tummy was beginning to twinge with nerves
again. Just a quick check.
Inside, the tiled room was lit with old-fashioned table lamps.
It even had a soft chair next to a table with fresh flowers, tissues
and skin products. I wasn’t alone. There was a woman touching
up her lipstick in the mirror and muttering, “Bloody make-up
artists. Why they can’t even get your lipstick to stay put I’ve no
idea. If you want something done properly, do it yourself!”
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curls swished towards me. “Don’t you agree?”
It was Bebe. Bebe was a goddess: golden curls, perfect skin.
Tall, slender, tanned and a brilliant white smile that lit up the
room. Bebe: the guest judge from LA for this series. She was
gorgeous, talented and mega-rich. The Sing for Me format was her
business. The papers were full of stories about her. Local girl
made good, so the stories went.
I was totally star-struck.
“Sorry,” I stuttered. “I didn’t realise … I mean … I’ll go.”
“Oh, sweetie, don’t be silly. We all have to pee, don’t we?”
Her kind American drawl somehow made me even more
nervous.
“Actually, I just wanted to check my make-up,” I whispered.
Bebe laughed.
“What make-up? You don’t look like you’re wearing any.
Come with me. I’ll get Margy to see to it for you.”
So before I knew it, I was being led back along the corridor
by Bebe herself. Bebe ignored everyone else. She pushed me
playfully down into a director’s chair in the corner of
Conference Room One and beckoned to a tired-looking, middleaged lady.
“Margy. Look what I found in the toilets. She needs help.
She needs make-up. Work your magic. Then tell Nigel to pop
her in the front of the queue. We’ll start with her, ten minutes.”
Bebe smiled at me. “You’re in good hands, sweetheart. See
you soon.”
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Not just a Pretty Face
Margy sighed. “Come on then,” she muttered.
She put a paper bib around my neck.
“I’m sorry,” I said very quietly through the rustling tissue.
“Not your fault, love. It’s just that yours is about the
hundredth pretty face I’ve seen today. I was hoping for a cuppa
before they started again.”
“Thanks,” I told her as the soft foundation brush tickled my
jawline.
Margy had just applied finishing powder when bells started to
sound from beyond the doors of the adjoining room.
“Best I can do. Not bad, though. You had good skin to start
with.”
She gave me a hand up out of the chair, carefully pulled off
the paper bib and propelled me towards the double doors.
“Best of luck, love. Not got time to show you, but trust me,
you look good.”
I wasn’t sure, but I pushed open the doors carefully.
Two young women appeared, both wearing black skinny
jeans, Sing for Me tee-shirts, headsets and each holding a tablet.
They ushered me through.
“Smile!” one of them told me. “And give it your all. Okay?”
I nodded, smiled and looked straight ahead.
In front of me, perhaps fifteen feet away, behind a desk that
looked like it might actually be made from marble, sat the three
Sing for Me judges: Bebe in the centre, Jim Xavier on her right
and Paul Swink on her left. In the flesh, all three of them looked
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myself wondering if Margy did their make-up as well.
“Aha!” Bebe exclaimed. “I found this lovely lurking in the
loo. What do you reckon, boys?”
The way she said “loo” made it sound like a girl’s name
rather than a place you went to have a wee.
“Well, how should we know, Bebe? Let’s hear what she’s got
first, shall we?”
Jim Xavier threw his long hair back over his shoulder as he
spoke. The intro music to “If You Wanna Change the World”
started up once again and I took a deep breath.
Now or never! I told myself.
I smiled and sang the first word just right. As the song went
on I managed to sing every note exactly in time with the backing
track. I think most of them were coming out in tune, too. And,
so far at least, none of the judges had raised a hand to stop me.
My voice was floating strong and sweet across the room. As I
slowed down to match the final melody, I didn’t even care what
they might say about it. I felt fantastic.
Someone was speaking now.
“Antonia, can you hear me, sweetie?”
It was Bebe.
“What do you say? You wanna be on Team Bebe?”
“What … mmm … sorry … uh … Yes, of course!”
Bebe trilled her girlish laugh. “Wow! You were away with the
fairies just then, weren’t you, sweetie. But I think with a voice
like that, we’ll get over it. Well done.”
Bebe stood up, came around the marble desk and gave me a
hug. “Welcome to Sing for Me,” she murmured in my ear. It took
the whole walk downstairs to the waiting area for the reality of
what had just happened to dawn on me. Mum had said she’d
wait. That seemed like hours ago now, days even.
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thronging with people. I caught sight of the huge railway clock
above the staircase. It was only three-thirty. I’d been in those
rooms just over an hour altogether. That was all. Mum was
going to be ecstatic, but I couldn’t quite see her in the crowd.
Then I spotted her sitting on a velvet-covered chair at the side
of the lobby, legs crossed and leaning forward so I could see
directly down her silk shirt. I suspected I wasn’t the only one
with that view.
A chair away from Mum sat a man I recognised from
somewhere. He was leaning back, but craning his neck to give
Mum his full attention. His hands were outstretched so they
nearly touched her waist and he was talking to her. I couldn’t
hear what he was saying, but the giggle with which Mum
responded made me think it was probably something flirty. The
man seemed very confident.
By the time I’d pushed through the crowd the man had gone
and, as I went towards Mum, I remembered for about the
millionth time since Bebe had hugged me that I was through the
auditions for Sing for Me! I was part of Team Bebe now!
“Well, looking at you, I think it might be good news. Is it?”
I nodded.
“You’re through, darling?”
I smiled.
“Oh, darling, how marvellous! No conditions, you’re
through?”
“It’s about singing, Mum. What do you mean no
conditions?”
“Nothing, darling. Nothing at all. Oh, how marvellous. Come
on. I’ll take you to celebrate. Let me just ring Elise. I must tell
her. Oh, well done, darling. Well done, you.”
“What about Daddy? Can we ring him, Mum? Mum?”
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though, I think. He’ll be in with the board. We’ll wait till he’s
back at the hotel.”
She smiled and pulled her mobile phone to her ear. “Hello,
Elise? You will never guess where I am and what my brilliant
daughter has managed to do!
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Bullies and Lies
“Oooh, look, Casey. It’s Antonia ‘posh pants’ Smythe, pop star
in the making.”
I cringed. I knew that voice, although since I’d joined
Hersham Hall I’d not had to listen to it. That was the voice of
Matti Fryer. Matti had always been after me, through primary
school and right on into high school. When we were young, it
had been my new leather shoes that Matti teased me about or
the satchel I carried my books in. As we got older, it had been
my hair or my size, or sometimes she’d just snigger loudly
whenever I put my hand up to answer a question in class.
Thing is, Matti wasn’t dumb. She always seemed to get good
marks in tests and homework assignments. Maybe a couple of
marks below me, but the gap wasn’t anything to get jealous
about. So I’d never really understood why she chose me to pick
on. But I do remember feeling really, really relieved the day that
Hersham Hall had rung Mum and told her space had become
available for me to join them in Year 8.
Hearing her voice again, I just wanted to run. But I was
wearing my Ted Baker dress and high heels, the ones I’d worn
for the audition. What if Matti had seen the audition piece on
TV? She wasn’t the type to let an opportunity to take the mickey
go by, I knew that. Then I thought how silly I was being. We’d
all grown up since those early days. It was perfectly possible that
Matti had changed, and it was only fair to give her the benefit of
the doubt. So I put a determined smile on my face and turned
around.
“Matti, wow, it’s been ages.”
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black eyeliner and loads of mascara. Her dyed blond hair was
pulled back into a tight but sleek ponytail on top of her head,
while a pink neon crop top came down to about two inches
above her belly button, where I could see a very large and shiny
diamond piercing.
“See, told you she heard us.” Matti nudged the mouseylooking girl who was trailing along at her heels. “Jesus, you get
poor or something? You only got one dress? That’s the one you
had on in the auditions, isn’t it?”
She had seen it, then.
The mousey girl smiled at me. “You were good. Were you
scared?”
“Shut up, Casey! Course she was scared – looked like she was
shitting herself the whole way through, from what I saw.”
I remembered the dry mouth and feeling like my stomach
was weighted down with an anvil. I looked straight at Casey and
said, “Yes. I was terrified the whole time. Wait till you see the
next round. I swear you’ll be able to see my knees knocking
together all the way through.”
“But you made it – you got to judges’ houses. I bet that’ll be
amazing. Where’s Bebe’s house? LA? New York?”
Matti stood staring at me and the mousey girl with her mouth
open. I could just see a piece of shiny gum behind her bottom
lip.
“Jesus, Casey, what you trying to do? Stalk the girl? You’ll be
wanting to know her bra size next.”
The mousey girl’s face dropped.
I told Casey that it was alright. “I really don’t mind.”
I wondered if Matti was just a little bit jealous of the
attention her friend was giving me. The thought of making Matti
Fryer jealous, well, that wasn’t such a bad feeling. It was a fair
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or something. You can tell me some more. C’mon, Matti. I’ll
pay.”
Matti shrugged. Casey had already turned around to go back
inside the shopping centre doors. She grabbed Matti’s hand to
pull her along. They moved quickly, and I couldn’t decide what
to do.
“You never told me you had such famous friends, Matti.”
They opened the door of the French patisserie, and Casey
was already pulling three chairs together around a cute little table
in the window. I went in.
“I’ll have to keep an eye out for my mum, though,” I told
her. “She’s shopping somewhere. I don’t want to miss my ride
home.”
“Milkshake, coffee or soda?” Casey asked.
“Well, no doubt it’ll be a diet one, whatever she asks for,”
cried Matti. “Surely they’ve got you on one of those fat-burning
diets by now, if you’re going to be on the live shows. Not being
funny, but you don’t wanna be known as the fat girl who can
sing, do you, posh pants?”
That was the thing about Matti, she sounded so mean, but
somewhere you also felt just a little bit like she was watching out
for you. A sort of cruel-to-be-kind thing. I rubbed my eyes. The
tears were coming, I could feel them. I should have just told
them I had to go, or maybe ignored what Matti was saying, but
there were bits of it that were true. No, Bebe’s team hadn’t put
me on a crash diet, but the personal trainer had already taken me
to the gym. Matti was staring at me, hard.
“Do you?”
“No, just healthy eating, but they did send me to the gym
with the personal trainer, running on the treadmill. I quite liked
it, actually.”
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isn’t he? I remember him at the judges’ houses last year. Did he
try anything on?”
“What d’you mean?”
“You know. Coming on to you, on the run?”
I shook my head. No, he hadn’t, but then I’d probably
looked like I was about to explode. Not a very sexy look at all.
“Well, watch it, won’t you.” Matti was in full flow now. “You
know what these fitness types are like. Shag anything that
moves, including you! Just to give themselves a muscle show.
You look after yourself. Did he take any pictures?”
“What? No! Of course not!”
I didn’t like the direction Matti was taking the conversation.
Why did she get so het up about protecting yourself? I looked
out the window and noticed Mum’s 4x4 driving around the car
park. I jumped up and told Matti and Casey I had to go, but I
was too late, Mum had seen me. She’d parked up and had come
through the door just as I was fumbling around for my bag.
“Hello, girls.” She smiled at Matti and Casey and looked
questioningly at me. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your
friends, darling?”
“I’m Matti, Mrs Smythe.”
Somehow Matti’s voice had taken on a smoother, haughtier
tone.
“I used to go to school with Antonia, but Casey” – she
gestured with her thumb – “she recognised her from the Sing for
Me auditions. I’ll bet you’re really proud, aren’t you?”
“Well, yes, of course.”
“That she got through and everything to the next round?”
“Um, yes, well it’s all been a bit of a whirlwind really, hasn’t
it, darling?”
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she’s amazing, don’t we, Casey? See you again, Antonia. We’ll
make sure we vote. And don’t forget: watch out for the fitness
chap!”
As we went back to the car, Mum started up with her usual
snarkiness. “Darling, that was so rude. You really should have
introduced me properly.”
“Why? She’s basically a bitch,” I told her.
Mum got really cross at that. “There is no need for that, my
girl. Don’t you be putting on airs and graces, Antonia, just
because you have been fortunate enough to find a little success.
Not everyone has the same degree of support as you. I’ll expect
an apology for that attitude when you’ve calmed down.”
The best way to deal with my mum is to give her what she
expects. Otherwise, you never hear the end of it.
“Sorry, Mum.”
“That’s better, darling. Now, why don’t you tell me what
you’re looking so long-faced about?”
“I’m fat and ugly, and I look like a tied-up piece of yellow
sausage in this dress.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, sweetie. You’re fine. It’s just a bit of
puppy fat, that’s all. As soon as you’re dancing around on stage
in the live shows it will soon fall away. And, Antonia, I took very
good, not to mention expensive, advice from that stylist before I
paid out for that dress, so I think you are being just a little bit
ungrateful, don’t you?”
We arrived home.
“Now, do you think you could manage to help me out and
put the groceries away? I really must change, and I’m running so
late. I don’t want the ladies at the Lodge lunch to think I don’t
care about them.”
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needed to change at all. The pale pink dress suit didn’t seem to
have a crease in it, and her dark hair appeared freshly tucked in
her chignon bun. I leaned down and took off my high heels and
then twisted around to reach that damn dress zip. I pulled it
down to just above my waist.
Fine, I thought. But I’m going to be comfy if I do it.
I was still putting ice cream tubs into the freezer and
checking that the vegetables were in the right side of the “stay
fresh” drawer of the fridge when Mum came gliding through the
kitchen. She looked a vision in a yellow flowered dress, and a
sweet citrus smell wafted around her as she moved. She gave me
a peck on the cheek and waved as she headed out the door. “See
you later, darling. Be good, and remember, not too much
practising. The coach said not to strain your voice, didn’t he?
Relax a bit, sweetie. You deserve it.”
I thought she’d gone, but then I heard, “Maybe a little
workout on the treadmill wouldn’t hurt though, darling. If you’re
feeling a little down, it can’t do any harm. It might even cheer
you up a bit.”
Fat chance, I thought.
I pulled a large, wooden tray from its storage place next to
the fridge, went back to the freezer and took the big ice cream
tub out. Next to it I placed two “sharing” bags of herby crisps. I
took a pint glass and pushed it hard against the ice dispenser on
the fridge door. I opened the door and found a two-litre bottle
of Coke. There were a few small gaps left on the tray. I filled
them with a handful of each type of mini-treat chocolate bars.
I took my treasure and stepped carefully up the stairs. No
Mum; she’d be out for hours with the ladies at the Lodge. No
Dad; he was still off sucking up to European diplomats. Just
little old me, through to the live shows, and the only person who
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sentences to me about it was bloody Matti Fryer. I had the
feeling that I hadn’t heard the last of her, either. I switched the
TV channel to the American Sing for Me final awards ceremony,
but I couldn’t concentrate. I kept thinking of what ifs.
What if I get to the final? What if Matti somehow gets to
talk to Bebe?
What if I’m actually rubbish and they’re all just really
laughing at me behind my back?
What if that personal trainer wants more than to help me get
fit?
There was only one way to make sure none of these things
happened. I grabbed a note pad from my drawer and started to
write.
Dear Bebe,
I’m really sorry, but I can’t do the show anymore. I still love singing,
and I want to say thank you, but I just can’t do it anymore. I’m sorry
to mess you about.
Yours sincerely, Antonia Smythe
I wrote her office address on the envelope and sealed it up
quick. I ran downstairs and popped it underneath the pile of
letters waiting to go to the post office.
It was the right thing to do. No one could bother me if I
wasn’t even on the show. No one could tell me what to say or
how to act or even what to eat if I wasn’t on the show. I
switched the TV back on and opened the tub of ice cream. I was
in control now.
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Demo
On the way home from seeing Aladdin at the hospital, I saw the
Sing for Me girl again. The bus stopped near the civic centre and
all these kids got on. Most of them looked like zombies with
fake blood and weird make-up all over their faces. She didn’t
have any of that stuff on, though, just a wide smile as she
climbed aboard and sat down right in front of me with a tiny
red-headed girl. They were chattering away ten to the dozen
when I tapped her on the shoulder. I had this idea of asking her
for her autograph. Aladdin would be well impressed with that as
a get-well present. He was being discharged; concussion and no
permanent damage, the doctors had said. I was relieved.
“How’d it go?” I asked as I touched her shoulder.
She stared at me blankly for a moment that seemed like a
minute, as if I’d offended her somehow, then wham: I saw the
light go on and she pulled her entire body around on the edge of
the seat.
“It was really good, Max. Was it Max?”
I nodded. At least she remembered me.
“The politicians came out. We thought they were going to
clear us away with the water cannon, but this guy came and
stood by the side of it and talked to us through a megaphone.
He said they were impressed with the strength of feeling and
that they were putting Lion’s Way on their next committee
agenda. Success. Power to the people.”
With that, she turned back to the zombie girl and laughed.
“Taking on bureaucracy and emerging victorious, hey,
Debbie?”
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realised politicians always say that. It means nothing really. But
then, who was I to steal their moment? I tried for the autograph,
while she was in a good mood.
“Listen, Antonia, I was hoping you might do me a favour,
for my friend.”
When I explained, her face went bright red and the smile
disappeared. In fact, she looked angry. Her mouth screwed up
into a tight ball and her eyes went dark.
“And to think I thought you were cute. Shows you how
wrong you can be. All you want to do now is take the piss. Well,
thanks for ruining my day, Max. Big man, and all that! Come on,
Debbie. Let’s get out of here.”
She stood up and pulled her friend up alongside her. They
stumbled to the front of the bus and waited for the next stop. I
couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I could see Antonia
trying not to cry and the smaller girl shaking her head and
shrugging. As they got down from the bus, I saw Debbie give
Antonia a hug then run off up one of the side streets. Antonia
started looking around.
The bus pulled away and had gone quite a way up the road. I
begged the driver to stop so I could get off. When I got back to
the junction, she was still standing there, a little less red in the
face now but still looking pretty upset. I held up both hands as I
walked towards her.
“I’m sorry, alright, but I wasn’t taking the piss. I meant it
about my mate. He really would like your autograph. He loves
that show.”
She rubbed at her eyes.
“Bebe said I had to toughen up when she tore up my letter,
that people would be mean about it.”
I didn’t know what she was talking about but I did feel bad.
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want a coffee or something? Or a sit-down?”
“It won’t be worth anything, the autograph. It’s not like I’m
going to win, is it? Once they see all this on the live shows.” She
put her hands on her tummy and wobbled it. “The sympathy
vote only gets you so far.”
I guided her over to a bench and gently pushed her to a
sitting position.
“And feeling sorry for yourself won’t get you any further, will
it?”
Her blotchy face turned towards me.
“No, I suppose not,” she replied.
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Positive Voodoo
Sitting on the bench, with the traffic whizzing by, Max told me
about his dreams and how they’d been trampled on. He was
nice. I felt bad I’d bad-mouthed him on the bus, and I thought it
might help if I showed him supportive people did exist. Also,
that I wasn’t a spoilt, self-pitying crybaby. Although I’m not sure
that telling him about my mum did anything for that cause. I
told him about my careers session.
***
I could smell Mum before I saw her at my bedroom door:
Chanel Coco Mademoiselle because she thinks Chanel No. 5 is
far too “old ladyish” for her.
“The career guidance chap charges by the hour. I’ll have to
find a place to park, too. We really mustn’t be late, darling, and I
did think we could go along to the shopping centre afterwards,
as long as I’m on time for the ladies.”
I pulled hard on the skirt zip. It didn’t want to move. There
was only an inch or two more to go. I turned the fabric around
so the zip curved across my stomach. Then I lay down flat on
the bed and yanked as hard as I could on the tiny engraved zip
tab. Success! It was fastened. Now I just needed to turn the
entire skirt back around over my ginormous bum. My hands
were sweating, and the waistband digging in like that made me
feel like I might throw up my breakfast. But, it was kind of
worth it when Mum appeared and said: “Oh darling, that’s your
Ted Baker suit, isn’t it? It’s so smart. I love that on you.”
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step at a time was impossible in that skirt) Mum patted me on
the shoulder.
“Pop on the court shoes and you’ll look every inch the
professional. Although, I still don’t understand why you refuse
to let me buy you that shaping underwear. It just keeps
everything that little bit more under control.” (I didn’t mention
the underwear to Max, of course.)
As Mum said this, she turned around and looked at herself in
the hall mirror and ran her hands over her non-existent stomach.
“It still works for me, every time. Look, sweetheart.”
Even if I had wanted to look, I couldn’t have done. I was too
busy worrying about whether I was going to be sick when I bent
down to put on my shoes. In the end, it was just about alright.
In the back seat of the car, I sat up as straight as possible and
tried to hold my breath. The smell of the leather seats made me
gag a bit, which wasn’t helped by Mum’s desperation to get to
the offices of Mr Jensen at breakneck speed.
“Couldn’t I just have had my careers interview at school, like
everyone else, Mum? It’s the same guy, isn’t it?”
“Yes, sweetheart, it is the same person. But with Mr Jensen
running his own private practice, you are bound to get better
attention, better quality guidance. You do want the best, don’t
you?”
Yes, that couldn’t be denied. I did want the best. I’d worked
hard towards my exams and all the teachers predicted great
grades for me, especially in languages and arts. They’d already
told me I could have my pick of university places if I carried on
like this. The teachers at Hersham Hall, they did know what they
were talking about. They’d all come from top universities and
they got bigger pay packets than their state school counterparts
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as much as what you know, that gets you on in the world.”
I never felt very comfortable with that idea. I was always
more about people being allowed to be what they wanted to be,
proving ourselves by how well we did at school rather than by
how much money our parents donated to the PTA or what
amaze-balls jobs they had. But, as you might imagine, that sort
of attitude didn’t go down too well at Hersham Hall, so
generally, I just kept my mouth shut.
But on that day, when Mr Jensen gave me a guidance
questionnaire to fill in, I wrote something along those lines in
answer to the question “What does equal opportunity mean to
you?”. Mr Jensen laughed when he read it. It wasn’t a mean
laugh, and he patted my hand as he did it.
He smiled at me and said: “At your age, Antonia, it’s good to
have a little bit of idealism in your life. An idea of how you’d like
the world to be. But it’s my job to help you get to the most
advantageous position from where you can make these things
happen for yourself.”
He rubbed his hands together and smiled again.
“Let’s get down to business. Enough with the assessment
form. Why don’t you tell me what you’ve always dreamed of
doing for a job? What are your wildest hopes, Antonia?”
I didn’t know what to say. Mum was sat all ladylike and silent
on the sofa at the other end of Mr Jensen’s enormous office. She
raised her eyebrows at me, and I just knew she was waiting for
some amazing answer. Should I tell him about wanting to sing?
She wouldn’t approve, I knew that. But he had said my wildest
hopes.
“If I said, just for now, you could be anything you wanted to
be, do anything you wanted to do. Don’t worry about your mum
and me. What’s your dream, Antonia?”
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“I’d like to sing,” I blurted out. “You know, get my voice
trained properly and stuff, make records, do shows.”
I didn’t look at Mum. I focused on Mr Jensen. What did he
think? Mr Jensen didn’t laugh. He didn’t even smile or look
away. Instead, he nodded slowly and stared me straight in the
eye.
“Well, it will be hard work, Antonia. Most careers that are
worth having are hard work somewhere along the line. But, if it’s
really what you’ve set your heart on, let’s see what advice and
contacts I can give you to help you along the way.”
He tapped on a tablet computer I hadn’t noticed before, set
into the glass desk top.
He added: “Getting ahead in the music industry is a matter of
three things, Antonia: timing, contacts and personal branding.”
“I can sing!”
He smiled again.
“Good, my dear, talent always helps. Although, even those
without can make it if they get the timing and the branding right.
But talent does help get you noticed.”
He turned to Mum. “Does she have a voice coach, Mrs
Smythe? I do have a highly recommended one here if not.”
Mum was sat still as anything, all wide-eyed and silent.
“W-well, yes,” she stuttered. “I mean, no, not really. I wasn’t
really aware. I thought all this Sing for Me audition idea was just a
phase.”
Mr Jensen turned back to me. “I’ll be honest with you. It
would be a really good idea to utilise these languages too,
Antonia.”
He looked down at his tablet screen and then back up.
“Umm, I could probably get you a summer internship at
Emperor Productions if you get these language grades. It
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probably, but these chaps are on their way up in the
broadcasting and production circles. They could use your
communication skills, and I’m sure you’d make some of the
contacts you need in the industry.”
“Wow, could you really?”
“Antonia, don’t say ‘wow’, please, darling. It’s terribly
vulgar.”
“You’ll need to dress smartly like you are today, but I’m sure
you could manage that. They’re a lovely bunch of people.”
“Thank you so much, Mr Jensen, that’s brilliant.”
Mr Jensen nodded and produced a glossy brochure, which he
handed to Mum.
“That’s the voice coaching masterclass I mentioned, Mrs
Smythe.”
Mum took it from him and stood up to leave, beckoning me
after her. I was so happy. This was brilliant. As I got to the door
I noticed Mr Jensen touch Mum’s elbow, then whisper
something to her. They both looked at me and Mum nodded.
“Of course,” she told him. “Leave it to me. Come along,
Antonia, we’ve got some shopping to do.”
When I asked her what he’d said, she told me: “He said I
must make sure you eat healthily, too. Make sure you’re at your
best for those auditions. So, we’ll go and put in an order with
Gino at Healthy Me. You’ll have to cut out the snacks,
Antonia.”
***
Max was staring at me hard. “God, you really are posh, aren’t
you?”

- 59 “All I’m saying is that it’s like Mr Jensen said. You can’t just
give up on a dream because it might be hard work to get what
you need to do it. I nearly did that, too. But now, well, look at it:
Bebe believes in me, I’m going to let them hear I can sing, and
even Mum is kind of helpful, in a ‘let’s spend loads of money on
it’ kind of way.”
“Well I’ve got no one who’d do that for me. Not their fault.
But the folks don’t have loads of money to spend on me.”
“What about your uncle?”
“He doesn’t really get on with Dad that well. So I don’t think
he’d want to help out. Besides he’s got his own family to think
about. But don’t worry about me, Antonia, I’ll work something
out. Anna from college told me she’d put in a good word for me
with her dad at the camera shop. It’s not driving, I know, but it’ll
keep Mum and Dad off my back. That’d be something at least,
wouldn’t it?”
I couldn’t work out whether that was his way of letting me
know he wasn’t interested or it was just small talk. I decided he
wouldn’t have got off the bus if he wasn’t interested at all, so I
smiled at him.
“Won’t be too busy to meet up again, though?”
I’d gone too far. I saw his eyes glance down towards my
tummy. I quickly crossed my arms over it. Silly girl, of course
he’s not interested. He just wanted my autograph for his friend.
His face was wrinkled where he was frowning.
“To get my autograph for your mate, I meant. I haven’t got a
pen on me, but if we met up I could get him some photos from
the show. Would he like that?”
“Umm, yeah, that’d be great. Next weekend?”
“I’ve got judges’ houses that week.”
“Yeah and I’ve got exams and stuff. Maybe after that then,
what d’you reckon?”
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I could see he was going to find some excuse and he’d not
even offered me his phone number or anything. I was making a
fool of myself, so I stuck out my hand and gave his a shake.
“Bye then, Max. Good luck with everything. Nice to meet
you. See you sometime.”
I spotted a taxi on the other side of the road and waved it
down. I needed to be home.

- 61 Chapter 12 – Max

Jubilations
It was almost two weeks later when I saw Aladdin again. I hadn’t
meant to avoid him, but what with the exams and the study
leave, plus his parents not letting him out alone for his own
protection and my parents banning me from anything else but
revision, we just didn’t hook up again. It wasn’t so bad, really. I
missed him, but I was also dreading seeing him again in case he
remembered what Big Mort had said to me and worked out that
I wasn’t so innocent in the whole thing.
It was my birthday after the exams.
“Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy
birthday, dear Maxii … Happy birthday to you.”
Usually, Mum’s sweet singing as she came bursting into my
bedroom would have made me feel happy. This morning, I
pulled the quilt up over my head and wished she’d just go away.
“I’m all grown up now, Mum. Don’t I get some privacy?”
“Now, now, grumpy bones. What happened to becoming an
adult? Come on! Get up! Your father and I have got a great
surprise for you. Happy birthday, my little one.”
Over breakfast, Mum and Dad kept giving each other
meaningful glances across the table. They were planning
something, I could tell. I opened my cards and cheered up a bit
when I found that, when I added it all up, I’d got a decent
amount of cash from all the fuddy-duddies and Nanna and
Gromps. There was nothing from Aladdin, though, not even a
card. That hurt a bit.
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not planning something for tonight, are you? I did tell you I’m
going out with the guys from college, to Gigolo’s.”
I wasn’t really looking forward to the night out, in case Mort
and Stef turned up at the club again. I missed Aladdin, but I’d
purposefully stayed out of the way from those two. I’d blanked
their calls and was quite happy when they knocked and Mum
told them I was grounded to study.
“Don’t worry, Maxii, we’ll have you back in time.”
“Jenna.” Dad’s voice was stern. “What did I say about that
baby name now he’s eighteen? Come on, love. You’ve got to
give him a bit of space.”
Wow. Now I was impressed. I’d never heard Dad actually tell
Mum off for anything, let alone anything to do with me.
“Yes, yes, I know. But technically he wasn’t born until two
thirty in the afternoon. I remember precisely, you know. Some
of us were there all the way through the labour! So, I think I can
call him Maxii right up until then.”
It looked like Dad was about to say something back, but
instead, he turned away and muttered something about checking
everything with Pete. Mum came around the kitchen table and,
bending down in a slightly awkward position, put both her arms
around me and trapped me in a “Mum hug”.
“Maxii, I know you think I don’t listen to you, and that your
father’s not bothered, but I did have that chat with him after
your career interview and he’s made a really special effort to
patch things up with Pete. Okay?”
I nodded and let her go on hugging me. Being eighteen
wasn’t so bad.
I went back upstairs to get dressed, clutching my birthday
fortune tight in my hand. I heard my dad on the phone.
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like. You remember some of them when we were at school.
Never gave him even a bit of encouragement. I know they’re
probably right about him being more realistic, but he’s only
young, and least I could do was ask my big brother to give him a
good day out for his birthday. He’ll realise the truth like the rest
of us soon enough. I just want him to have one great day.”
There was a pause.
“Yep, see you around eleven, then. He doesn’t know
anything about it at all, we haven’t told him. Thanks for this,
Pete. Jenna and I really appreciate it.”
I was impressed again. More than just listening to the stuff
Mum had told him about Dr Major and the career interview
disaster, Dad had obviously decided to do something about it.
The day was looking up. And it was about to get even better.
Shortly after we set off in the car, Dad pulled up in front of
Aladdin’s house and beeped his horn. Aladdin came running out
the front door with a card and a small wrapped gift in his hands.
He got in next to me, smiling. The bruise on his head was still
noticeable, but it was obviously on the mend.
“Happy birthday, mate. I got you this. I know you liked the
demo, so I thought you’d really like the proper game. I did pay
for it, too, honest. You know my dad, he’ll never just hand stuff
over. Sorry we haven’t caught up properly, but it’s been manic
with the Youth Team since the exams. We’ll have a great day
today. Has your dad told you where we’re going?”
I shook my head and ripped the paper off the gift while
preparing my best “Oh, what a brilliant surprise” face.
“Can I tell him, Mr Hemling?”
Dad smiled. “Oh, go on then.”
“Your dad’s got us all tickets to go to the track day with the
Formula One cars. They’ll all be practising, and—”
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you and Aladdin to look round in the team pit stops and
workshops afterwards.”
“That’s cool, isn’t it, Maxii?” chimed in Mum.
“Mum. It is not cool to say cool, but yeah, it’s pretty good.
Thanks, guys.”
It did turn out to be an awesome day. Once we were through
the ticket booths, one of Uncle Pete’s hospitality chaps took us
to the VIP viewing area, where the champagne flowed and a
very pretty waitress with long blond hair kept me and Aladdin
supplied with drinks the whole time. There were five plasma
screens along one wall of the room, one dedicated to each team,
with changing views from the driver’s helmet to trackside
cameras to shots of the tech team in the pit-stop areas. Out the
window, there was an even better view. When I stood right next
to the toughened glass and looked down, I could see the
marshals and watch as the winners sped across the finish line
with a flourish. It was brilliant.
After the practice laps, the commentator announced that the
drivers would be taking a break before the afternoon race. A
very smart guy came into the VIP lounge. He looked like he’d
come from an awards ceremony, not from the car workshops.
His suit was really posh. He shook hands with almost every
guest in the room and he seemed to glide across the floor. As he
came towards me, I even sniffed a decent aftershave on him. As
he reached out his hand to shake mine, I realised this was a
younger looking, smarter looking and more successful version of
Dad. This must be Uncle Pete.
He looked me straight in the eye.
“Well, my young nephew, you look hungry.”
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had so much to eat.” I pointed towards the tables still heavy with
food.
Uncle Pete laughed. “I didn’t mean literally,” he said. “I mean
hungry to get on. That’s a good thing, young Max. Hungry to be
a success. To make something of yourself.”
At this point, Uncle Pete noticed Dad standing just behind
me. As Uncle Pete turned towards him, he tried to swap his
plate of food and glass over to his other hand. I guess he
thought they were going to shake hands or something. But
Uncle Pete was having none of that. He grabbed the items,
nearly threw them at a waiter and covered Dad in a massive bear
hug.
“Hello, little brother. Well, look at your wonderful son, all
grown up and raring to go. Such a shame the girls couldn’t be
here to see you all.”
“Hello, Pete.”
Dad spoke softly and, although he did look up into Uncle
Pete’s face once or twice, the way they stood there you’d have
thought it was a mouse meeting a lion. And my dad definitely
wasn’t the one with the roar.
“How are Beatrice and Elizabeth? Doing well at school?”
“From the last email we received, yes, I think so, Henry.
Mind you, from the number of cultural excursions we seem to
have paid extra for, I’m fully expecting them to arrive home next
holiday as full-blown debutantes.”
Dad smiled, although I don’t think he really knew what
Uncle Pete was on about. His face looked just like it does when I
try to explain the ins and outs of the troop alliances in Universe
Battalion. He doesn’t get it – ever!
Eventually, Pete turned back to me.
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you and your friend. You did bring a friend, didn’t you?”
“Yes,” I said. But if he finds out what I did to him, a friend
for how much longer …? I thought.
Aladdin stepped up next to me.
“Well, boys. Henry tells me you’re very interested in racing
cars. Louis here is my number two and he’s going to take you
down to the workshops. Give you a look at the cars. The drivers
will probably be out of there, but I’ve told the tech teams to
answer any questions you may have. Off you go now. Louis!
Take the boys, would you, while I catch up with my little
brother.”
Louis didn’t look that old, and he almost sprinted down the
stairs towards the workshops, with us jogging to keep up with
him. He chattered away the whole way down, asking us about
engine types, speed measurements and our favourite racing
teams.
“You don’t have to say your uncle’s team, Max. Be honest,
who do you think’s got the best car this season?”
I shrugged. My mind had gone blank about cars. I was still
trying to work out what age this successful bloke might be. He
must have done very well to be Uncle Pete’s number two. As we
reached the workshop shutter doors, I got brave and decided to
ask.
“How did you get a job with my uncle, Louis? Not being
funny, but you look really young.”
He smiled at me. “I just loved racing and engines and all
things Formula One. I met your uncle when I was about the
same age as you, Max. He gave me a chance to learn and join
him. I’ve been with him ten years now, but I’ve swept the floors,
cleaned up engine oil and made the tea, don’t you worry.”
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were kind of speechless after that. It was all amazing: the cars,
the parts, the tools, the mechanics, everything. Everybody I
spoke to seemed interested in letting me know how something
worked, how they undertook a certain process or how many
seconds they needed to change tyre nuts. They didn’t seem to
think anything I asked was silly. They didn’t scoff or laugh, or
make me feel small. They treated me (and Aladdin) like we were
one of them, one of the gang; like they were pleased to have us
there.
One of the mechanics came over and whispered something
in Louis’s ear. In turn, he told us, “I’m afraid we’re coming to
the end of the lunch break now. The drivers will be coming back
in to prepare for the races soon, but Alex wondered if you’d like
to see the inside of one of these beauties? He has to go run this
car for one of the drivers later. He shouldn’t really, but as a
birthday treat, he’ll let you have a sit in before he takes it out.
How d’you fancy that?”
I wanted to say yes, of course, bring it on. But I was worried
that I might touch something I shouldn’t. What if I broke that
car worth thousands of pounds? I’d be in trouble. What if the
driver saw me in the car … what if … what if … what if …?
I desperately wanted to say yes, but I shook my head.
“Thanks, but I don’t want to upset Uncle Pete or get Alex
into trouble. I’d best not. Thank you, though.”
The mechanic looked disappointed and turned to Aladdin.
“How about you? Up for it? We’ll need to go now if you
are.”
I thought Aladdin would say no, too, politely of course, but
pass on the chance just as I did. I was sure he wouldn’t want to
get into trouble either or break any rules. But Aladdin didn’t say
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the car.
“Wow. Yes, please. That sounds amazing. Never get this
chance again, will I? Brilliant.”
And that was it. Off they went, leaving me with my mouth
wide open. Why would he do that to me? It was my birthday and
he went off and did the dirty on me. They weren’t gone long,
but that wasn’t the point, was it? As soon as they came back
over, Louis told us we needed to get back to Uncle Pete and
ushered us out of the workshops and back to the VIP lounge.
Somehow it wasn’t so impressive now. I was pissed off, but I
couldn’t say anything to Uncle Pete or Dad. Uncle Pete would
have thought I was an ungrateful little brat, and Dad, well, he’d
probably have told me I was an idiot to turn down the
opportunity in the first place.
I wanted to wipe that smirk off Aladdin’s face. It wasn’t fair.
If he was a proper friend he’d have understood and not gone.
He had ruined what had, up to then anyway, been a brilliant day.
I was not impressed.
All the way home I kept my earphones in and only looked up
when it was absolutely necessary. Dad slowed the car down
outside Aladdin’s house.
“Jenna, how about we go and say hello to the Bakkens. It’s
been so long since they moved over here. Shall we go and
knock?”
My parents got out of the car, but Aladdin didn’t move. He
seemed pretty desperate to put things right with me.
“Listen, Max. I’m really sorry about the car thing. I wouldn’t
have gone if you’d said. Course I wouldn’t. You look really
pissed with me.”
I nodded. “It was my birthday and everything,” I mumbled,
and knew that I sounded like a sulky brat.
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at the chance to go in one of the cars. It didn’t really register
you’d turned him down until I was in there pressing buttons, to
be honest. Why did you refuse?”
I shrugged. “Dunno really.”
“Well, look, I can’t take it back but I am really, really sorry.
How about we call it quits and we organise a night for me to
come over and whoop your ass at Warcroft. Would that make us
even?”
I leaned over and shook his hand. It was fair enough, I
couldn’t be cross with Aladdin for long, what with that grin and
his willingness to play computer games with me.
“Alright. We’ll call it evens, although you know there’s only
one way around the ass-whooping, don’t you?”
He laughed. And then I said what I wish I never had.
“And I guess I owe you one, after getting mixed up in that
National Pride stuff. You know I didn’t mean anything by it,
don’t you? You’ve forgiven me for that, so it’s only fair that I
give you this one, isn’t it?”
Aladdin’s hand went straight to his head.
“What? Max? What do you mean?”
“Well, if you’ve got over me being with Big Mort that night,
the least I can do is not make a fuss about a ride in a stupid race
car.”
I held out my hand. “Quits, yeah?”
Aladdin shook his head and drew his hand back. “No, I’m
sorry, Max. It’s not that simple.”
He gave me a look like I was a piece of dirt on the floor,
opened the car door, got out without taking his eyes off me and
then turned away and walked slowly around the side of his
house. Mum and Dad soon came rushing back from catching up
with the Bakkens. I thought Aladdin must’ve gone in and spilt

- 70 the beans about me. Now I was going to cop it big time. But he
can’t have said anything because all Mum said was, “Oh, Maxii,
I’m sorry. I forgot you’re going out tonight. We’ll get you home
as quick as we can. My baby all grown up and going nightclubbing, fancy that.”
“Nah, it’s okay, Mum,” I told her. “I don’t really feel like it
anymore. I’ll go another night.”
She began to fuss, telling me how I should go and not let my
friends down. So I was pretty grateful when Dad chimed in.
“Jenna, the lad’s eighteen now. Stop babying him and let him
make his own decisions.”

- 71 Chapter 13 – Max

A Working Man
Life goes on, even when your best mate’s betrayed you, and
you’ve betrayed him, and he’s decided to unfriend you on all
social media and ignore your apologetic texts. Even when all
that’s happening, things can begin to look up again, and they did
for me, the very next morning.
Dad asked me to stay in the kitchen and help him with the
washing up. I know, you wouldn’t think that was a positive, and,
trust me, neither did I to begin with.
“Jenna’s going off with her friends on a shopping spree
today, Max. So I thought you and I could have a little bit of man
time together. Plus, I need to talk to you about yesterday.”
Oh, no. Somebody must’ve said something about the race
car, and Uncle Pete had told Dad to sort me out. But that wasn’t
fair, I’d said no. It was Aladdin who should be getting a
bollocking, not me. But no, Dad would never go round and sort
out Aladdin, would he? No, he’d just take it out on me.
Dad handed me the tea towel and indicated that I should dry
up.
“The thing is, son. Well, I’m not sure how to say this really,
and I’m not even sure I like the idea. But you’re grown up now,
and I’ve already said you have to make your own decisions.”
I watched as he washed one glass about ten times with the
same swishing motion of the dishcloth. What was he going on
about?
“The thing is, Pete, Uncle Pete, thought you had a spark. A
talent, maybe.”
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motion, on a plate this time.
“What, Dad? What did Uncle Pete think I had a talent for?
Racing? Designing? What?”
“He thought you seemed hungry, Max. He just wasn’t sure
what for. But anyway, he’s offered you a job. A chance.”
Wow! Once again I was impressed. Uncle Pete had come
through for me. I could imagine myself in the smart suit Louis
had worn. I could see myself sat at an enormous white drawing
board. I could almost feel Uncle Pete clapping me on the back
while we watched one of my brilliant designs being tested in the
wind tunnel. Now it was me rubbing the tea towel over and over
the same spot on the plate. Dad was looking at me hard.
“What do you think, Max? Interested?”
“Of course I’m interested. This is brilliant. I can come up
with some brilliant designs, I know I can. You gotta love Uncle
Pete, Dad. That’s brilliant, that is!”
“Whoa there, son! Designs? Pete’s offering you an internship.
Starting in the workshop. It’ll be sweeping the floors, making the
tea, that kind of thing. Sorting out the tools. You won’t be
designing.”
I felt a tightening around my rib cage.
“The money would be basic, too, son, for the first couple of
years. That’s what Pete said: minimum wage, no overtime. That’s
why I wondered. Plus, you’d have to go wherever the team
went.”
A glimmer of hope jiggled inside me. “So, I’d get to travel.
Stay in hotels and stuff?”
“Travel, yes, son. Hotels, sorry, no. The workshop crew stay
in the campers, on site. Listen. I know it’s a tough decision, but
you can think about it. Let’s get the bikes out, shall we? Go for
one of our mega rides. Out of town, like we used to sometimes.”

- 73 But I didn’t want to go on a mega ride with Dad. I didn’t
want to know whether he thought this was a good opportunity
or not. I didn’t want to sleep in a camper van and sweep floors
and make tea. Those guys had been lovely, but I was better than
that. If I was being really honest, better than them, too. I could
draw and design and Uncle Pete was right, I was hungry. I’d
show him. I’d do it on my own. I wasn’t going to sweep and
learn. I already knew what I needed to know. I’d set up by
myself. Someone would invest in me once they saw my designs,
I was sure.
Dad was looking at me again and drying his hands on the tea
towel I was holding.
“Bike ride, son? Clear the cobwebs? Think it through?”
“Nah, Dad. Don’t need to. I don’t want to do it. It’s very
nice of Uncle Pete and all that, but I want to stay near you and
Mum. I’m going to do my own thing. D’you mind if I go start
planning and don’t come out for the bike ride? I’ve got some
thinking to do, haven’t I?”
“That’s very grown up of you, son.” Dad smiled a little. “He
was always a bit of a big head, your Uncle Pete, anyhow. Good
on you, lad! I’ll ring him this afternoon and tell him thanks but
no thanks!”
***
I’d love to tell you that this was my big break and all good things
followed on from here, but I’m afraid Dad didn’t remain that
impressed for very long. It was the following Thursday evening
when I heard the car door slam, the front door open and Dad
asking Mum, “So? What time did he get up today? Any
interviews? Job offers? Has he done anything round the house?”
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Dad’s footsteps heavy on the stairs. Dad didn’t knock, he just
walked straight in. I hardly even had time to switch the
computer screen off.
“Max. You have to pull your weight! Have you found a job?
Are you helping your mother out in the meantime? Have you
just been sat at that bloody computer screen all day? What
happened to your plans from last weekend? Anything? Have you
done anything? Anything at all?”
I hadn’t done anything, it was true. I’d spend every morning
in bed until Mum’s calling got too much. Then I’d go downstairs
to ask her to make me some breakfast, whatever time of the
morning it was. Then I’d say I was going to research business
start-up options when actually I spent most afternoons playing
Warcroft online. The other players I’d hooked up with were from
all over the world, different time zones and everything. They
were really good, too, so I often got deep into games with them.
Then, before I realised the time, Mum would be calling me
down for dinner and it would be too late to look up companies
or start-up grants for my design ideas. But, it had only been like
that for a week. I thought they’d give me a little bit more of a
break than that. I put my grumpy face on.
“Dad! You were the one who didn’t like the idea of me going
to Uncle Pete’s anyway. It does take time, you know, to get the
stuff sorted for a start-up business.”
Dad reached over. He didn’t say anything. He just flicked the
computer screen back on. Up popped the Warcroft menu screen.
“Your mother and I are not stupid, Max. We know you
haven’t been doing anything to do with starting a business. But it
doesn’t matter anyway. I’ve found you a job. You start
tomorrow. Nine thirty sharp, at the garage. Understand?”
I shook my head and began to protest.
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and my boss is relying on me to ensure you do a good job for us.
If you don’t, you’ll be letting me down. You’ll be valeting the
cars before they go into the showroom.”
“But—”
“No buts, son. You’ll do as you’re told for once.”
I gave in and nodded. What more was there to add? At least
I’d earn some money. That was good. I turned back to my
computer, intending to get back into my Warcroft game, but I
noticed one of the adverts in the sidebar.
Sing for Me auditions. Judges’ houses coming soon. Catch up
now.
I double clicked on the audition button and there she was,
eyes closed, belting out her notes. Her dark hair fell over her
face, but she didn’t seem to care. She only opened her eyes as
the last notes of her song burst from her body. She looked
amazed when she saw the judges standing to applaud her.
Antonia had done it. She’d got to judges’ houses by sharing
her dream. It must’ve been scary but she’d stuck to her guns,
despite the people not believing in her, and her thinking I
thought that, too. I looked up the number of Emperor
Productions. She’d be working there by now.
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Judges’ Houses
I was so excited on the plane to Bebe’s house I could hardly eat.
I couldn’t wait to get there. Everyone always goes on about how
amazing it must be, being at judges’ houses with all the posh
people and the pop stars, but it wasn’t like that at all at Bebe’s
house. For a start, we actually stayed in a hotel a twenty-minute
minibus ride away. We never got to sleep in her actual mansion
at all, although there would have been enough room for us
because it was absolutely massive. All the time we were filming
there, I kept thinking that Mum would have been in her element,
looking at all the posh furniture and artwork all over the place.
When I watched the contestants singing at judges’ houses on
the television, I always thought they did everything in the house
itself. But we had to rehearse our pieces over and over at the
hotel before we all got in the minibuses and were driven up
there each day. Bebe usually came out to listen to us, with the
cameras rolling, at about four o’clock in the afternoon.
It was hard work, though. At about 7.30 a.m. on the second
morning at the hotel, a knock sounded on my door. It was one
of the personal trainer guys. He handed me a piece of paper,
with what looked like a school timetable printed on it, and
smiled at me.
“You’ve got gym kit, haven’t you Antonia? Meet me in the
lobby in five, okay?”
I did have kit. Brand new, sitting in my case, with the tags
still on. Mum had ordered it after I showed her the letter we’d
been given about judges’ houses. She hadn’t let me bring the old
tracksuit bottoms I’d worn to go to the gym in town. She said I
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through the folded clothes and pulled out the sports bra, the
running bottoms and the oversized tee-shirt. Then I grabbed a
scrunchy from the bathroom and tied my hair back. I looked in
the mirror and winced. I certainly didn’t look like any of the
celebrity keep-fitters I’d seen pictures of, but I did have to
admit, it did feel comfy. That feeling lasted for precisely three
minutes and twenty-seven seconds after I met Phil in the lobby.
“Where are the others?” I asked as I crept out from behind a
pillar.
“They’ve got gym sessions. I thought we’d start you off with
a run instead. Great for getting up a breakfast appetite. You
ready?”
Phil put a watch on my wrist.
“This links up to a training programme online, so you can
keep it up when you go home, too. Now let’s just get warmed
up, shall we?”
I followed him out into the car park and along the pavement
for about thirty seconds, maybe a minute. He made this running
thing look very easy, and I felt like the fairy elephant I probably
looked like as my breath began to come in shorter and shorter
bursts.
“Try not to watch your feet, Antonia. Look ahead. We’ll go
down the steps and run on the beach in a minute. Think about
that.”
Phil looked like he was skipping lightly down the steps in
front of me, but he kept turning around and saying nice things
to me.
“You’re doing really well, Antonia, keep it up. The breathing
will even out. Take a deep breath through your nose now. That’s
it.”
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Phil just looked at his watch and said: “Great warm up, three
minutes twenty-seven seconds, that’s good. Now let’s up the
speed a bit if we can, Antonia. Come on!”
He wouldn’t let me stop. He said he didn’t care how slow we
went, but that I had to keep running. He pushed me harder than
the PE teachers ever had in school. Amazingly, I didn’t actually
fall down dead. But by the time we’d finished, my face was
shining like a beetroot.
After the run, we had breakfast. That was when I realised I
was getting something different to the others. Everybody else
got to pick from the buffet in the hotel restaurant, cooked
meats, all sorts of side dishes and fresh bread. They gave me a
small menu card that had “Lighter Option Breakfast Menu”
written at the top in bold letters. Phil came over and put his arm
around me.
“Hey, don’t get stressed about it, Tonia. You’ve been
running, your body won’t like it if you put all that heavy food in
it. Trust me. This stuff’s much healthier for you.”
It might have been healthier, but after my single poached
egg, my tummy was telling me it certainly wasn’t more satisfying.
But there was no time to complain about it. Straight after
breakfast, the voice coaches worked with us, first in one big
group and then individually, right through till lunchtime. At
about one thirty they told us we could go and choose a sandwich
and fruit from the restaurant and have a few minutes to
ourselves before we set off for Bebe’s mansion.
We arrived at about three in the afternoon and the
chaperones took us down this path onto a private beach. There
were sunbeds, each with its own canopy, and next to the water
someone had set up a volleyball net and marked out the court in
the sand. The boys all headed straight for that, but I went and
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a waiter appeared and asked me if I wanted a drink. Now, that
really would have impressed Mum.
After we’d been there about an hour, the chaperones told us
it was time to go up to the mansion, and we had to trudge all the
way back up the steps. Margy was waiting in the biggest kitchen
I’ve ever seen with her make-up set out on the counter tops and
the make-up chairs set out in rows. She laughed when I told her
about Phil and the run and the breakfast menu. She had to use
green tinted make-up to make me look anything like normal for
the filming in the afternoon, I was still so red from the run.
“Don’t you worry, lovey,” she told me, “it’s the talent that
matters in this game, and you’ve got that in bucketloads. Just
you go and sock it to them.”
The kitchen was around to the front of Bebe’s palace (as we
had begun to call it), so we didn’t get to hear what the others did
out in the garden area where they were filming. But when they
all came back in afterwards, you could kind of tell from their
faces whether their performance had gone brilliantly (in which
case they came in beaming and laughing loudly), or not so well
(in which case they crept in through the door not looking
anyone in the eye in case they asked them how it had gone).
When it was my turn, the path around to the garden seemed
about a hundred miles long. My tummy started to clench and I
felt sick. The sun was shining brightly down on a patio area near
the pool and something smelt sweet as I walked slowly between
the water and the shrubs. Bebe was sat on a stone bench
between four pillars, shaded by a covering of pretty pink flowers
which tumbled down over the pillars as well. Bebe looked like a
goddess as she stretched, and I was reminded of that model by
the palm tree. She smiled at me and asked what I was singing
this time.
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“No, the coaches told me I needed to do one that people
would recognise this time, Bebe. So I’m doing a Lukas Graham
song.” I told her the name of it.
One of the production people rushed over. “No, no, no.
That’s no good. Bebe, you need to ask her what she’s singing.
Antonia, you love Lukas Graham. Tell Bebe how much and then
tell us the name of the song. Okay, ready to go again?”
I didn’t love him that much, but I did like the song – it
always made me think about my dad and how it had been when
he was at home before the business got so successful. It was
quite slow, too, which made it good for my voice. So, I enthused
like the guy told me to, and then I started singing.
The sun was shining right onto Bebe’s face, so I couldn’t tell
what she thought of it, and I had my eyes closed most of the
way through anyway, but when I finished she stood up and came
out from under the pretty pink flower roof.
“Antonia, that was just beautiful. I loved it.”
She hugged me, leaned down and whispered in my ear, “Give
me another like that tomorrow, and you’re definitely through.”
That night back at the hotel, after yet another Slimline soda
and virtually empty plate at dinner, I tried to ring Mum to tell
her all about it. To begin with, I got the answer phone, but on
my third attempt she picked up. First, I told her about the diet
and the personal trainers, and feeling tired and fed up. She
wasn’t very sympathetic.
“Oh, Antonia. None of this comes without a little hard work,
does it? They told you that before, at the auditions.”
I heard a low voice in the background.
“Can I talk to Daddy?”
“Sorry, sweetheart. He’s away again, you know, the European
trip? That’s just the TV.”
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Bebe says if I do it like that tomorrow, I’ll be through for sure.”
Mum giggled on the other end of the phone.
“What? Oh, that’s wonderful, Antonia. Well done you. I’m
very proud. I must go.”
I heard her talking to someone as she put the phone down.
The next day, after filming, we were all invited to jump into
Bebe’s swimming pool. The team had told us to bring costumes,
and the cameras were rolling. We’d all done our singing pieces
on the patio and I was feeling good. Although Bebe hadn’t said
anything to me like the day before, she’d given me the most
enormous smile and nodded at me when I finished. The sound
guys had also told me it sounded great.
I was buzzing, so when the others starting going on about
getting in the pool, I was a bit more confident than usual and
dared to say no.
“I’ll sit on the lounger,” I told the cameraman, “but I don’t
want to go in.”
They were losing the light, so they didn’t make a fuss and just
told me to hurry up picking a lounger. The others were all
splashing around and yelling. Especially Diana, the crazy titch
who sang at such high volume you could never actually work out
if she was really in tune or not. I chose the most out-of-the-way
lounger I could. I didn’t want them splashing me. I could hear a
couple of the production assistants talking behind me.
“Bloody hell! Will you listen to that? I really don’t know why
Bebe brought her along. It’s like listening to cats being
strangled.”
“Yeah, but you know Bebe. She’s cute, that Diana. Bebe will
auto-tune her anyway, I bet you, and then take the prop away at
live shows. Sacrifice her to the others, you know.”
“Harsh.”
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wasn’t great, but she didn’t deserve that sort of treatment. That
evening, Bebe’s people had prepared us a barbeque down on the
beach. That made me very happy, proper food and no one on
my back telling me what to eat. You couldn’t miss Diana, who
was larking around in front of the boys at full volume. When the
boys went off towards the sea, she sat down heavily on a towel
and looked a bit lost. I wasn’t sure what I was going to say, but it
was only right to tell her something. She was going to end up
getting humiliated, and I knew what that felt like. I needed to
warn her.
“Listen, Diana. I don’t know how to tell you this” – I really
didn’t know how to begin – “but, well, you know this afternoon,
by the pool?”
“Yes. That was a laugh, too, wasn’t it? Those boys are such
crazies.”
“I heard the production team talking, Diana. They were
talking about you.”
Her smile grew even broader, and she flicked her hair back
over her shoulder. “Oh yeah, and what were they saying? Betting
on me for the final, were they?”
“No, Diana. It wasn’t like that. They said Bebe might autotune your voice and then sacrifice you on the live shows. That’s
what they said. That’s awful. You should go and have it out with
them. Do you want me to come with you? It’s so unfair.”
Diana, who was a tiny dot next to me, pulled herself up as
tall as she could and put her hands on my shoulders.
“Listen, posho! We’ve not all got perfect voices like some.
I’m on the telly. I’m at Bebe’s house, and any psyching out you
think you can do to bring me down is not gonna work.
Understand? At least I’ve got some personality. That’s what
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then, boring bitch?”
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Emperor Productions
After judges’ houses, there was no time to get too het up about
anything. Diana had got through to the live shows. She didn’t
mention what I’d said to her on the beach, but she’d blanked me
all the way home. I got through, too, but there was a whole
month before the shows began and Emperor Productions had
agreed for me to do the work placement with them.
The first person I met, the first day I got there, was Carly.
She was the receptionist. She answered the phone calls, showed
people where to go, was the first thing people saw as they
walked through the office doors. She was beautiful. Carly’s hair
radiated sunshine; her tiny figure sat daintily under the
effortlessly smart dress she wore, and she looked ready to step in
front of a camera at the drop of a hat. In comparison, I looked
like a big, fat elephant, even though I was wearing the suit Mum
had insisted on for me.
Lucky for me, Carly didn’t really do comparisons. She did
chatter and fun, though – always! My job was to sort out the
mail in the main office. Make sure the others had drinks and
refreshments for their meetings or when clients came in, and to
pick up any phone calls that came through despite people not
being at their desks. Emperor Productions prided itself on
clients always getting to speak with a human and not an
answering machine.
It was quite a surprise when a call came through for me that
first afternoon.
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it was for the boss man, but no, the guy definitely said Antonia
Smythe.”
“Antonia?” the voice on the other end of the phone asked.
“Yes.” I sounded scared, even to myself.
“It’s Max. D’you remember? From the bus, the demo?”
The guy with the curls. The cute guy. He was ringing me.
“Hello, Max.”
“How did judges’ houses go? Did you get through?”
“Umm, yes, but I’m not meant to tell anyone till it’s aired on
television.”
“Wow! That’s fantastic! Well done. I’m really pleased for you.
Brilliant news.”
“Okay, but don’t say anything, will you?”
The second light began to flash on the phone in front of me.
I looked around the office, but I couldn’t see anyone else who
could take the call.
“Listen, it’s great to talk to you, Max, but I’m at work and,
well, there’s a call.”
“Hey, of course, no worries. I just wanted to see how you got
on and let you know I got a job, too, for the summer. Anna had
a word with her old man at the camera shop, you know, the big
electronics store, and I’m on cameras. So, maybe we should
celebrate?”
The light was still flashing and I could see Carly out in the
reception area standing up to see what was going on.
“I’ll take you to Gigolini’s after work. It’s the cocktail bar
next to the night club. Fancy that?”
“Umm, yes, fine. What time?”
“Seven, okay? I’ll meet you outside.”
Carly was waving her arms around in reception.
“Great. See you there.”
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slowly into Colin’s empty office and put the note on his desk,
then ran into the reception area.
“Carly, I think I’ve got a date.”
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In the Money
Things were all pretty good. I had a job, a girlfriend who adored
me, especially when I bought her presents, some great new
mates at the camera shop and Mum and Dad were largely off my
case, except Dad had told me I’d have to cough up for board
when I got paid. I know it had only been a week or two, but
things were feeling fine and there was nothing else I could
possibly want. Well, maybe a bit more money, that would’ve
been good.
My shifts were shop hours only, except for on a Friday
evening when Old Jonesy took the stock delivery into the
warehouse, and since he discovered I was something of a
computer whizz, he asked me to lend a hand. Thing is, the
computer system was a bit of a cronky old thing, so I quickly
discovered there were a few glitches, which meant that when I
bumped into Big Mort one night and told him about the job I’d
got, it wasn’t that difficult to get him what he asked for without
Old Jonesy noticing that the delivery notes had been changed by
Saturday morning.
I don’t know why Mort wanted camera equipment. I didn’t
ask him. Maybe he was selling it on; maybe he was using it
himself. In fact, whenever he turned up, I would get through the
conversation as quickly as possible and accepted the money he
handed over. Technically, I could have used my “family and
friends” card to buy the equipment at a reduced rate and offered
him that. But the system was so easy to alter, and Mort was quite
persuasive.
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wasn’t happy with Aladdin, but he didn’t deserve that, so I got
Mort what he wanted. The following week he told me he’d let
the Bakkens know I’d been involved before, so I altered the
delivery sheet again.
Mum started to ask questions when she got around to
cleaning under my bed.
“Maxii. You’ve got an awful lot of boxes under here. Are
they from the camera shop? You can’t afford all these, can you?”
“No, Mum. It’s fine. It’s just new stock.” That was true at
least. “They ask me to test it out, that’s all, before they explain it
to the customers. Those boxes will be gone soon.” Again, that
last bit was not a lie. “Don’t worry yourself.”
I felt bad about it all, but it did mean I could treat Antonia.
For our second date, I took her to Gigolo’s. I decided I could
show her how to live it up with a bottle of bubbly. She deserved
some special treatment, after all. She was working really hard at
Emperor Productions, and she didn’t get paid for it. I know her
folks had money so she could probably afford it anyway, but I
quite liked being the one to spoil her.
As I went into the nightclub, I could see her standing by the
bar, a group of lads eyeing her up from the other side of the
dance floor. They must have recognised her from TV. I didn’t
blame them for looking. She’d made a real effort with a red dress
that clung to all her curves.
I scooted up behind her and put my arm around her waist.
“C’mon, gorgeous. Let’s have a dance, and then I’ll treat you
to a bottle of bubbly.”
She smiled that smile of hers at me, and I just wanted to pick
her up and kiss her.
“Hey, a dance would be great, Max, but we don’t have to
have bubbly. You can’t afford that.”
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crowd.
“No arguments, Antonia Sing for Me Smythe. You deserve it.”
The music was fast and loud. This was the life: money in
your pocket, a beautiful girl dancing with you, looking forward
to a glass of fizz. As I warmed up, I felt a trickle of sweat
running down my forehead and automatically put my hands up
to my ears. An old habit and a stupid one.
Antonia was looking up at me and laughing.
“Oh, Max. Are you worrying about your ears? They’re cute,
you know. They look really nice sticking out of those curls.”
I pulled her towards me.
“Yeah, but you don’t have to think about it. Look at your
tiny little perfect ears. Perfect for me to …”
She giggled and moved her head away. She let me guide her
back to the bar, where I caught the eye of the barman and asked
him for a bottle of champagne.
“No, Max! You can’t afford it. Don’t be daft.”
“Beautiful Antonia deserves a beautiful drink.”
It felt good pulling the roll of notes from my pocket. She
watched me and frowned.
“I bumped into an old mate from college. He owed me some
money, so no worries.”
I tried to pull her towards me again, but she stiffened and
pushed me away.
“Really, don’t waste your money on me, Max. I’m happy with
a Coke.”
The barman put the bottle on the bar and two sparkling
glasses next to it.
“Too late!” I grinned. “C’mon, let’s celebrate! Keep the
change, mate.”
“You’re absolutely insane, you are, Max Hemling.”
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offered her one of the glasses full to the brim. She relaxed a bit,
and I was quite enjoying feeling how she shaped up under that
red dress when a tall, curly-haired man came rushing towards us.
“Aha, it’s Max Hemling. And who, may I inquire, is this
beauty with you?”
“Charlie!”
I was amazed. I really wouldn’t have expected to see Charlie
in here. He was area rep for the camera company that Mr Jones
purchased his high-quality camera equipment from. He always
looked so well groomed, I thought he’d have been off to the
capital for his nights out. Definitely a cut above Gigolo’s.
“Wow, Charlie, what are you doing here?”
What Charlie was doing was looking my girlfriend up and
down appreciatively. Antonia seemed confused.
“Oh, sorry! Charlie this is my … Well … anyway … this is
Charlie. He’s the area rep, you know, for the camera shop.”
“Well, I told the others we shouldn’t come here, that it’d be
full of beer-swilling teenagers and mingers, but Charlie
Tootward is not above admitting when he’s made a mistake.
Looks like you’ve got better taste than I credited you for, Max.”
Charlie held his hand out right in front of the barman’s face,
a wedge of notes flapping from his fingers.
“Two more of those, my good man.” He pointed to the
bottle of champagne on the bar in front of me and Antonia.
“Four glasses, please, and bring it over to the VIP booth,
would you? The others will be here soon.”
“Hey Max, bring Antonia over and join us. I’d like to get to
know her – I mean, you both – a bit better.”
With a final leering glance at Antonia, he swung around and
strutted across to a roped-off booth with a reserved sign sitting
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and sat with his arms outstretched across the back of the seat.
“Yeauch, what a creep! Tell me we don’t have to go and talk
to him, Max. Not sure I could handle that.”
“But he has got a VIP booth. We could just talk for a bit,
couldn’t we? I shouldn’t really say no to the area rep, should I?”
“Well you can, Max, but I’m not. He’s got no right to look at
me like that.”
“Oh, he doesn’t mean any harm, Antonia. C’mon, just for a
bit, till the others get here.”
“No, Max. I don’t want to, and if you do, well, he’s really
spoilt the mood. I’m going.”
She stared at me, hard. What was I meant to do? Go with
her? Go and give Charlie what for, for looking at my girlfriend
like that? But if I upset Charlie, he’d probably give me crap for it
every time he came into the shop. And if anyone had an inkling
about the strange delivery notes on the stock lists, I bet it’d be
Charlie.
“Well, if you really don’t want to stay, I’ll go out and get you
a taxi, shall I? I’d better have a chat with the work guys.”
She didn’t say anything, just kept on staring at me. Then she
put her champagne glass back on the bar, and before I could
even kiss her goodbye she’d rushed off towards the exit.
“Don’t bother, Max,” she said over her shoulder. “I’ll find
my own way home. Have a nice time, won’t you!”
I don’t understand women sometimes.
By the time I’d decided to stay, Charlie’s booth was getting
pretty full. I supposed I might as well go over; I’d not finished
the champagne, after all. I picked up the bottle, smiled at the
barman and sauntered over there, trying my best to look cool.
Charlie was king of the booth, giving his attention to two other
sales reps I recognised and a couple of very pretty girls I’d never
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couldn’t help comparing their vacant, air-head expressions to my
beautiful Antonia, but, at the same time, I did appreciate the
long legs, the smiles and the wide open cleavage. I wondered if
they were twins.
Charlie yelled across the table at me, “Say hello to Gemma
and Julia.” He indicated to each girl in turn.
“Umm.”
“What, no Antonia? “
“Sorry. She’s gone home. She wasn’t feeling too great.”
“Hey, that’s a pity. These two lovelies” – he stopped midsentence and rubbed his hand up one of the girls’ thighs, pulling
her dress slowly upwards – “have just been telling us about this
super lux club over on the bay. They wanted to know if we
fancied a party with them.”
Julia giggled.
“It’s got hot tubs on the roof, apparently. I was thinking you
and Antonia might enjoy that, too.”
I was also beginning to think that Antonia had been a little
bit right about the money. I guessed I was going to have to
cough up for more champagne and the like if we were going
elsewhere. Maybe I should save my cash. I didn’t have a credit
card like Charlie and his mates did, or a rich Mummy and Daddy
to pay it off when it got too heavy.
“Hey, I’d love to come, but some of us aren’t on area reps
wages, you know, Charlie. Sorry, don’t think I can afford it right
at the minute.”
“Alright, but it’s your loss. Come along, ladies – let me show
you my wheels.”
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Lads’ Day Out
I’ve never smoked. I’ve never even liked the smell of cigarettes.
I’ve always had this memory of it from somewhere back in my
childhood. Mum and Dad don’t smoke, either. But I know Dad
used to when I was a toddler. I think I can still remember that.
We’d be out for a drive in the car, and I can see the cigarette
balanced between the index and middle finger of Dad’s right
hand as it rested on the curve of the leather-look steering wheel
cover. I’d watch that cigarette for a whole journey sometimes,
convinced that Dad was going to forget about it and allow the
ash to fall on his smart Sunday slacks.
But he never did. Regular as clockwork, he’d raise his hand
to the slightly open window and flick the ash from the end of
the burning stick. I can’t even remember seeing him ever take a
drag on the cigarette and exhale the smoke, although he must
have; I just remembered the hand move, the flick and the hand
returning to the leather curve of the steering wheel.
So when Gary, Rob and Len took their break to feed their
nicotine addiction, by rights I should’ve stayed well out of the
way. I had no reason to join them to smoke. But if I didn’t go
out into the small, brick-walled yard next to the delivery bay that
meant I had to stay in the staff area with all the oldies that had
their break at the same time, and their conversations sucked.
All they seemed to talk about was this son or that daughter; a
niece’s wedding; a new sofa or a redecorated bathroom.
Sometimes they even tried to draw me into their conversations
about the pension plan I ought to be considering. I couldn’t
relate to (or even understand) half of what they talked about, so
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minutes of decent banter with Rob and the lads. I also knew that
if anyone was going to notice my antics with the stock sheets,
it’d be that lot first, so I was able to keep myself up to date with
what they did or didn’t suspect. On this day, they certainly
weren’t talking about my stock sheets. As I got closer to the
smoke trail, I heard them talking about cars.
“Alright, Max.” Gary nodded at me.
“Old Jonesy let you off the tills at last, has he? D’you want
one?”
He held out a battered-looking cigarette packet in my
direction.
“Nah, thanks. I don’t.”
“One day, Max.” Len smiled. “You should try a drag or two
at least. It’s relaxing. Helps me put up with Old Jonesy and the
rest of them nagging me all day.”
“Enough with the fag talk, tell us about the Fiesta, Rob.
What’ve you done to it?”
“Well, I’ve souped up the engine. You should hear it rev
now.”
“Sounds good, does it?”
“I’ve put new alloys on, and my dad got me this kick-ass pair
of subs from one of the posh cars down at the scrappy.”
I was jealous. My dad would never turn up with bits from the
scrappy for my car, I was sure. To be fair, I hadn’t got a car yet,
but I was certain, that if I ever succeeded in getting one, my dad
wouldn’t be like Rob’s.
“We gonna get a ride, then? Check out your horsepower?”
Gary grinned at Rob.
“Uh, yeah. Tomorrow if you like. We could go to the beach.”
“Yeah, and freeze our bollocks off.” Gary laughed.
“But hey, why not. Let’s do it! You in, Max? Len?”

- 95 All the others nodded and stubbed out their cigarettes.
“Twelvish tomorrow then,” Rob agreed.
“Come to mine. And don’t forget some petrol money, you
tight bastards!”
Rob, Gary and Len worked till the shop closed to customers
on a Friday, which was six o’clock. At about five thirty they
came over to me as I was cashing up my till.
“You coming out later, Max? We’re meeting up at Len’s. His
sister’s going to get us into her friend’s party. You up for it?”
But I had my late shift in the stockroom to do.
“Don’t finish till ten. I think I’ll be too knackered for a party.
But I’ll see you tomorrow. What time did you say, Rob?
Twelve?”
***
The next morning was bright and sunny. I felt pretty good as I
got dressed for a day at the beach. I looked in the mirror and
smoothed down my hair. My new jeans fitted nicely, my freshly
ironed (by Mum, of course) shirt felt smooth against my skin. I
sniffed the air and thought, not for the first time, that it really
was worth paying that bit extra for decent aftershave. I looked in
the mirror again.
“Stop with the thinking, Max.”
I patted down my hair again.
“Oh, it doesn’t matter if it sticks up a bit,” I told myself. “It’ll
probably be windy when we get there anyway.”
Last night, I’d checked in all the new delivery stock. Old
Jonesy had even given me a bit of praise before he left.
“Nice to see a lad with such attention to detail, Max. Those
others get on okay with the customers, but they do leave a little
to be desired in the paperwork department. Well done, son!”
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told him. That was the truth.
Of course, I hadn’t mentioned my amazing ability to alter the
copy delivery sheet and make sure that whatever new piece of
equipment I fancied smuggling out later was actually surplus to
the stock sheet in the warehouse. Old Jonesy didn’t suspect a
thing, I was sure, and that was good.
“Don’t worry about it,” I told myself.
I pushed the box with Mort’s orders in deep under the bed.
“Stop with the thinking. You’ve got it covered. Besides,
today’s about some beach fun!”
“What are you doing, Maxii?” Mum laughed at me as I “stair
surfed” towards the front door.
“I’m off to the beach, Mum. With Gary and Rob. See you
later.” And, unusually for me, I walked over and gave her a hug.
Her smile became even broader.
“That’s nice, Max. Be sensible, though, won’t you? Who’s
driving?”
“Rob. He told us about his car yesterday. The one him and
his dad did up. It sounds really cool.”
Her smile dropped for a second, but then she brightened
again.
“Alright. Well, have a nice day, and take care, Maxii. Love
you!”
***
When I got to Rob’s house it all looked very quiet. I’d half
expected the others to be waiting around the patchwork blue
Fiesta that sat on the drive, admiring the fat, shiny exhaust pipe
or revving up the engine just to make sure everyone in the street
knew how powerful it was.
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paint on the bonnet, although a slightly lighter shade than the
rest of the bodywork, did shine with the look of a newly
polished vehicle. But there was no sign of Rob or any of the
others. I pressed the small button bell next to the front door. I
could hear it ringing inside the house, but no one came. I
pressed it again. No one came. I pushed it a third time and kept
it down. The sound inside the house was continuous. If
someone was home, they would hear that.
Sure enough, as I peered through the small rectangle of
frosted glass, I saw a slow-moving shape, which I presumed was
human, coming towards me.
When the door finally opened and a very un-Rob-looking
Rob nodded at me. I had to put my hand over my mouth to stop
me gagging. The smell of alcohol, cigarette smoke and weed was
overwhelming.
“Alright, Max. Is it time to go? Hang on, I’ll fetch the others.
Come in, come in.”
He ushered me into the living room.
“I’ll just find my gear and we’ll get going, yeah? See if you
can get those other lazy bastards up!”
In the living room, Len was lying fully clothed on a kind of
armchair and footstool pushed together with several cushions
around and over him. He was snoring loudly. Gary lay full length
on the leather settee with his arm around a pretty girl, who, by
the set of her face and the colour of her hair (a distinctive whiteblond) I guessed must have been Len’s sister. Gary was awake.
“Hiya, Max. Sorry we’re running a bit late. We all got a bit
wasted last night, thanks to this little minx.”
Gary squeezed the girl and she giggled.
“Wasn’t my fault.” She laughed. “It was Jenny’s party, and
you lot brought the stuff.” She poked Gary in the ribs.

- 98 “Hair of the dog?” Rob appeared at the living room door
with a half-empty bottle of vodka swinging from his hand.
Gary sat up and grinned. “Why not?”
He reached across the girl to take the bottle. While Gary was
taking a long swig, I asked: “You not wanting to go now, then?”
They all looked completely wasted. I couldn’t see how they
were going to reach the beach, let alone have the energy to enjoy
themselves once they got there.
“Go where?” mumbled the pile of cushions that was Len.
“The beach.” Rob smirked. “Don’t you remember, idiot!”
“Yeah, course I remember. Just need a bite to eat and
something to wake me up.”
With that, he grabbed the bottle off Gary and tipped the girl
sideways off the sofa onto the carpet.
“You’ll have to go home now, titch. Can’t fit you in, Max is
here!”
“Alright, alright.” The girl laughed. “Wouldn’t want to hang
with you smelly lot, anyway. But you’ll have to cover for me with
Mum and Dad, Len. You owe me that much. I did get you into
Jenny’s party, after all.”
“Course I will. Now go and get yourself sorted. We’ll drop
you off on the way. Sure Gary won’t mind you on his lap just up
the road, will you, Gaz?”
He swung the bottle in front of my face. “Have a drink. Start
your own party, since you missed out last night.”
Rob pulled the girl up off the carpet. He shoved Gary and
tipped Len out of the armchair.
“We’ll go and get sorted, Max. C’mon, you stinky lot. We do
have more than one bathroom, you know.”
***
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upstairs and stared at the nearly empty vodka bottle. They
weren’t really in a state to drive two hours to the beach. Rob’s
eyes had looked weird. I had a sneaking feeling that Len would
end up relenting on the decision about his sister coming. If I
ended up squashed up against her, with Gary watching my every
move, or worse, trying to have a grope while I tried to keep out
of the way, then I was going to be very uncomfortable indeed.
Bumping and giggling sounds came from upstairs, and I
swear I heard the chinking of glasses. I made the decision right
then. I didn’t want to go. This wasn’t going to be fun unless I
was as high as them, and I wasn’t. I wasn’t sure I wanted to get
into a car where the driver was as wasted as Rob still seemed to
be. I placed the vodka carefully on the hall table and left quietly
through the front door.
Have a good time, though.
I shook my head and jogged off down the road. I’d go over
to the TV studios instead. It was the first live show tonight, and
although Antonia had told me she couldn’t get tickets for me for
this one, she’d shown me where the stage door was. I could text
her and get her to come outside after rehearsals. She’d like that.
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Going Live
By the time the first live show came around, Max and I had been
seeing each other for twenty-six days, six hours and forty-five
minutes. I’d thought it was finished that night I stormed out of
Gigolo’s when that idiot of an area rep turned up looking at me
like I was meat. But Max had come round later on and stuck this
gorgeous card through the door with a tiny box of chocolates. In
the card he’d just written: “Sorry, beautiful xxx”.
When Mum went into the porch the next morning, she
found a single red rose and a bottle of champagne next to it. I
was watching from the top of the stairs. She’d blushed to her
roots when she brought them back into the hall and looked
relieved when she read the name out on the card.
“You’ve got a fan, Antonia. That’s sweet, isn’t it? Did judges’
houses air last night?”
“You know it did, Mum. You had all your friends recording
it, didn’t you?”
She smiled and nodded. “Yes, sweetheart, and the ladies at
the Lodge. They’d booked a special slot in the TV room to make
sure they all got to see it.”
I could see Mum now, as I stood and waited for my turn in
make-up. There was a window at the end of the corridor which
looked down over the canteen area. She was sat with a dainty tea
cup, sipping slowly and looking at her phone. She was probably
making sure the ladies at the Lodge and all her friends were
whipped up into a frenzy to vote for me on tonight’s
programme. If there was one thing my mother was good at, it
was encouraging other people to do what she wanted them to
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early because everyone else said their family tickets couldn’t be
redeemed until about an hour before we actually aired, but like I
say, when my mother puts her mind to it, she can sweet talk just
about anyone.
Margy called me into make-up and sat me down firmly in the
chair.
“Now then, love, time for a little Margy pep talk. You
especially need to remember to leave your face alone once I’m
done. No touching, okay? This eye make-up looks fantastic on
camera, but if you put one finger on it, I’ll chop your hands off.
Understand?”
I laughed and told her of course. Ever since the beetroot face
issue at Bebe’s house, I’d trusted Marge totally to do the best she
could with my skin. If she said no touching, then I wouldn’t
touch.
Her expression softened. “Nervous?”
I wriggled my nose in reply. Margy didn’t like it if you moved
too much when she was applying foundation.
“Only natural, lovey. You’re bound to be, but your mum and
dad will be here, won’t they? That should help.”
I told her about Mum being down in the cafeteria, and that
Dad had promised he would get back from his business trip
especially to be here tonight.
“It will be the first time my dad’s actually seen me.”
Margy frowned. “What? He’s not seen the shows at all?”
“No, he doesn’t really watch television. Well, the news and
the finance channels. But he’s not often in the country, anyway.
He’s got a business to run.”
“But he’s coming tonight?”
“Yes. He promised.”
“Well, I hope he recognises you.”
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had outdone herself. Even I had to admit my face looked
amazing. I stared at the reflection. My pudgy cheeks appeared
healthy and shapely; my lips shone with a glittery plum colour;
and my eyes, well, I didn’t know they could look like that. They
smouldered around the edges with a dark grey, which then kind
of exploded into a beautiful pink colour right across the middle
of my lid. Margy hadn’t put false lashes on me, but somehow
she’d made my own seem pretty damned incredible.
“I thought the pink would go with the flowers on your
dress.”
She pointed towards a piece of paper stuck on the mirror
with a sketch of my outfit for tonight’s show.
“Oh Margy, it’s fantastic. Thank you.”
I reached for a tissue.
“Don’t you dare cry, young lady! I told you no touching, and
definitely no crying.”
I sniffed and smiled at her.
“You’re the boss, Margy. No crying.”
I went back to the dressing room to find myself something to
do that didn’t involve me touching my face. I rummaged around
in my bag to find a magazine and pulled out a small furry tiger
with it that rolled onto the floor. Diana was just walking past.
She leaned down and handed it to me.
“Don’t forget your teddy, will you, Greenie? We wouldn’t
want Antonia crying for Mummy, would we?”
She called me Greenie every time she saw me now.
Something to do with me being jealous. I wished I never said
anything to her at Bebe’s house. I was only trying to help and
protect her. But all it had got me was this bitchiness, every time
she saw me. I snatched the tiger from her and shoved it back
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shrugged and walked off.
When I was sure she’d gone, I got the tiger out again and felt
around its neck. The metal disc was buried under the thick
orange fur, and when I touched it I felt better immediately. The
engraved writing was tiny but I knew what it said anyway.
“Roar, girl, roar!”
I tucked it as close to my nose as I dared so not to smudge
the make-up and breathed in. It still smelt of Max. I don’t know
how long I sat there sniffing the tiger and flicking through the
pages of the magazine, but thinking about our twenty-six days
helped me forget for a little while where I was and what I was
about to do. So much so that when the production assistant
came to round us up for the final position checks, he had to tap
me on the shoulder to get my attention.
“Come on, Antonia. It’s nearly time.”
After that, time just flew. I was third in the running order,
after one of Jim Xavier’s boy bands. I was pleased. Early on
meant I could get it over and done with; no hanging around in
the corridor stressing about the massive stage, the blinding
lights, the microphone and ear pieces that felt like stones in my
ears, but without which I couldn’t hear the backing music at all.
Early on meant I might be forgotten if I messed up. By the time
they’d got through seven other performances, my mess-ups
would be ancient history (I hoped).
Lena, one of the singing coaches, had told me not to think
that way; that every performance needed to have my total talent
thrown into it. I was thinking about that when Kris, the
presenter, stuck the microphone in my face.
“Sorry, what?”
I could see the frown lines on his forehead. He obviously
thought I was about to mess up on live television.
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“Oh, sorry. Yes, I’m singing the song I did at Bebe’s house.
The ‘Perfect’ song?”
The frown lines eased a little and he turned his face to the
camera. “Ah, yes. Viewers will remember that beautiful song
Antonia sang at Bebe’s. The phone lines were full of people
wanting to start voting then and there, straight after the
programme.” He turned back to me. “Great choice, Antonia.
Are you dedicating it to anyone tonight?”
“Yes, my dad.”
“Well then, off you go. Get yourself ready.” Kris indicated
towards the microphone stand. It took me a moment to realise
that I needed to move, but eventually I managed it and walked
across slowly.
The soft introduction started to sound in my ear pieces. I
swallowed hard. My legs started to shake, and I was convinced
they were going to give way. Somewhere behind the music I
could hear clapping. It was the audience. I looked out into the
studio, but all I could see was a bright haze with some shadowy
outlines of people’s heads.
And then I had to start singing. My voice cracked as I pushed
out the first note, but by the end of the first line, I had it back
where it needed to be. I closed my eyes and let the notes come. I
thought about Dad and smiled. He was out there listening and
watching. He’d know I was singing for him, asking him for the
times we had before the business took off. He’d be proud.
I didn’t even realise I’d got to the end until Kris came
running back onto the stage to put his arm around me while the
judges gave their opinions. Bebe gushed and told me how
brilliant I was, and that if I kept this up I was a sure thing for the
final. Jim Xavier said I had a pretty voice, but that it was all a bit
“gooey” for him and that maybe Bebe should give me some
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Swink was a smarmy git and talked about the dress and make-up,
not about my singing. He told Bebe he thought her stylist had
done a great job on smoothing out my curves, but that using the
contestants to promote her own clothing line wasn’t really what
the judges were here for, was it.
After that, I was guided off the stage, along the corridor and
into the green room. I sat for a while just staring at the screen on
the wall. Tombo Bongo were stomping about on the stage now,
and the audience was going wild, standing up in their seats,
dancing and bobbing along. The cameraman swept along the
rows. Everybody was on their feet. It was amazing. I smiled.
“Well, they’ll definitely get through, won’t they?”
Then I spotted her. As the camera moved around, I saw that
Mum wasn’t standing up and dancing. She was smiling her
patronising smile and sitting very still while a large man in a
bright pink tee-shirt gyrated and stomped next to her. For a split
second, I thought it was my dad, letting his hair down, but that
man was too tall to be Dad. It only took me another spilt second
to realise Dad wasn’t there at all, and then the camera had gone
back to Tombo Bongo jumping into their final positions, and by
the grins on their faces, appearing like they’d just won the whole
thing.
When the lads from Tombo Bongo tumbled into the room, I
congratulated them and slipped out of the door, back to the
dressing room. I didn’t want to watch any more, and someone
would find me for the final part of the show. There was ages yet.
My phone was flashing next to the mirror when I sat down. I
didn’t look at it for several minutes. I thought it would be Dad
sending me some bullshit text, but when I finally plucked up the
courage to look at it, it was Max’s face that appeared next to the
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waiting.”
I ran down to the studio door. The guys in the security booth
were busy watching the live stream of the show. They probably
thought I was going out for a cigarette, that’s what most people
came down here for, so they just waved me through. Max was
sitting on a wall, swinging his feet and looking at his phone.
Next to him, there was a massive bouquet of flowers and a box
of chocolates. I was running so fast, I nearly knocked him flying.
“Hey, you. How’d it go? I can’t get it on my phone yet.”
“Fine.”
“Why can I see tears then, tiger?” He put his hands gently
around my face. “You look amazing, by the way.”
I told him about Dad not being there, about Mum not
dancing, about Tombo Bongo getting such an amazing audience
reaction. He listened. He nodded, and then he said: “Does it
really matter that much?”
Before I could answer, he pulled me against him and hugged
me tightly.
“I might be about to ruin your make-up, Antonia. Do you
think Margy will forgive me?”
I nodded slowly and he kissed me. He was right. None of it
mattered that much now.
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Three Empty Chairs
For most of Sunday, I lay on my bed and thought about
Antonia: how shitty her dad was for not turning up; how
brilliant she was to have got through to next week’s show; and
how I needed to find a bit more money to spoil her after that as
well. I’d rushed home after seeing her and caught the last few
moments of the contestants cheering and commiserating with
the girl band that had got voted out. Antonia had stood on the
stage with the rest of them, but I could tell she was thinking
about other stuff, perhaps that kiss we had.
I couldn’t stop thinking about it, either. She’d been so soft
and warm when I put my arms around her. Her eyes were a bit
red because of the tears, but she’d closed them when I started
kissing her, and once she started, she was so good I didn’t want
it to stop.
So I didn’t give the guys much thought and wasn’t that
surprised when none of them texted me on Sunday. But if I’m
honest, by Monday morning I was a bit disappointed they hadn’t
posted some pictures of their day out. I decided. I would have a
go at them about it when I got to work. Perhaps I’d been
sensible not to go with them, after all. Perhaps they’d had a
rough time and they were cross with me for bailing on them. But
deep down, I didn’t think they’d really have minded. They
probably just carried the party on to the end of the weekend – a
fire on the beach, more bottles of vodka and more spliffs, I
expected.
Bloody nutters!
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at the grey metal. It seemed a bit quiet in the staff entrance
lobby. I looked around. No one to be seen and the clock read
8.35. Then I saw the handwritten sign stuck to the bottom stair
post.
To: All Staff
Please make every effort to be available for an extraordinary staff
meeting this morning at 8.30 a.m. (SHARP!)
Many thanks,
Philip Jones
“Shit!”
I took the stairs two at a time. I didn’t want Old Jonesy
noticing anything other than my superb work and my excellent
customer relations. But I needn’t have worried. When I walked
into the staff room, I noticed three chairs still empty in the back
row. A quick scan of the other faces, mostly the oldies, told me
there was no sign of Gary, Rob or Len.
“Sorry I’m late, Mr Jones.”
I sat on the closest chair to the boss, in the front row. It
would be a laugh and serve those three right if they came now
and had to walk all the way to the back of the room. Lazy
bastards.
They were probably struggling with the stairs, all those fags. I
smirked to myself and watched Old Jonesy for any signs of
irritation. I thought he must be really pissed off with them as I
watched the old man open his mouth to start speaking. He
wasn’t even going to wait for them to arrive.
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began.
Maybe he hadn’t noticed. If this was an important meeting,
maybe I should point out their absence to Old Jonesy. But, if I
did that, Old Jonesy might think I was grassing them up. If he
hadn’t noticed they weren’t there, I should keep quiet. If the
meeting was important, I could tell them the main points later,
outside. I kept my mouth shut.
“Every so often in life, we have to face dreadful situations. I
know some of you will have already had your own personal
losses and I hope, as your employer, I have always treated these
situations with the love and respect they deserve.”
What is he going on about?
I’d been expecting a brisk, short agenda with some issues
about pay rates, holiday timesheets or, God forbid, the oldies’
pension entitlements. But Old Jonesy had tears in his eyes.
“Sadly, today, I have to tell you that two of our family have
been lost to us. Gary and Len both died last night as the result
of a car accident. I know this will come as a horrible shock to
you all.”
What?
I didn’t understand what he’d just said.
“… their families have asked us to …”
What?
I couldn’t have heard it right.
“… so when the funeral date is agreed …”
I don’t understand.
I looked straight at Old Jonesy and yelled, “Shut up! I don’t
understand what you’re saying! Stop talking, please.”
Grey-haired Doreen, who did the accounts, put her arm
around me. “I know, love. It’s the shock. But let Mr Jones finish.
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down onto her left shoulder.
“You cry, my lovey, if you need to.”
“Thank you, Doreen.” Old Jonesy continued, “As I was
saying, the families are understandably distraught at the moment.
Especially Len’s mum and dad, having lost their daughter in the
same accident, it must be absolutely terrible. We simply can’t
imagine.”
Len’s sister must’ve gone with them, after all. Mr Jones
shook his head slowly.
“So, they’ve asked for no contact from friends or co-workers.
Until the funeral, at least, and I would ask that everyone respects
that.”
“What about Rob?” I whispered. “What about Rob?”
Mr Jones leaned towards me and patted my free shoulder.
“Yes, Max. I was just coming to Rob.”
Maybe Rob was just too upset to come to work. Maybe he
would walk through the door right now.
“Rob was involved in the accident, too. He has survived, and
is off the critical list at the hospital, according to the phone call
from his mother. It’s kind of a miracle, given that he was
driving, but I’m afraid they think he may face double
amputation. He’s got a long journey ahead. He won’t be
returning to work for a long time yet, although of course we’ll
keep the position open for him. Of course we’ll do that.”
“Can I see him?”
My voice sounded like a whiney child, even to myself.
“All in good time, Max, all in good time. Thank you,
everyone, for your understanding and sympathy, but I am quite
sure they would all want us to carry on and open the shop today.
I understand if some of you will feel a little under the weather,
but please remember, the customers are not affected by this, so
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can. I’ve asked Miriam to shift the till rotas around so we’re not
too short-handed in the video and lens sections. Do your best,
everybody.”
Somehow I got through that horrible day at the store. I
didn’t do my extra shift in the stockroom. I didn’t even bother
checking the delivery notes against the new orders and returns
sheets on the system. Afterwards, I wasn’t even sure if I’d
cashed up the tills on my section properly. Old Jonesy had sent
me home as soon as the shop closed. He told me he’d see to the
stock delivery himself. We’d all had such a difficult day.
So I supposed Mum wasn’t expecting me when I put my key
in the lock. The kitchen was in darkness, and the house was
quiet. Too quiet.
“Mum,” I called softly.
“Mum, are you here?”
The lounge was in darkness as I went in, but there was a dark
shape huddled in one corner of the sofa. There was a snuffling
sound.
“Mum?”
Mum’s head popped up from the dark blob. She wiped at her
face with something I realised was actually Mr Squidge, the
brown fleece blanket I used to have in my bedroom when I was
little.
“Oh, Maxii. What are you doing home? I wasn’t expecting
you yet.”
“What are you doing in here in the dark, Mum?”
I flicked on the light. The room was flooded in a glaring
yellow brightness which made both of us squint for a moment.
Even squinting, though, I could tell she’d been doing some
serious crying. Her face was red and blotchy, and she wasn’t
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blanket.
“Mum. What’s wrong?”
“Oh, nothing, Maxii. I’m just being silly. Getting all nostalgic.
Don’t you worry.”
She stood up and folded the blanket carefully.
“More the point, what are you doing home so early? Has
something happened at work?”
I followed her into the kitchen. As she filled up the kettle, I
considered not telling her about Len and Gary. She seemed
upset already, and I didn’t want to make it any worse for her.
But then she’d see it in the paper or something. She was always
reading out snippets of news to me about old classmates and
stuff. I hadn’t told her that I hadn’t gone to the beach on
Saturday. It hadn’t seemed that important. I didn’t want her
imagining that I’d been involved in some way.
“Mum?”
“Yes, Maxii?” She turned and smiled at me.
“You remember Gary and Len, from work? From the shop?”
“Gary. You went out with him last week, didn’t you?”
“No, well, yeah … that’s the one … kind of … umm … you
see, I didn’t actually end up going to the beach with them.”
“Oh, you didn’t have a row, did you, Max? It’s important to
have friends at work, you know.”
“No, nothing like that. Basically, they’ve been killed, Mum.
In a traffic accident. Both of them, and Len’s sister, and Rob
…” I was swallowing hard to stop the tears from coming. “Well,
he’s not dead, but he might as well be ’cos he’s going to lose
both his legs!”
“Oh, my darling.” She put her arms around me and held me
tight. “Oh, how horrible.”
She held my shoulders and looked deep into my face.
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you?”
“No, Mum, no! I told you, I decided I didn’t want to go after
all, but I guess they still went.”
“Oh, my baby! Thank God.”
And she clasped me back to her in a bear hug so tight I
thought I might stop breathing. Eventually, she released me and
held me by the shoulders again.
“My poor boy. No wonder Mr Jones sent you home. Oh,
those poor parents. What must they be feeling?”
“That their kids are fucking idiots Mum, that’s what!” I
glared at Mum’s blotchy face and turned away, then took the
stairs two at a time to my room.
Nobody had told me anything about the details of the
accident, but every time I turned my head I remembered that
half empty bottle of vodka and the small of weed before I’d
abandoned them.
“I should’ve stopped them,” I whispered, “I could’ve
stopped them.”
Looking at my reflection in the mirror you wouldn’t have
known anything had happened. There was Max with his pingedout ears, his cute blond hair and skinny legs poking out from the
plain grey work trousers.
As I looked, I could feel my speeding heartbeat. Outside, I
looked the same … inside, I was about to explode.
“Why’d you have to die, you bloody idiots. I bet you were
high, and legless. What about Rob? Fucking idiots!”
I was still muttering away to my reflection when my phone
blinked. Mort’s name flashed. I answered it automatically. Didn’t
even think.
“Hey mate, I’m sorry. Heard about you buddies in the car
crash. Too bad! You alright?”
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Big Mort making a sympathy call. This was a first, but I
might’ve known it wouldn’t last long.
“You still working at the shop though, ain’t you mate? The
geezer’ll need you even more now, won’t he?”
“Yeah, I suppose,” I told him, “but listen, Mort, don’t start
with some big order right now, will you? I’m really not in the
mood.”
That was brave. I didn’t suppose Mort would care one way or
the other about Len and Gary. If he wanted some more gear
bringing, I guessed he’d just expect me to carry on like before.
But then, he surprised me: “Nah mate, course not. I wouldn’t
put pressure on you – you must be fuming, right?”
How did he know. Mum had made me feel like a little weak
baby, and most people would say “you must be feeling sad” or
“sorry for your loss” and all that crap, but Big Mort had put his
finger straight on it.
He carried on: “You must be thinking what idiots they were
to be driving after that massive party at Jenny’s.”
That was it, exactly. That’s what I was thinking. That, and
“why didn’t I do something to stop them going?” I didn’t really
know what to say to him, so I just went “Yes.”
“Well, listen mate.” He sounded genuinely concerned. “I’m
gonna give you a present. It’ll help, y’know. Chill you out a bit, I
expect. Calm you down. I’ll leave it outside your front door – in
about thirty. Okay?”
He was as good as his word. About half an hour later, I crept
downstairs and looked outside the front door. Sure enough there
was a plastic shopping bag, folded over and over so it looked
like a squidgy plastic envelope.
I snatched it up, wiped the rain off down my trouser leg and
trod very carefully on each stair as I went back upstairs. I locked
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something dark rolled onto my bed, followed by what looked
like a packet of tissues.
I wondered if he was taking the piss, but as I looked closer, I
noticed that each tissue was actually rolled around a paper twist.
I pulled carefully at the tissues and found two long, fat rolled
cigarettes, but I guessed it wasn’t tobacco inside.
I picked one up and sniffed. It was sweet. Maybe Mort was
right, I needed to relax and let the stupid accident go. His
presents would help with that. I unscrewed the bottle cap and
took a swig. Heavy rum burned down my throat. I coughed and
nearly ran to the bathroom to fetch some water, but then I
stopped. A warm feeling was spreading across my chest and my
heartbeat was slowing down. The thump, thump in my ears was
not as intense as it had been.
I grabbed my coat from the desk chair, slipped the bottle into
one pocket and Mort’s gifts into the other.
Downstairs, I peered into the gloomy living room.
“I’m nipping out, Mum. Just going to the Sports Centre.
Won’t be long.”
There was no reply.
When I got to the Sports Centre, I sat in the shadow of the
hedge, where the rain doesn’t quite reach, put a match against
one end of the joint and sucked hard on the other.
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Visiting Rob
I didn’t go to Gary or Len’s funeral. I’d meant to. I’d wanted to,
but Mum persuaded me not to, in the end. But I wasn’t going to
let her stop me seeing Rob.
I stood in front of the smart hospital building feeling really
scruffy. Four storeys of silvered glass rose above me. The sun
appeared to dance out from behind the clouds every few
seconds at the corner window on the third storey. It took me a
moment to realise that the playful, glinting show was all just
reflection and that the sun was actually behind me. I didn’t know
why the sun was shining anyway. Life was crap. A little bit of
sunshine wasn’t going to change what had happened.
The hospital doors were automatic. They glided open
noiselessly and with an annoying regularity to allow groups of
well-dressed people in and out. I guessed they were all on their
way to visit sick relatives or friends. I could see the tense
expressions on their faces.
I rubbed my hands down the sides of my frayed jeans. Dunno
why you have to dress up so smart … I thought to myself. I was,
though, happy I hadn’t worn my Warcroft tee-shirt instead of the
crisp white shirt I pulled straight now.
As I walked towards the doors, my breath starting coming in
short, sharp pants. I hoped no one would notice me. Really I just
wanted to turn round and run home at full pelt. I blew out a
massive lungful of air and told myself: C’mon, Max Hemling. He’s
a lot worse off than you are. Go and cheer him up.
Inside, I was amazed. There were real trees growing straight
up through the middle of the lobby. Who would have guessed
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island, I noticed a sign that read “The Atrium Gift Gallery”. I
remembered that you were meant to take sick people a gift. The
shop fronts all looked very posh. I peered into the window of a
florist but decided Rob wasn’t a flowers kind of guy. The
chocolates in the next display were tied with brightly coloured
ribbons around ornate dark purple and gold boxes. They looked
expensive.
Right at the end of the row was a small newsagents. I decided
to get him a magazine. He’d like that. That was a Rob kind of
thing. There were loads to choose from. I looked across all the
sports car, classic car and motorbike glossy covers.
Maybe not.
I ran my hand over the computer and gaming mags. I’d have
loved one of those myself, but I wasn’t sure what games Rob
played, or even what kind of console he had. On the next row
down, all kinds of sporting heroes smiled out from the covers of
rugby, football and tennis covers.
Too tactless.
Eventually, I chose a magazine full of film and entertainment
reviews. I guessed Rob was going to be stuck in front of a telly
for some time to come, so he might as well know what the latest
releases were going to be.
When I reached the end of the long magnolia corridor, I got
to Temperley Ward. As I went in, Rob was hanging over a
wooden bar, opposite the doorway. It looked like he was simply
bending over to touch his toes like you have to in school PE
lessons, but I realised, with a bit of a shock I’ll admit, that on the
other side of the bar where Rob’s legs should have been there
was … nothing. Just a wad of bandages that looked like he’d
stuck a cushion on his front to make the exercise more
comfortable.
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behind him.
“That’s it, Robert, stretch. Let your weight pull you forward.”
I’d looked at the board with the visiting times displayed in
the lobby. I was sure I wasn’t early. Nevertheless, I hesitated in
the doorway. This looked like it was meant to be between Rob
and the nurses. But as Rob straightened up, he spotted me and
smiled. It was more of a grimace really, but he called out: “Max!”
He twisted his body round and spoke to the nurse behind
him. “Can that be it for now, please? I’ll do some more after
visitors, I promise.”
The woman smiled and beckoned her colleague to come
around to the other side of the bar. Together they placed their
arms around Rob’s back and lifted him into a sleek black
wheelchair that stood in the corner of the room. The second
nurse pushed him over to a long window that looked out over a
colourful lawn and garden area. When the two women had gone,
Rob turned to me and smiled properly.
“Hey mate, thanks for coming. They’re lovely, but it’s nice to
see someone under fifty.”
“No worries,” I told him. “Sorry if I interrupted something. I
thought it was visiting time.”
“It is. It is. It’s just that really, up till today, there’s only been
Mum and Dad coming in, and Anna of course, but I told them
not to come today.”
“Oh?”
“They needed a break, you know. Guess it’s hard for them
watching me like this every day – my mum especially. She comes
in and hears me complaining every time they make me do my
physio, then she gets upset and that just makes me moan even
more. I know I do it. But I can’t help myself. So, I told ’em, stay
at home! Do the washing or something.”
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you this.”
Rob took it from me and looked at the cover for quite a
while.
“Hey, thanks, mate. And thanks for coming, too. I really
appreciate it, y’know. How’s everyone at the shop? Drives me
nuts here ’cos I’m not allowed cigarettes. Well, I could if I
wheeled myself all the way down that corridor and out there.”
He pointed to an area of the garden where a few patients in
dressing gowns stood lighting up and taking long, drawn-out
drags on their cigarettes.
“But the nurses say better stay off them altogether until this
phase of physio is finished.”
“You’re quite, umm …” I couldn’t think of the word I
wanted.
Rob cut across me. “Happy? Upbeat? Don’t believe
everything you see, Max. I’m okay, I guess. Jesus, I’m not dead,
after all. Did you go to the funerals?”
“Nah. I wanted to, but my mum said not to go. She thought
it would all be a bit too much for me. There were loads there,
though. It was even on the news.”
“Yeah, I saw that, too. I wasn’t in the chair then, so my olds
were pretty much the same. It’s not that they don’t care, you
know. It’s just that this …” He gestured towards the empty
space in the chair where his legs should be. “This was just about
all they could cope with.”

I pointed to a bandage across his nose.
“Did you get that in the accident too?”
“Nah, that’s quite a funny one. Ever woken up with no legs
and really needed a whizz? This is what you end up with if you

- 120 try and get yourself to the loo. Completely forgot where I was –
ended up face down on the floor. Dumb, huh?”
“Maybe.” I smiled.
“Jesus, though, Rob. I was so lucky. You, too.”
I wished I hadn’t said that as soon as it slipped out of my
mouth. Rob’s smile disappeared and he looked down at his lap.
“Yeah,” he whispered. “Lucky.”
I saw big wet drops appearing on his bandages.
“Oh God, I’m sorry, Rob. Me and my big mouth. It must be
crap for you. So crap.”
“I’ll tell you something, Max,” Rob murmured so I could
only just make out what he was saying. “I’m alright when the
nurses are here, or my parents, but sometimes at night, when
everyone’s gone home, I kind of wish I’d gone, too, like Len and
Gaz. Is that bad?”
I didn’t know what to say. I leaned forward and patted his
arm. It didn’t seem enough, but I didn’t know what else to do.
“I’m sorry, Rob. I’m so sorry.”
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Pressure
After the accident, Max went a bit weird for a while. God, it
must have been awful for him. His mates gone, just like that, all
because of that roundabout and the lighting, again. The council
would have to do something about it now. The papers started
putting pictures and reports about the protest we’d had in their
columns every single day. They reported it as if we’d all gone
and lain down in front of the civic centre only yesterday. But,
hey, I was just pleased something was happening.
One evening, I saw Georgie on the local news telling the
camera all about her own brother’s death and how devastated it
left her family. I thought about Rob. His mum and dad must be
going to pieces. The same evening I saw her on the television, I
noticed she was planning another demonstration at the weekend.
“We’re making a difference,” she wrote. “Now it’s time to
put the pressure on. As before, we’ll stop traffic outside the civic
centre, this time with placards and on our feet. We can’t be silent
any longer. Come prepared to make as much noise as you can.
Saturday 1 p.m.”
I sent Max a message and copied the invitation to him.
“Max, I’m at the studio on Saturday, but you should go to
this. It could help make a difference.”
His message came back quite quickly: “It’s too late, Antonia.
Bloody demos won’t bring them back. I’d rather spend my time
giving Rob some support.”
I decided not to put pressure on him. Instead, I PMed
Georgie and told her how sorry I was that I wouldn’t be able to
make it on Saturday. But I also told her that, if it helped at all,
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whole situation. I was getting quite a bit of fan mail from the
show, and although Bebe had advised very strongly against
getting caught up in the popularity and fame game, maybe my
input could raise awareness.
My phone beeped with another message from Max: “Hey,
tiger. Sorry for being such a misery. You want to come and visit
Rob with me on Saturday?”
“Told you, I’m at the studios.”
No message.
“Max? I would if I could. I want to help.”
No message.
“Max?”
The phone blinked.
“No worries, tiger. Just feeling a bit strange, you know?
Could do with seeing my girl. That’s all.”
When Saturday came, I had a word with the production team
at the studios. I told them I had an appointment in town. I
managed to persuade them to put my rehearsal slot in early.
Then I got a taxi to the hospital. I knew the buses would be held
up again, and I was pleased about that. The taxi driver
recognised me when I got in.
“Hey, it’s you. Give us a tune. My missus votes for you every
week.”
“Hey, tell her thanks. Not allowed to, I’m afraid, in case you
record it or something,” I lied. “Sorry.”
I got to the hospital just as Max was coming out of the
sliding doors. He looked rough, even though his face lit up when
he saw me.
“Tiger, you came!”
“Yep. Sorry I’m so late. Have you already seen Rob? You
want me to come back in with you?”
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“Nah. He’s gone back to another physio session now. But
Antonia, God, you should have seen him …” His voice petered
out and I could tell he was swallowing back tears. I knew that
feeling well. I wasn’t sure what to do, but I took both his hands
in mine. I couldn’t do much about Rob, but perhaps I could
help Max get his mind on other things.
“I’ve missed you, Max. Let’s go and sit down for a bit, shall
we? In the park? We can talk.”
He nodded and we headed across the concrete to a small
opening in the low wall surrounding the lawns and flower beds
of the city’s central park. We found a secluded spot under a
fluttering birch tree and sat leaning against it. Max described
what he’d seen when he walked into the ward. He told me how
low Rob was. He caught his breath several times as he repeated
“I just don’t know what I can do” over and over again.
I sat and listened, and held his hands. Eventually he looked
up and moved towards me. I hadn’t intended for this, but if it
helped, why not? Max started running his hands up and down
my arms. He lay back against the tree and gestured for me to
cuddle in close. I did. He felt warm and smelt gorgeous. He
started kissing the top of my head and then moved down to my
face and neck.
“I won’t ruin your make-up, will I?” he whispered.
“I’m not wearing any yet,” I murmured in reply.
He pulled me in closer and leaned over so I was lying on the
grass underneath him. He propped himself up on his elbow but
his free hand was moving up and down and all over me now.
His kisses got longer and more insistent.
“Max!” I whispered. “We shouldn’t, not here. We’re in the
park.”
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tried to push away, but at the same time, I didn’t want him to
stop. Then I heard someone tut and I knew I had to put an end
to this. I wriggled until he stopped moving his hand and then I
pushed him gently on the shoulder.
“We can’t, Max. Not here. Listen, I want to stay, but I’ve got
to get back. So have you. Old Jonesy only let you off for a
couple of hours, didn’t he? Meet me later, after the show.”
I stood up as quickly as I could and ran off with a wave in his
direction.
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Party Time
Back at the shop, Old Jonesy was very interested in hearing all
about my visit to Rob in the hospital.
“I haven’t been myself, Max, but obviously Anna’s
devastated. She’s been up there. She says he’s not doing too well,
either. To be expected, I suppose.”
I shrugged. I didn’t know what to say. All the oldies were
upset, but I didn’t know what I could say to them that would
make any difference.
“I’m not being funny, Max, but at least he’s alive, if you
know what I mean. He does need to thank God for that, and, as
I told Anna, it’s not like they won’t get help. There are lots of
funds that will help him. Lucky to be alive, Max. Lucky to be
alive!”
I wondered what he was wittering on about. Rob had every
right to be miserable. Yes, he was alive but, in my head, I saw
the empty space again where Rob’s legs were meant to be. I
gagged a little.
“You okay, boy? I’m really glad you’re still here to hold the
fort.” He patted my shoulder.
“Rob was being really brave today when I saw him, Mr Jones.
But his legs …”
“I know, son, it must be terrible. I’ve said to Anna, not that I
want to interfere or anything, but she really ought to think about
making a clean break of it with the lad. As much for his sake as
hers, you know? I don’t know how she’ll cope trekking down to
the rehabilitation centre all the time. He’s got his parents, hasn’t
he, and she’s got her exams soon. What do you think?”
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to recover, a distressed Anna might need a shoulder to cry on.
But then that image appeared in my mind again. The space in
front of Rob topped off by the stripy cut pyjama bottoms,
hanging where knees and calves and shins and ankles and feet
should’ve been.
Poor old Rob. He’d lost his mates; he’d lost his legs; and if
Anna’s dad had anything to do with it, he was probably about to
lose the lovely Anna, too. I’d never thought of Old Jonesy as the
mean type, but advising your daughter to finish with her
boyfriend because of a long journey and stupid exams? That was
just nasty. It rankled with me all morning. Every customer had
to wriggle their face right in front of me or snap their fingers at
me to get any assistance. All I was thinking about was Rob, that
space where his legs should have been, and what I could do to
give him a bit of fun again.
Later, in the staff room, I went up to Old Jonesy.
“Mr Jones?”
“Yes, Max, how can I help?”
“Well, I was wondering …?”
“What, Max?” He sounded irritated.
“You know with Rob going off to the rehabilitation centre
and all that?” Mr Jones nodded and muttered something I
couldn’t hear. “He’ll be gone a while, won’t he, Mr Jones? What
with his therapy and everything?”
“I guess so.”
“Well, I was thinking we could have a kind of party for him,
a sort of going away party.”
Old Jonesy gave me a lopsided kind of smile.
“Good idea, Max, but is he really in the mood for a party?”
“I think it would cheer him up.”
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enough room up here, is there? Not if he’s in a wheelchair. Have
you thought about that?”
“I wasn’t really thinking of a party in here. I was thinking of
something with music and dancing.”
He snorted. “Max! Dancing! He’s got no legs, boy. How can
he dance?”
I swallowed hard. Of course it sounded stupid when I said it
out loud. But Rob loved to dance, and music. That’s how he’d
met Anna in the first place. If she was at this party, Old Jonesy
would see how much she could still do with Rob.
“He loves music and dancing, Mr Jones. It’d be like the most
fun we could give him. We can dance with him in his wheelchair.
I’m sure he’d love it. Especially if was at Gigolo’s.”
He stared at me blankly. “Where?”
“The nightclub in town. Rob and Anna went dancing there
all the time before. I’m sure it’d cheer him up.”
“Maybe for the young folk, Max. But I’m not sure the other
staff would want to go there, especially not late at night.”
“Perhaps you could hire the venue, in the afternoon or
something. We could surprise Rob. Get the music going.”
“How much would that cost me, Max?”
“I don’t know. But Rob used to go there a lot, and they’d
probably give you a discount because of the accident.” Although
Mr Jones’s face still looked blank, I soldiered on.
“What do you think, Mr Jones? Good idea? The accident and
the roundabout are big news with the council at the moment. It
might even give the shop a bit of positive publicity.”
His expression changed then. “That’s true, Max. It’s better to
do something positive, isn’t it, than dwell on all the negatives
like the papers seem to be doing at the moment. Look, I’ll
phone – what did you say it was called? Gino’s? – this afternoon
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break must be over by now.”
To be fair to Old Jonesy, he was as good as his word. Later
that day, he came over and told me he’d booked the venue for
the following Sunday. There was an email invite out to all staff
and their families, and he’d even spoken to Rob’s parents, who
thought it was a lovely idea. Although they didn’t know where
Gigolo’s was, they’d make sure their son was there at the right
time on Sunday for the surprise.
“But I’m relying on you to get some of the young folk there,
Max. You know, his friends? I’m not sure Rob will appreciate all
us oldies standing around.” He smiled at me like he’d made a
brilliant joke.
I raised my eyebrows and told him, “Leave it to me, Mr
Jones.”
I would make it a send-off to remember.
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Shame
I got back to the studio just in time for hair and make-up. As she
brushed, the hairdresser kept pulling out bits of grass and
tutting. She told me off, but it just made me giggle and think
about what might happen later, after the show.
About an hour before recording starts, everyone is called into
the green room for a last-minute production pep talk. The
judges, contestants, camera people – we were all there,
pretending to listen carefully to the placement cues and special
angles they might use for some parts of the show. I sat on one
of the sofas with my eyes half closed, remembering how badly
Max had wanted to carry on touching me. So when Bebe came
over and her assistant tapped me on the shoulder, I nearly
jumped out of my skin.
“We need to talk, Antonia. Come with us, please.”
I followed them out into the corridor and up a flight of stairs
to one of the meeting rooms. The television in there was
switched on, but unlike most screens in this place, it wasn’t
showing a studio shot but the local news channel instead. A
reporter was standing in front of the civic centre interviewing
Georgie. I grinned. That was good. Georgie was on television,
spreading the word about the roundabout and the protest. I
smiled at Bebe, but she was frowning.
“Can you tell us what this is about, Antonia?”
I shrugged and was about to launch into the good citizen
speech when Bebe’s assistant turned up the sound.
On the screen, Georgie was smiling. “Obviously, we’re very
pleased to have the backing of Antonia Smythe. She can’t be
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support.”
Good. I didn’t see what Bebe and her assistant were looking
so miserable for. This was good publicity. But then the camera
shot changed to show one of the protesters shoving at the police
cordon with a placard. It was Matti Fryer. She had fake blood
and make-up all over her face, but I knew it was Matti. What a
hypocrite. She didn’t care about those boys or the roundabout.
She was just in it for the TV coverage.
The screen was back on the original reporter now. She was
saying something about hypocrites and better things to do. But
she didn’t know Matti Fryer. I didn’t know what she was going
on about, and then Bebe’s assistant pointed to the insert screen
in the top right-hand corner where the camera shot had zoomed
past Matti and was focused on a shot into the park. There lying
on the grass, beneath a fluttering birch tree, were two young
people. They looked like they were full-on all over each other.
You couldn’t see the boy’s face, as he had his back to the
camera, but I certainly recognised the girl as she stood up, waved
at the boy and ran off.
Bebe’s perfect smooth skin was puckered up across her
forehead.
“They will show this footage in every news break on
tonight’s show, Antonia. We can’t stop them. Believe me, we’ve
tried. Be prepared. You might lose the vote over this. That
protest is big news right now.”
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Driving Fast
I didn’t see the news that night until Charlie pointed to the
television in the bar and yelled.
“Oh my God, it’s Max.”
After work, I’d gone home, got changed and set out to find
as many of the bright young things I could in town to tell them
about Rob’s party. I’d told Mum to record Sing for Me and said
I’d be late back. After what happened earlier, I really wanted to
see Antonia as soon as I could. Maybe her mum would be out
and we could go back to hers after the show.
Right now, I was in the Dog in a Doublet and Charlie was
buying a round of shots to celebrate my fame.
“It’s not me,” I tried to tell him. “Please don’t.” Everyone
was beginning to chant my name so I got drowned out. A pretty
girl I recognised from somewhere came striding across to
Charlie waving a set of keys at him.
“Hi,” she called, “I’ve brought the car, and you’d best be
behaving yourself!”
She picked up Charlie’s arms and removed them from two
women he’d bought drinks for at the bar. “Hands off, ladies!
He’s spoken for.”
Next, she turned her attention to me. I smiled at her. Anyone
who could keep Charlie in line was welcome in my book.
“I’ve seen you before. Let me think … Marcus. No, Martin?
Hang on, it’s Max, isn’t it? Don’t you remember me? From
school? I’m Freya.”
Charlie had put his arm around me now.
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television, you know.”
I felt my cheeks heating up, but Freya didn’t seem to notice.
“Yes, I know Max. I brought the keys for you, honey. You
gonna get me a drink now?” she said to Charlie.
Charlie grinned. “I’m all out of cash.” He pulled his trouser
pockets inside out to demonstrate the fact. “But I’m sure Max
will fetch you one. He’s famous now. Champagne, I think,
Maxikins.”
I nodded. The champagne was not cheap, and cost even
more when Charlie decided we should all go and sit in the table
service area. I could feel Charlie and Freya’s eyes on me. I didn’t
want to look stupid – or poor!
“Did I hear you saying that you know Max?” said Charlie.
“Yeah. We were at the same school. Not sure he remembers
me, but I haven’t forgotten those bike sheds, Max!”
“Oh, like that was it? Well maybe you did well to stay out of
this one’s grip, Max. Gold-digger’s her middle name.” He
reached across and pinched Freya’s cheek like she was a baby or
something.
“Jesus. It was years ago, Charlie. We were only little.”
Charlie grinned at me.
“Yeah, maybe not then, Max. But now” – Charlie grabbed
Freya’s breast – “well, now it’s quite a different matter. In fact,
you’ve got me quite horny just thinking about it. Get some more
drinks in, Max! Freya and me are just taking a little trip to the
restroom.”
Freya looked offended, but she still went with him.
When they came back into the bar, all of five minutes later,
Freya looked really messed up. I didn’t understand it. Charlie
was a good guy, but why did she let him treat her like that? She’d
always been one of the nice girls at school. Now it seemed like
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about anything you want. As if he’d read my mind, Charlie came
straight over and slung his arm around my shoulder.
“Tell you what, mate. Me and Freya, we had an idea.”
I really didn’t want to hear or even think about what they’d
just been doing, or any madcap ideas they’d come up with.
“It’s like this, Max. I know you were saying you’re a bit short
and all. And I’m guessing you’d like a chance to make a bit extra
tonight and get that girlfriend of yours something nice on the
way home. Here’s the great thing …” He was slurring his words
quite badly. “You get to drive my car, and” – he rubbed my hair
like he was my long-lost uncle – “even better, you get to watch
over my gorgeous girlfriend while she runs an errand for me.
Just to see my dad. She’s all heart, that girl.”
“I dunno, Charlie. I can’t be too late. I do need to go and
square things with Antonia. She’s going to be upset, what with
that stuff on the television.”
“Well, then, all the better. You can get her something really
special. Let’s have a few more drinks and then you can go for a
drive in my lovely motor. I know you’d like that, wouldn’t you?
You’re only driving, Max. You can drop Freya off near mine
after. Then the night’s done. You’ll have had a great time, made
a bit extra to treat the girlfriend, and we’ll say no more about it.”
***
Charlie had been right about one thing at least. His car was
gorgeous. I’d never seen such a shine on the red paintwork, nor
such immaculate interiors. The soft leather of the steering wheel
glided through my hands with a smoothness I’d only ever heard
them talk about on those supercar programmes. He had a heads-
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to vibrate in my pocket, I ignored it.
“Next left, Max.” Freya placed her manicured hand on my
thigh. With her other hand, she held a blue clutch bag. Inside it,
I could see the paper edges of a lot of cash.
“Where are we actually going, Freya?”
The vibration had started again. This time I pulled the phone
out. One hand slipped on the steering wheel as I did this, and
the car juddered as we mounted the kerb. Freya grabbed the
phone off me.
“For Christ’s sake, Max. Don’t wreck Charlie’s car. You’ll
have plenty of time to call your girlfriend later. Focus on the
road, please.”
“Just down here, that road between the flats, okay? You can
stay in the car, but keep the headlights up. Charlie’s old man can
be a bit of a groper. He doesn’t try anything when Charlie
comes, but you never know.”
I could see the shadow of a man standing just underneath the
concrete walkway that led from one set of flats to another. Freya
got out the car and tottered across to him. She held out a bundle
of notes, and he produced a small plastic bag from underneath
his jacket. As she turned back towards the car, he grabbed her
waist and slid his hands down to feel her bottom. I flashed the
lights on the car furiously, and the man looked up and laughed.
He didn’t let go of Freya, but whispered something in her ear
and then released her. As she walked away, he smacked her
backside and called out: “Be quick, I’m sure the cops are hiding
around here tonight. I can smell them. Say hello to my boy for
me.”
She chucked the bag into the footwell and jumped in quickly.
“We’d best get out of here quick, Max. Drive! Now!”
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the steering wheel around. The tyres screeched, but the car
turned and we flew back up the narrow road we’d arrived by. As
we approached the junction, Freya kept looking over her
shoulder.
“There are lights flashing near the flats. We need to get out
of here. Let’s go the other way, out to Lake Woods. Charlie
always says to leave the car there if things start hotting up in
town.”
So I did as I was told and drove. My heart was thumping and
I went faster and faster until the hand appeared on my thigh
again.
“Slow down, Max. We don’t want the cops stopping us for
speeding. That would not be helpful.”
I eased my foot off the accelerator. Freya kept her hand on
my thigh.
“It’s not far now.” She spoke softly and started to move her
hand upwards.
“You were always such a sweetie, Max. Bless you. I bet your
heart’s going ten to the dozen, isn’t it?”
I was saved by the appearance of a road sign which read
“Lake Woods Picnic Area 3 km”.
She lifted both her hands up and shouted, “Here it is! Next
exit. Let’s go! Follow the track from the car park. Charlie’s been
down here before. It doesn’t matter how far in we go – he’ll
know where to come.”
I drove slowly over the woodland track. Whether he’d been
here before or not, I didn’t suppose Charlie wanted his
suspension wrecking, even if we did need to get away from the
cops. I pulled into a gravelled dip and got out.
“What now?”
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station area, just by the turn-off. Separately. If anyone asks,
you’ve been out here making out with your girlfriend. They’re
used to that. It happens all the time.”
“And what about the money? How does that work?”
“That’s a whole different story,” she replied. “I have your
money right here. I think Charlie will be pleased with how you
managed.”
I didn’t want to feel pleased when she said that, but
somehow I did. When I looked up again, Freya was leaning
against a tree.
“D’you wanna remember what it was like when we were
younger, Max?”
She stood with her back arched and her breasts pointing
towards me.
“Your money’s right here …” She pointed towards her
cleavage and undid two buttons on her top. I shook my head,
but she grabbed my hand and pushed it down inside her bra. All
I could feel was the soft skin of her breast and the lace of her
bra against the back of my hand. She released her grip on my
hand as I pulled upwards.
“Only teasing you, little Maxii. I always thought you were
such a cutie and Charlie does always remind me to ‘keep the
money safe’.”
She leaned towards me and pulled her skirt up a little,
opening her legs as she did so. There it was, all on offer. There
was no one else around, and she wasn’t going to say anything to
Charlie, was she? I only had to take it. But I thought of Antonia
and shook my head. I didn’t want it this way. I turned around
and started to walk away.
“Stop it, Freya! You’re very pretty and all that, but you’re
with Charlie and I love Antonia.”
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my back.
“Oh my God, Max Hemling, can’t you take a joke? I was
only messing with you. Here it is, all clean, I promise.”
She handed me a small package wrapped in a plastic bag,
turned and ran off in the other direction.
“It’ll be extra,” the taxi driver at the service station told me. “It’s
gone three and its double fare after one thirty. That okay?”
I nodded and pulled out a note, just in case he didn’t believe
I had the cash. “Quick as you can, please.”
I was happy just to be in a cab, getting away from all that
madness. I settled back in the seat and felt for my phone. If it
was gone three, I really had better message Antonia. She’d be
doing her nut by now. The taxi driver turned up the radio and
glanced at me in the rear-view mirror.
“Jesus, you should hear the commotion going on down on
the Masland estate. The police are all over the place. Listen.”
Sure enough, the radio was emitting what sounded like
descriptions of drug dealers and cars. The steady heartbeat I’d
just that minute begun to enjoy, sky rocketed again. I listened
hard. I didn’t recognise any of the people the radio voices were
describing, but then they started talking about Charlie’s car, and
how they were extending the search out to Lake Woods along
the main road.
“Should be glad you missed that, mate. If they’re stop-andsearching at the service station we’d never have got you home
before morning.”
“Yeah, thank God,” I replied.
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In the Corner
It was around ten the next morning before I finally got to see
Antonia. If I’d found my phone I would’ve texted her, but I
didn’t know where it’d gone. I hung around outside her house
until I saw her mum’s 4x4 pull out of the drive. Her dad’s car
wasn’t there, so I grabbed my chance.
I hoped the massive bouquet of flowers I’d got from the
supermarket at the top of the hill might have scored me a few
brownie points, but it didn’t seem to have much effect. Antonia
showed me into the lounge, snatched the flowers from me and
went through to the kitchen. She can’t have put them in water
because she was back within seconds. Her eyes and nose were all
red.
“I didn’t know where you were, Max,” she sobbed. “I
thought you’d been arrested or something. When I saw the
comments about the police and Charlie’s car, I knew it was that
idiot from the club. You never answered your phone. Oh Max,
what happened?”
I tried to speak, I really did, but every time I opened my
mouth I saw another face: Dad yelling at the bedroom door;
Mum finding the stuff under my bed; Old Jonesy looking
through the delivery sheets; Dr Major shaking her head at me. I
know I was imagining them, but at the time they seemed real,
and they just all kept on coming at me.
Antonia’s face was real though. Not imagined.
“How dare you upset me like this, Max. It’s so selfish. You
don’t care about anyone except yourself, do you? Was this
because I wouldn’t do it with you, in the park?”
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“Were you with them, Max? I bet you were. You’re more
interested in your speed, your money and being as big and hard
as all those stupid lads. They’re all up their own arses, Max, and
d’you know what? So are you!”
“I wanted to phone—”
“Wanted to! Wanted to! I don’t believe you. Prove it, then.
Show me your phone.”
Antonia held out her hand. I felt in my pocket for the phone,
but it wasn’t there. Of course it wasn’t.
“I thought you were different, Maximillian Hemling. I
thought you were kind. I thought you cared, but no, it’s just
Max, Max, Max, isn’t it?”
Her hand was still held out towards me.
“Where’s your phone, then?”
I couldn’t think. I’d felt for it in the taxi, I’d felt it vibrating
in the car. Then I remembered.
“Freya, Freya took it.”
“Who the hell is Freya, Max? Where have you been? You
bastard. Why would Freya … Wait a minute … What the hell,
Max? What’s going on?”
“Nothing. Honest. Nothing.”
I reached out to give her a hug. I just wanted to hold her, to
be together and happy that last night was over. “I’m so tired.”
“So tired, so tired, SO TIRED! How fucking tired do you
think I am, Max? I’ve been waiting up all night. I thought you
were lying dead in a hospital somewhere, and all along you were
with goddamn FREYA! You bastard! You really need to grow
up, Max. You’re just so damn STUPID!”
She was right, but she wouldn’t listen to anything I had to
say. I had been pretty damn stupid, and I was trying to explain.
But she wouldn’t listen. I was standing in the corner of the living
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understand it was hard for me, too? That I’d just been having a
laugh with Charlie? Yes, the Freya thing was a close call, but I
hadn’t done anything, had I? Why wasn’t I allowed to let off a
bit of steam? Why wasn’t I allowed to do that?
That’s what I wanted to tell her, but I couldn’t get the words
out. I couldn’t explain. I couldn’t just ask for a hug or to be left
alone for a bit.
“Have you got nothing to say, Max? You’re an utter shit,
d’you know that? I thought you said you loved me. I thought
you said we were what mattered, more than the drink or the
money. I thought I mattered to you.”
She was pushing at my chest now. She was beating me. Not
hard, but I still couldn’t move. My heart was beating harder than
it had all night.
“Because Charlie’s got Armani trousers, you want some.
Because he says you need to drink champagne, you get a taste
for it. Because he said you have ‘the gift of the gab’ and you
might make area rep like him one day. Have you not got a mind
of your own, Max? MAX? MAX!”
She’d stopped beating at my chest, but she was still poking
me. “Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.”
I raised my arms and pushed her away from me. She needed
to give me a bit of space. I didn’t see the magazine on the floor
under her foot. I didn’t see the brick edge of the fireplace as it
came up and scoured her cheek. I did see the look of
astonishment in her beautiful eyes.
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Guilty
I got into my room without Mum seeing me. Locked the door,
and threw myself onto the bed. I’d never had the hot and cold
shivers like this. It was like I had the flu. I couldn’t move
without going all jittery and my breath was coming in big deep
gulps.
Eventually, I pulled myself over to the mirror. Maybe my
glands were up or something, but the face that looked back was
the normal me. Slightly curling blond hair – sticking out ears –
normal colour skin – not red or blotchy or covered in some
contagious rash. But was that really me? A guy who could shove
his girlfriend, deal drugs in someone else’s car, steal from the
person who’d done right by me and given me a job.
“Shit, Max – who are you?”
I wanted to text Antonia – tell her how sorry I was; how
she’d got me in a corner; how I’d never meant for her to get hurt
– but I didn’t have my phone. Out of habit as much as anything,
I switched my computer on.
Several message notifications popped up all at once. I clicked
on them:
“Hey, mate. Nice one! Can’t wait for Rob’s do.”
“You’re an inspiration, Max. Doing this for your mate. We’ll
be there.”
I clicked on Antonia’s profile picture. Maybe I could send
her some messages this way. Explain what had happened.
Tiger. I’m really sorry …
I waited for ages. It looked like she was on-line, but no
typing dots appeared.
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I want to explain, I’m so sorry, Tiger. Are you alright?
Bruised and cut cheek.
Jesus, I’m sorry.
Don’t want to hear it, Max. Whatever your reason, this is
abuse and I’m not stupid enough to put up with it. Mum wanted
me to go to the police. Don’t contact me anymore. I’m going to
block you now.
Her little green dot turned grey and then her picture
disappeared altogether.
Another notification popped up.
“Great plan, Max. Can’t wait to come along to Rob’s do.
You’re a legend getting that sorted for him.”
I heard a knock at the front door, followed by the murmur of
voices, footsteps on the stairs and then a very loud knock right
next to my head.
“Max?” Mum’s voice was worried. “Can you come
downstairs, please?”
“Not really, Mum.” I didn’t want some discussion with Mr
Hill from next door again. That was all I needed right now, a
grumpy neighbour hassling my Mum about some stupid thing.
“Max,” she spoke quietly now, and was obviously leaning in
towards the door. “You have to, I’m afraid, it’s the police.”
I followed her quietly down the stairs. At the bottom I could
see one set of legs in a pair of dark trousers with very shiny
shoes sticking out and another set covered in grey with brown
brogues. As I cornered the bottom step, the unsmiling faces of
the detective and his sidekick couldn’t have looked more grim.
“Hello, son. Are you Maximillian Hemling?”
Stupid question, I thought.
“Yes,” I stammered, “that’s me.”
“And are you a friend of Charlie Tootward?”
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on the calling the police thing then, not if they were asking about
Charlie.
“Umm, he’s not really my friend, I know him from work.”
“And where do you work, son?”
I told them, and then they asked me about who was who in
the camera shop. It looked like the cop in the uniform with the
shiny shoes was writing down every word I said.
Mum, who’d been absolutely silent up until this point,
suddenly asked, as only Mum could: “Can I get you a cup of tea,
officers? Come and sit down in the lounge.”
The detective guy gave me a funny look and nodded. I was
still boiling hot and I could feel the sweat running down the
back of my neck.
“Yes. Maybe we will, Mrs Hemling. Thank you.”
“Basically, Max, we’re investigating a drugs offence. There
was a lot of activity down on the Masland estate last night, and
out towards Lake Woods. Were you in either of those places?”
“Umm …”
“It would be best to tell us whatever you know, Max.”
“Am I in trouble?”
“That depends where you were last night, and what you were
up to. C’mon, lad, just tell us the truth. We already know that
you were at the Dog in a Doublet with Charlie. The barmaid has
verified it was you, said she recognised you from that news item
on the TV.”
I thought as quick as I could. If I admitted driving Charlie’s
car and going onto the estate with Freya, they’d assume it was all
me. If they already had Charlie’s old man and Charlie as suspects
and I said I’d just gone off with Freya to Lake Woods, maybe
that would keep us both out of it. Trouble was, I didn’t know if
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Freya.
“You need to tell us something, lad, if only so we can
eliminate you as a suspect.”
“Yes, I was down at Lake Woods, but I didn’t see Charlie
after the pub. I was down there with his girlfriend, Freya. We
were … well … y’know.”
“How did you get all the way out there then? Who drove?”
“Mmm, neither of us. What happened was Freya and Charlie
had a bust up in the pub and she asked me to take her
somewhere quiet. I used to know her in school. He was being
pretty shitty towards her. We went in a taxi, she told the driver
where to go.”
Mum arrived with two mugs of tea for the policemen.
“Is everything alright?” she whimpered. “I do hope Max
hasn’t been causing trouble. He was very upset after the TV
thing yesterday with his girlfriend.”
The detective looked at me and raised his eyebrows.
“Sounds like Charlie’s not the only one with an eye for the
ladies. Tell us more about this girlfriend.”
“Oh, she’s lovely,” Mum chimed in. “He’s such a lucky boy.
She’s on that singing contest, you know. Voice like an angel.”
The policeman in uniform nodded at Mum. The other one
kept his gaze right on me.
“So angelic, that you ran off to Lake Woods with another
girl?”
“We argued. She’s dumped me now.”
They didn’t need to know that had come after the woods, did
they? God, I just prayed Antonia had meant it when she said she
wouldn’t let her Mum call the police about the assault.
There was another knock at the front door. “I’ll get it,” Mum
said. I could hear a girl’s voice and then the door shutting.
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looked confused. “A girl just brought this for you, Maxii. Said
you left it yesterday, in the car.”
I was shaking now. It must’ve been Freya at the door, but
what were the police going to do? Take it off me? Go after
Freya? The detective was smiling at me.
“Listen, lad, there’s nothing to be afraid of. As long as you’re
telling us the truth, it’ll be fine. We don’t go around arresting
people for a bit of two-timing, you know. We’ll be off now, Mrs
Hemling. Thanks for the tea. Just don’t leave the country, Max.”
And they were gone, for now.
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Second Chances
My second chance came alongside a third and fourth, I think,
although when it happened I didn’t think that’s what it was at all.
After the police visit, I sat in my room and buried myself in
getting invites out for Rob’s farewell party. Old Jonesy had even
paid the going rate for the night club and told all the oldies
about it. But he told me that I had to get the young people there,
or Rob wasn’t going to think it was up to much. I didn’t feel like
doing it at all, not when Antonia had dumped me and I wasn’t
sure when the police were going to knock on the door again –
maybe to arrest me this time.
Mum told me it was best to keep busy and that I should be
grateful the police were so understanding. So, I pulled out all my
online tricks to make sure there were enough young people at
the party to liven things up. I emailed Anna and asked her to
invite all her friends, too. I made it clear in every message that
people should come along to enjoy the free champagne and
dancing. Of course, I did mention that it was a kind of send-off
for Rob, too, but I didn’t go on about that too much. I didn’t
want people being all mopey and miserable. I wanted them to
have a good time.
When Sunday afternoon came around, I was pleased I’d put
in the effort. The older staff from the shop were, as expected,
sitting or standing around the edge of the dance floor looking
awkward. For the most part, their faces seemed to say that
they’d rather be anywhere than a dimly lit, noisy nightclub on a
sunny Sunday afternoon.
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lots of the guys I’d contacted had turned up. Stef was there,
propping up the bar, looking a bit lonely without Big Mort to tell
him what to do. Antonia was chatting to some of the Sing for Me
contestants in one of the booths. I kept my distance, even
though she looked as beautiful as ever. The dressing on her
cheek reminded me that she wasn’t safe within pushing distance
of me. I stayed away. I probably never deserved her anyhow.
Anna and some other girls were gathered around, behind and
alongside Rob in his wheelchair on the dance floor. They patted
his shoulders, held his hands and, without exception, smiled
generously at him.
“Hey, Rob!” I heard one of them shout above the music.
“You’ve still got the moves.”
Mr Jones stood slightly to the side, smiling, too. One of the
girls peeled away from the Rob-club and went over to him.
“Hello, Mr Jones. How lovely of you to organise this for
Rob. Anna told me it was your idea. But, if you don’t mind me
asking, how did you know about Gigolo’s?”
“Oh, I can’t take the credit, young lady. I just paid the bill.
No, it was Max over there that thought of it.”
I felt the heat rising in my cheeks as Old Jonesy pointed me
out. I hoped the girl wasn’t coming over. Not with Antonia so
close by. But she just waved at me and shouted: “Nice one, Max.
This is great.”
Old Jonesy was coming towards me, though, and he looked
intent on something serious.
“Max, Rob’s having a great time. Well done, young man. Is
there somewhere we can talk, without the music?”
The only place I could think of was the toilets. It was always
quiet in there. As soon as we were through the door, he started
talking.
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about other people. Perhaps you’ve just got a little misguided
along the way.”
That was a strange thing to say, even for Old Jonesy. I
wondered if he’d been talking to Antonia’s mum.
“And you’ve been a good friend to Rob.”
I nodded. He wasn’t to know that most of that friendship
came down to the guilt I still felt every time I looked at the
empty space at the end of Rob’s legs.
“And you’ve always been punctual, hardworking. You’re a
bright lad.”
I thought he was maybe about to give me a pay rise. But he
frowned.
“The only thing you struggle with is honesty, really, isn’t it,
Max? I’m guessing you’re going to claim to know nothing about
these.”
He pulled a leather organiser out of his jacket pocket and
carefully unfolded four pieces of paper on the shelf in front of
me. They were delivery notes from the printer in the stockroom.
I recognised the font. They were all dated on Fridays, when it
had been me on rotation, and they all had items included on the
lists which I knew I’d so carefully removed each time I’d fixed it.
“Umm.”
“You’re not denying it then?”
I was shaking.
“I’m sorry.”
“Is that it, Max? Anything else to say?”
“I’m sorry. It wasn’t all the time. I promise. Are you going to
call the police?”
The only thought in my head at that moment was that I
didn’t think I could bear it if the police came and took me away
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me for this. My olds didn’t deserve that to be ruined, did they?
Mr Jones grimaced. “Actually, no, Max. Like I said, you’re
not a bad lad, and I think people generally deserve a second
chance.”
“You’re not sacking me?”
“I didn’t say that, did I?”
The door opened and Rob’s dad came in, pushing Rob ahead
of him. Mr Jones folded up the sheets as quick as he’d taken
them out and popped them back in his jacket. Rob’s dad pushed
the chair into the end cubicle, and in between the sounds of
lifting and moving, told Mr Jones how much he and his wife
appreciated this event. How much it meant to Rob, and how
great it was to see the young ones enjoying themselves so much.
When the pair came out of the cubicle, Rob was laughing.
“Yeah. This is a great send-off. Thanks. I really appreciate it.
So does Anna.”
Once they’d left, I turned back to Mr Jones to see him
blowing his nose on a big white handkerchief and dabbing at his
eyes.
“I’m an understanding parent, Max, but you’ve got to see,
she can’t just follow him around for the rest of her life. It’ll be
one institution after another. She’s got exams, a career. She can’t
be his carer. She’ll resent him for it in the end. I don’t want that
for her.”
He took a deep breath and smiled at me.
“That’s my proposal, Max. You do it. You look after Rob.
You go off with him to that hippy place instead of her. By the
time he’s sorted, she’ll have finished college. She can make her
decision then. I’ll not go to the police. You’ll not have a record.
There’ll be a carer’s allowance. You get on with him, he’s your
friend. Do this for him.”
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wrists. Now I was being offered a completely different option. I
would’ve been a mug not to take the opportunity. So, I did.
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No Means No!
Waiting in the queue to go inside the marquee, Carly placed both
her hands on my shoulders and span me around slowly.
“Nicely done, sister! Your make-up is gorgeous, and how did
you get your hair to stay up like that?”
She was just being kind. One thing I had got good at over the
years was following the make-up tutorials on YouTube to the
letter. So I was capable of making my face look reasonably
sophisticated. Even the graze on my cheek had healed well and
had almost disappeared under concealer. Tonight, I had to admit
I’d done pretty well. It was just when you looked below the neck
that it all went pear shaped (quite literally).
I pulled a face at Carly, who grinned and said: “You’ll do. Is
that an Yves St. Laurent jacket, as well? Your mum’s bound to
let us in the VIP area with all the celebrities if it is.”
I looked down at myself. Carly was right. The jacket was
nice: soft white leather with no visible zips or buttons. You can
tell quality in some clothes. Perhaps Mum had been right about
that after all. However, I still wasn’t convinced about the tight
dress underneath. Carly had pointed it out to me on the
Designping website last week when we actually managed to get a
lunch break together.
“Look,” she’d cried. “I saw whatshername come in to do her
recording in that exact same dress last month, all sexy and
sophisticated. Oh, Tonia, it would so suit you. You’ve got the
curves for it.”
To begin with I’d said no. The grey dress looked like it clung
to every curve of the model on the web page, and I remembered
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size zero, even with her boobs and bum (which was apparently
what all the boy fans fell for).
“I’d look like a big, fat elephant – not sexy and sophisticated,
Carly.”
“No, you wouldn’t. Stop putting yourself down! It would hug
your curves and you could break up the grey with a nice jacket. I
wish I had some boobs, and I wish I could wear monochrome,
but it doesn’t suit me with this.” Across the lunch table in front
of me, Carly had flicked her shining blond hair. “Being blond is
just no fun sometimes.”
When you’ve got dark, lank hair that won’t curl or stay where
you put it, I thought being blond was the stuff of dreams.
“Swap you?”
Carly gave me a strange look.
“Tell you what. Let’s test it out. At your Mum’s charity do,
next week. Let’s see if we can glam up enough to get in with the
bigwigs.”
“Wouldn’t be hard for you,” I told her. Carly’s hair radiated
sunshine, her petite figure sat daintily under whatever she wore
and she usually looked ready to step in front of a camera at the
drop of a hat.
“Get this dress and it won’t be hard for you, either.”
***
In the queue, I looked down at the dress again. I’d given in
eventually, and I’d let Mum buy me the shaping underwear she’d
been going on about. As a result, I guess I did look more curvy
than lumpy around my tummy and hips, but God only knew
what I looked like from behind. I hadn’t dared look at that side
in the mirror. We were coming up towards the front of the
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the park gates. A mix of woody and floral scents wafted towards
us as Tim Bignall and Christine Lasooner glided out and
sauntered past the queue towards the security men at the door.
“Now’s our chance, I know them,” Carly whispered in my
ear.
She bent down and thrust her gold stiletto forward, under
the guide rope. It looked like she was just fiddling with the
fastening on her shoe. I watched as Tim Bignall’s smart loafers
passed close by Carly’s painted toenails.
“Ow, ooo, ouch!” she cried.
Tim Bignall stopped dead and looked mortified.
“Oh my God, did I catch you? I’m so sorry.” He had his
hand halfway up Carly’s arm.
“No, no, no. Don’t worry, Mr Bignall.” Carly somehow made
her eyes look all kitten-like and round. “I’m sure it was an
accident.”
“You know me?”
“Oh, yes, sir.” There were those eyes again. “I’m not stalking
you or anything, though. You won’t remember me, but I work at
Emperor Productions. I’m Carly. We have your radio show on
all the time at work. I love it! Ouch.”
She bent down and rubbed her foot. I just stared, open
mouthed.
“Oh, of course. You’re the pretty one on reception, aren’t
you?”
Carly smiled.
“Listen, I feel really bad, treading on your toes and
everything. Come on inside with Christine and me.” He started
to walk away, and then looked back over his shoulder.
“Bring your friend. I’ll buy you both a drink. Make it up to
you.”
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and Christine through to the grand hallway to the cloakroom.
You wouldn’t have thought it was actually inside a marquee.
Black-suited young men stood in a kind of avenue line-up and
took each lady’s jacket or coat. Similarly sophisticated sexy
young women held out their perfectly manicured hands for the
gentlemen’s outer garments. Tim ushered us through into the
lounge bar area and found us seats in a plush-looking booth. He
nodded at the barman, who scuttled over immediately.
“A bottle of Cristal for these lovely ladies, if you please,
Greg, and” – he looked at me – “would you like cocktails, too?”
Carly nodded vigorously.
“Okay.” Tim laughed.
“Greg! A Sex on the Beach for my lovely blond bombshell
here, and perhaps a Chocolatini for this little vixen.”
Greg scuttled back towards the bar.
“I have some business to attend to, I’m afraid, girls, so I’ll
have to leave you here, but maybe later we’ll catch a dance.”
He was looking directly at Carly as he said this. From where I
was sitting, it looked like his gaze was resting firmly on her chest,
but hey, we were inside with free drinks coming, and we’d
managed it all without anyone knowing that I had anything to do
with the organiser. That’d be more embarrassing than anything,
to be shown around as Mum’s “chubby celebrity daughter”, so I
wasn’t going to judge.
“Damn, I thought they might take us up into the VIP area
with them.” Carly tapped on the side of her champagne glass.
“Oh, this is amazing though, right here, isn’t it?”
I could hardly believe Carly wanted more.
“How’s your foot, by the way? Still hurting?”
“What? Oh, it’s fine, Tonia. He never touched it really.
Clever, aren’t I?”
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liquid from my cocktail glass.
Whatever it takes, I suppose.
We drank and watched. Celebrity-spotting seemed to be
something of a speciality for Carly. Every time the marquee
doors opened to admit more guests, she would gasp and nudge
me exactly where my “hold it in” pants met with my “push ’em
up” bra. There were so many well-known (at least to Carly) Alisters that I was sure I was going to end up with a lovely great
bruise in that spot before the end of the night.
“Look, it’s Jose Flanders. I bet that’s an Armani one-off he’s
wearing. God, he is gorgeous, isn’t he?”
“My mother certainly thinks so. But a bit old for you, I’d
have thought, Carly?”
“Yeah, but think who he could introduce us to. I bet he
knows all the right people. Come on, I think it’s time we danced,
don’t you?”
It wasn’t really a question. Carly grabbed my hands and
pulled me off the cushioned seat. The room swayed a little and I
had to steady myself on the table. I had no choice but to trot
after Carly onto the dance floor. Crowds of people already filled
the area. Most seemed to be in their own kind of inward trance
dance or focused intently on the person dancing directly
opposite them, so I decided there was little point in worrying
about what people might think of my wobbly arms or my
pudding thighs. Nobody else was going to notice me, anyhow.
Over near the DJ’s desk, Jose Flanders stood tall and
swaying. He didn’t seem to be putting any actual movement into
his dance. He just seemed to turn every now and again, like a
lighthouse lamp, shining his beam upon each grateful gaggle of
women (young and old) in his vicinity.
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direction. When we got there, Carly walked straight up to the
celebrity and shook his hand. She didn’t look like a girlie groupie
now. She had drawn herself up, tall and disdainful towards the
dancing masses.
“Mr Flanders. Carly Meyhew-Smith from Emperor
Productions. I found your last series of Up! so inspirational. It’s
so unique.”
Jose looked a bit confused. Maybe he’d just come out for
adoration and attention, not serious conversations. I wondered
what trick Carly was attempting now.
“Well, thank you, Miss … what was your name?”
“Meyhew-Smith, from Emperor Productions.”
Carly pulled up her dress and removed a business card from
a garter high up on her thigh. I recognised the cards – they were
Mr Smith’s. All the admin team had them on their desks, just in
case they had to pop them in with a letter or an invoice.”
She is a clever girl, I thought.
A tough-looking man came up behind Jose Flanders and
whispered something in his ear.
“Lovely to meet you, Miss Meyhew-Smith. Perhaps you and
your associate” – he nodded towards me – “would like to join
our gathering in the party tent. There are quite a few people
from the show in there. You might enjoy it.”
He licked his lips and held the tent flap open as Carly
strutted through it. As I followed, he put his hand on my bottom
and murmured into my ear.
“She’s way too skinny. I like a bit of flesh on the bones.”
That made me jump. I was about to turn round and run back
into the main marquee, but Carly was looking at me, and this
whole thing obviously meant a lot to her. Jose smiled and caught
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her waist.
Once inside, I ended up hemmed into a corner near the
drinks table. The room was large and luxurious, but there were
also lots of people. Carly had disappeared into the crowd as
soon as we got through the door. Every so often, I caught a
glimpse of her flicking her hair, laughing shrilly and popping her
leg up to pull out another business card.
Once, I overheard her saying: “Oh, just use the number on
the card. The receptionist will put you through.”
I know I could’ve gone and said hello to people, too. But I
didn’t have the guts. Carly could go out there and pretend to be
something or someone she wasn’t. I couldn’t. If one of them
actually asked me to sing, well, that would be different. But I
couldn’t go foisting myself onto people like Carly was. I missed
Max, too. I could’ve danced with him.
“Little bit boring, isn’t it, sweetheart?”
Jose was standing in front of me.
“Um, no. It’s fantastic, it’s just that …”
“You’re a little bit shy?”
I nodded.
“Listen. It’s not for everyone, this way of doing business, but
you have to get used to it if you want to get on. Like your friend
there, she’s got the right idea. More champagne?”
He nodded to Carly as she came towards us and poured two
more flutes. Maybe champagne would give me the courage to
talk to someone. I could feel tears, hot at the corners of my eyes.
I grabbed the glass from him and drank it down in one go. Jose
was talking to Carly now.
“Perhaps you’d care to come outside for some air. We could
talk connections, Miss Meyhew-Smith.”

- 158 I watched him as he spoke. He licked his lips. I shook my
head. I might be drunk and too shy to speak, but I could tell a
dirty old man when I saw one.
Carly giggled but shook her head, too.
“Oh, I’m so sorry, Mr Flanders, but Brad Soames has already
bagged me for the next dance. Maybe later?”
With that, she winked at him, whirled around and strode
confidently back out to find her dance partner. If he was
offended, he didn’t show it. He laughed.
“How about you, young lady? You look like you could do
with some air. Shall I show you my secret hidey-hole? Not even
the organisers know about it. It’s very romantic.”
“No. Thank you. I’m fine here.”
“Suit yourself, but at least let me refill your glass. That one
seems to have disappeared rather quickly.” He took it from me
and went over to a table. “I’ll make you one of my champagne
cocktail specials. That should make you feel better.”
He winked at me and drew a small, shiny flask from the
inside pocket of his Armani jacket.
Later (I wasn’t sure exactly how long because everything had
gone a little bit fuzzy), Carly came striding over waving her
hands in front of my face.
“Wakey-wakey, sleepy head! Listen, the chap over there” –
she gestured somewhere towards the flap we’d come through to
get into the VIP suite – “he’s promised me a read-through for
his next film. He’s for real, but well, he wants a bit of company
tonight. So, is it okay if you get a taxi home later? Or go with
your mum? Will you be alright to do that? Antonia?”
I blinked and stared at Carly’s face. What was she saying?
“Taxi,” I said. “Sure, fine, off you go.”
“Thanks.” Carly smiled. “You’re a star, you are.”
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for the first time that evening I felt a little more relaxed. More
and more people seemed to be going back into the main
marquee for the auction finale. That would be great for Mum. I
was pleased it was all going so well for her. Carly’s words kept
whizzing around in my head, too. I wondered whether I was
beginning to think up a new song with them.
“You’re a star, you are.”
I was still repeating this over and over when Jose’s face
appeared right in front of me again, saying something about
getting more comfortable.
“Auction,” I muttered. “Taxi, have to get a taxi home. Carly’s
gone.”
“Yes, yes.” Jose was speaking softly. “But I suspect you need
to sober up a bit before the auction. Come on, let’s get some air.
I’ll call you a taxi later.”
I felt strong arms lift me to my feet and stagger me over
towards the back of the VIP tent. I started to giggle as he guided
me across soft grass, and my high heels seemed to sink with
every step. We came up to the edge of a lake and Jose pulled me
around onto the deck of a wooden boathouse. He pushed at a
rough door with his foot, but then had to turn around to put all
his weight into opening it. He was almost dragging me now.
That made me giggle even more, and, as my head fell forward, I
laughed at the pretty pattern of moonlight that glinted off the
lake.
For a moment, I thought it was my dad who’d waited up for
me and taken me (with all my giggling) in his strong arms to my
room. But this wasn’t my room. The bench Jose laid me on was
surrounded by piles of something rubbery and whiffy. I couldn’t
really see much else, but I did quite like the stars above my head.
Were they real? Was that a skylight, or were they little lights
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much.
“Let’s get you comfortable, then.”
The man’s voice was quite stern. My mouth was dry.
“Dad?” I whispered. “Can I have some water, please?”
“Tell you what, love. Have a drink of this instead.”
The man tipped a silver flask gently against my lips, and with
his other hand started to work my grey dress upwards.
“What? No, please don’t!”
I choked out the words as a bitter liquid burned at the back
of my throat. I swallowed hard and then tried to push the man’s
hands off me.
“I don’t want to … No …”
I tried to pull my dress down again, but my hands wouldn’t
go where I wanted them to. He grabbed them and pushed them
up over my head. He laughed.
“Too late to change your mind now, tubs. I told you I liked a
bit of meat, didn’t I? You’ve got some great curves. Now just
relax while I get rid of this ridiculous underwear.”
“I’ve never … No!”
I tried to move my legs, to kick him off, but they remained
heavy, leaden weights on the black rubber.
He was on top of me, kissing me roughly and sticking his
tongue into my mouth. I couldn’t speak with that in there. My
voice had gone completely. But then I realised I could move
something. I bit down hard on his tongue and he jumped back.
“Ouch! You little bitch! Nobody says no to Jose Flanders.”
I saw the fist coming, in slow motion, towards my face.
Then, nothing.
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The Morning After
I pulled my hand up to my mouth. I could feel the familiar early
morning drool on the side of my lip. I hated that dribble. I
always had to put my pillow cases in the wash. This morning, my
hand didn’t sweep across soft cotton pillows but hit hard cold
metal instead. As I thought about it, there was something else a
bit weird, too. I could feel the warm sun on my eyelids. But my
bedroom curtains were the blackout variety. They never let the
sun in.
Then, I shivered. Not an “ooh – it’s a little bit chilly” shiver,
but a “God I’m freezing right down to my bones” shiver. I
opened my eyes and realised that only one seemed to be doing
what it should. My right eye could see paving slabs and flower
beds, and, as I turned my head, a blond lady leaning down
towards me looking very concerned.
My left eye was not budging and, Jesus, it hurt.
“Are you alright?”
A picture of the blond lady smiled at me from a laminated
name tag swinging around her neck on the end of a blue and
yellow lanyard.
“I’m Karen.” The real lady attached to the name tag smiled.
“What’s your name, love?”
“Um.” I tried to sit up but the shooting pain around my eye
made me lie straight back down. I began to shake. “Antonia.”
My teeth chattered.
“You seem to be in a bit of a bad way. I’m just going to go
over there and fetch you a blanket. I’ll be right back. Haven’t
you got a coat?”
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Karen jogged over to a bicycle with bulging panniers, and
before I had the chance to say anything more she returned with
a soft cover and a flask in her hand.
“Let’s get you sat up, shall we? You must be freezing out
here in that skimpy dress. Have you been here all night?”
I shook my head, but that hurt. “I don’t know.”
“Well something has happened, Antonia. You’ve got a right
shiner there, and your dress looks a bit messed up, too.”
I looked down and saw the silky grey fabric of my designer
dress covered in dirt and stains. I also realised that I had no
underwear on underneath it, either. I started to cry.
“It was that man, from Up!. I told him no.”
“Alright, Antonia. Don’t worry about telling me now. Let’s
get you warm.”
She put the blanket gently around my shoulders.
“Here, have a drink. We’ll go to the police station. Do you
think you can walk, or should I call an ambulance? The station is
just around the corner.”
***
The doctor took off her gloves and gestured for me to sit up on
the bed.
“There’s no sign of semen, at least there’s that. You’ve
definitely some bruising consistent with assault, but it looks like
he used a condom. You say you can’t remember anything?”
I shook my head.
“He was trying to pull up my dress, I was shouting, I think,
and then I saw his hand.”
I lifted my fingers up to feel around my eye. Tears were
slipping down both cheeks again.
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The policewoman had sat in the corner of the room quietly
while the doctor had given me the internal examination. Now,
she pulled out her pen and started making notes on a blue
clipboard with a wad of papers attached. Karen reached out and
took my hand.
“Do you want me to call your parents now?”
I shook my head. It hurt. The doctor shook her head, too.
“I still need to take some blood, I’m afraid.”
The policewoman seemed agitated in the corner. “Antonia.
Were you at the boathouse of your own accord?”
“Yes.”
“And you’re sure it was Jose Flanders who took you there?”
I nodded. “He carried me.”
“Did you ask him not to?”
“I was drunk or something?”
“When you say ‘or something’, do you mean you’d taken
drugs at the event?”
I jumped when the doctor stuck the needle into the crease of
my arm. I watched the dark liquid filling the syringe. The
policewoman tried again.
“Drugs will show up in the toxicology test, from your
blood.”
I got the feeling that these two didn’t believe what I was
telling them. I looked across at Karen.
“Can I go home, please …? Get some clothes and stuff …
Can I just go home, please?”
“Of course.” Karen stared hard at the doctor. “You’ve done
all your tests, haven’t you? Can I help Antonia get washed and
changed now?”
The doctor looked towards the policewoman. She just
shrugged and then nodded.
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best if we get the evidence together as soon as possible after the
alleged incident. My colleagues will probably go over to the park
to investigate later this morning, so it is important.”

***
About twenty minutes later, Karen and I were standing at the
bus station. Karen had found me some baggy jeans and an
oversized sweatshirt, but I’d told her no way was I going to let
her ring my parents to come and fetch me. I didn’t want them
listening to that WPC or getting into some row with the doctor.
I could tell them myself.
Karen, whose jeans were only slightly better fitting than
mine, dug around in a hand-stitched fabric shoulder bag for
change.
“I’ve got a pass. It comes with the job, but we’ll have to find
some change for you … Aha!” She produced a hairy-looking
coin from the recesses of her bag. “This should be enough.
Where do you live again? Over near the park?”
The bus smelt. The old man sitting on the seat in front of me
couldn’t have used deodorant for years, and every time the girl
on the opposite side of the aisle turned to talk to her mate, a
mouldy, not-quite-dry-washing smell floated in in my direction.
But Karen didn’t seem to notice any of this, so I kept quiet.
Anyway, by the time we came around the dual carriageway into
our road, the bus had emptied. I saw our house, set back behind
the hedge with its black and white Tudor front and two cars in
the driveway: Mum’s 4x4 and a Jag.
“It’s here, Karen. Look! Dad’s home.”
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Once a Liar
As Karen and I walked up to the front door, I noticed it was
slightly ajar. Sitting just inside the doorway was Dad’s steel-grey
business luggage. We heard voices coming from the reception
room. I heard Mum first.
“But you promised, Christopher. You promised me you’d be
there. Jose did his bit and it was amazing. We raised so much
money and so much awareness. But you promised me you’d
come and bid in the final auction. You can’t love me very much,
Christopher, not if you couldn’t even be bothered to get in the
car and come home.”
Dad’s voice sounded very weary.
“Debs, I’ve told you. I’m sorry. The board meeting went on
so late. I wouldn’t have been much use to you. Anyhow, it
sounds like Jose did a grand job filling in. Did you really need
me? How did the champagne go down? That was one of my
vintage collections.”
Mum’s tone suddenly changed. “Actually, that was perfect.
Even Jose said so, and he’s got an impressive wine cellar of his
own.” She giggled.
I poked my head inside the doorway, just in time to see Dad
giving Mum a hug and asking, “So, I’m forgiven, then? We’re
evens with the champagne?”
They turned their heads towards me at exactly the same
moment so, with the hugging, they appeared like a doubleheaded creature from one of my mythology books.
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I was fretting all night long. And what on earth happened to
your eye?”
I started crying. Karen stepped up beside me, putting her arm
around my shoulder.
“Hello, Mr and Mrs Smythe. I’m Karen Trink. I’m a youth
worker with Home for Youth.”
She held out the identity badge at the end of the yellow
lanyard.
“I’m afraid Antonia has been through a horrible ordeal.”
Dad let go of Mum and came straight over. He put his arms
around me and squeezed tightly. “Oh, sweetheart. What’s
happened?”
“Daddy …” I couldn’t stop the tears coming now. I just let
him sit me down on the sofa and fell into his lap. “Oh, Daddy.”
Mum was gesturing to Karen to sit on one of the deep sofas
in the bay of the window.
“You’ve caught us at rather an inconvenient time, I’m afraid.
My husband’s just arrived home from the continent and I’ve
been snowed under with organising the Lodge charity event last
night. You maybe saw something about it on television. Oh, but
Antonia must have told you, anyway.”
Karen looked directly at Mum. “I’m afraid it seems that the
charity event was where Antonia was attacked, or at least that’s
as much as we could work out from what she can remember.”
Dad loosened his grip on me a bit and looked over towards
Mum. “So you didn’t stop to look for her, Debs?”
“Of course I did. I looked everywhere around that marquee,
the whole park. Jose and I stayed right until the very last person
had left. We looked everywhere. I was in bits. But you were with
Carly, right? Jose thought you must have gone off with her.
Young girls do that sort of thing, you know, Christopher!”
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Mum hesitated. “Umm, no.”
“And you didn’t think to ring the police, or try and get hold
of this Carly?”
Mum was silent.
Karen continued, “Listen, Mr and Mrs Smythe. Before you
try sorting out what happened with you, I think you need to give
Antonia the opportunity to tell you what she can remember. It
could be very serious.”
Dad took a deep breath. “Of course, you’re right. So,
Antonia, tell us what happened. In your own time.”
I told them my story, exactly as I’d explained it to the doctor
at the centre. I told them the last thing I remembered. I
explained that Carly had gone off with the film company guy
and that Jose Flanders had helped me lie down in the boathouse
because I felt so odd after the champagne he’d given me.
I cried when I told them about him pushing up my dress, and
about him hitting me, and about how my eye had been closed up
when I came to on the bench behind the boathouse this
morning where Karen had found me.
When I finished, Karen gave me a tissue and I raised my
head to look at Mum and Dad. Dad was shaking his head slowly
back and forth, while Mum’s face had turned a very strange
shade of scarlet. The colour clashed considerably, I noticed, with
the orange dress she was wearing, the same one she’d had on last
night. Mum spoke first.
“That’s just not possible, Antonia. How dare you accuse Jose
of such a thing. You must’ve been drunk. Did you and Carly go
off with some of those boys from the band? You don’t have to
lie to cover your tracks, Antonia. This is very serious.”
Dad was still shaking his head. “So, you’re alleging that Jose
Flanders spiked your drink, raped you at your mother’s charity
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prostitute. Is that right?”
I nodded.
“Why?” he whispered.
“Jose can have just about any girl he wants. He doesn’t have
to pay for it, he doesn’t need to rape women. As far as I can see,
most women” – at this point, he glanced at my mum – “throw
themselves at his designer feet, anyhow. Was it someone else,
Antonia? Did you go with one of the boys, like your mother
says? Did it get out of hand?”
He looked down at my crinkled grey dress.
“You did put quite a bit on show with that dress, didn’t you?
It’s more than a bit slutty. Boys sometimes think that means
you’re up for it, Antonia.”
What were they saying? Why didn’t they just listen? I was
telling them it exactly like it was. Why were they not ringing the
police right now and sending someone to arrest Jose Flanders?
Karen came to the rescue.
“Mr and Mrs Smythe, I have to tell you that I have had
experience of this type of assault before, and the golden rule we
take is that the victim is never lying. You always believe their
side of the story, however doubtful it might seem. This must be
a shock to you, but please, listen to your daughter and believe
what she is telling you.”
At this, Dad stood up and took a step towards the sofa. He
looked down at Karen, and said, “With the greatest of respect to
your profession, Ms Trink, my wife and I know our daughter
only too well. You, again, with the greatest of respect, do not. I
simply don’t believe her. She is lying. For what reason, I don’t
know. But she is lying, again.”
He turned towards me.
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no doubt that someone, somewhere last night did not do as you
wanted them to do. But we cannot start with these kinds of
allegations again. They’re simply not true. We’ve been
somewhere like this before, I’m afraid to say, Ms Trink. It was
lies then, and I am of the opinion that it’s lies now.”
No. That was all Matti’s doing. She’d made me say the stuff
about Mr Thomas. I was young then, gullible. I’d just done what
she told me. I wasn’t lying, not this time.
“But, Dad! That’s different. It was Matti. Not me. Please.
Believe me. It was Jose Flanders. Honestly.”
“I cannot live with a liar, Antonia. My reputation and, most
importantly, my heart, can’t take it. I don’t know you anymore. I
can’t even look at you. You’ll have to go.”
“Mum?” I tried to look into Mum’s face but she was sat bolt
upright on the sofa, looking down at the carpet.
“Mum. Tell them. Please. You know it was Matti’s doing
before. Please, Mum.”
“I’m feeling a little unwell.” She stood and held out a hand
towards Dad. “Do you mind if I have a lie down?”
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Bedsit Land
“At least it’s clean and it’s a place of your own. Your dad isn’t
going to see you destitute. That’s more than some of the girls
have, Antonia.”
I looked around. Nothing Karen said was untrue. The room
was freshly painted with a new-looking wooden-framed single
bed in the corner and a short kitchenette worktop along the
opposite wall. On the other side of the door there was a tiny
hallway with coat hooks by a sturdy-looking front door, and off
a minuscule corridor was a separate white-tiled shower room.
The two of us sat on hard, modern ash-effect chairs with
chrome legs, a matching square table between us.
I started to cry again. “There are no curtains or TV.”
It sounded stupid, even in my own head. I knew I ought to
be grateful. When Karen visited me at the hostel she’d told me
some horrendous stories about other girls who’d not been able
to afford even a small bedsit like this and had ended up sleeping
on friends’ floors and sometimes in other people’s beds when
they’d had to move on from emergency accommodation.
Dad still didn’t want to see me, but he had arranged to pay
the deposit and rent for this place, and he’d also sent me a credit
card. Although there was no note with it, so I guessed it was
actually Mum’s doing and just Dad’s signature.
“You can buy a few bits, can’t you, Antonia, to make it more
homely. Come on, love. I’ll call round again tomorrow and we’ll
go shopping, shall we? Would that make you feel better?”
I sniffed and nodded.
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you my pasta lunch. You can cook it in the microwave. Okay?”
I nodded again. “Thanks.”
“Oh, sweetie. You are so welcome. I’ll see you tomorrow,
about ten o’clock. Okay?”
Karen stood up, and then immediately leaned down again to
give me a massive hug.
“Chin up. You’ll have it all lovely in no time at all. Just wait
and see.”
Once she’d gone, the only sound I noticed came from the
crystal-tipped keychain the Yale key hung off. Every time I
tipped it into the opposite hand, it tinkled.
“Fairy applause!” I whispered.
I wondered if I’d be in this position if I hadn’t lost it with
Max when he turned up late. If he’d been with me at Mum’s do,
would I have ended up under that bastard? I wondered if
everyone who moved away from their family felt this lonely. I
wondered (for probably the millionth time) why Dad had been
so convinced that I was lying. Why hadn’t he believed me? Why
hadn’t Mum stuck up for me, just this once, instead of blushing
to her dyed hair roots and defending that bastard Jose Flanders
instead?
I let my head slump forward onto the clean, square tabletop.
“Why? Why? Why?”
The small pasta Bolognese wasn’t very satisfying. I needed
something more. I picked up my handbag and braved the four
flights of stairs to the front of the bedsit block. It was further to
the petrol station than I’d thought, and I was really out of breath
by the time I arrived. I made sure not to make eye contact with
the cashier as he popped the fifteen chocolate bars I’d bought
into a carrier bag. I muttered “thanks” and punched the pin
number into the card machine.
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No. Karen had been right about that much. I could decide for
myself what I did and what I wanted. At that point, I wanted
some chocolate. I needed sugar. I walked slowly back to the
bedsit and decided they could all go to hell: the blokes who had
been looking at me in the queue; the gormless cashier; Mum;
Jose Flanders; and, most of all, Dad. None of them loved me, I
decided, even though some of them should. None of them were
kind, even though they probably all pretended that they were.
And none of them (not one single one of them) was going to get
me to care about them again. None of them deserved my love,
not one.
***
The next day I went shopping. I bought matching bedding,
curtains and some lovely soft cushions that made me feel warm
when I cuddled up to them each evening. The following week I
purchased a TV and DVD player, which happened to have a
cable TV package built into the price. I also discovered that
shopping at the supermarket meant no one really took much
notice of you because they were all too busy with their own
concerns. So it didn’t matter how much or how little I put into
my trolley or whether it was healthy or unhealthy food. The
cashiers scanned it with monotonous beeps whatever it was. The
other people at the checkouts were more bothered about their
own shopping, their screaming kids or pricing mistakes to take
any notice of what I was buying.
After ten days, a letter arrived from Emperor Productions. It
asked if I still wanted to complete my summer internship with
them and that they were sorry I’d been unwell. They had kept
my place open, although I suspected that Karen might have had
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sweatshirts, not designer, just basic superstore gear. At Karen’s
suggestion, I had my hair cut and spent a fortune on bath and
hair products. At last, I began to feel comfortable rather than
judged; clean rather than dirty. I went back to work.
Carly was all over me, fussing and fawning and wanting to
catch up.
“Listen, Tonia. Do you fancy an evening out? Just a drink or
something? So we can catch up? I want to tell you all about
Bradders. He is a little bit demanding at the moment.”
I wasn’t sure, but then she wasn’t to know, was she?
“Yeah, course, that’d be lovely, Carly. But can we do lunch
or something instead? I’m still a bit knackered for going out in
the evening, after the bug.”
In the café round the corner, she pulled out her compact
mirror and giggled while she reapplied her lipstick.
“He likes to take me along to all these events. He’s doing me
a favour, really, making sure I get to meet the right people and
stuff. Why don’t you come along? There’s a reception tonight,
it’s a big do with that Flanders guy we talked to at your mum’s
party. Do you remember him? Bit of a creep, really, wasn’t he?
But hey, as Bradders says, you can’t judge in showbiz. You never
know what connections these people can bring. Come, Antonia!
It’d do you the world of good to get back out on the scene.
Come on!”
“No, Carly. That’s not a good idea. You shouldn’t go, either.
Not if it’s Flanders. Please don’t go. You’ve no idea.”
Carly had finished applying her lipstick and was blotting her
lips together in the mirror. She frowned.
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you’re not up to it, that’s fine. But hey, don’t cramp my style,
girl!”
She pinched the top of my arm and wriggled her bottom at
the same time.
“This girl’s going places, Tonia. Be pleased for me.”
“Yeah, of course. I am, Carly. I just don’t want you getting
into any grief with Flanders.”
She flicked her hair. “I’m fine,” she chirruped as she finished
off her coffee. “If you ask me, little Tonia’s got a touch of the
green-eyed monster about her today. Got to go! See ya back at
the office.”
I didn’t go back. I went home, if that’s what it was, and
looked at myself in the plastic-rimmed mirror. Despite my new
haircut, I saw the same podgy face I’d always seen; the same
quitter who’d rather run away than face up to her bullies; the
same ugly body I’d always had. Of course Jose Flanders had
thought he could do what he did to me. I wasn’t worth
respecting, was I? He probably even thought he was doing me a
favour. I wasn’t even up to holding down an admin job. How
was I going to go back on the live shows and wow an audience?
That wasn’t going to happen.
My head began to ache, so I went to the cupboard and pulled
out a packet of painkillers. Two more packets fell onto the
worktop. I’d stocked up. They’d been on special offer in the
supermarket, and my head had ached since the morning I woke
up on the bench.
I looked at the space in front of me on the little table. I
popped two tablets out and put the glass of water next to them.
Then I popped the rest of that box out. There were ten tablets.
That could stop a lot of pain. I opened the next box and popped
the eight out of that sleeve.
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covered a space on the table the size of my face. I lowered my
head and smelt the powder off them. It was bitter and dry, and I
could taste the fine dust in my mouth.
It wouldn’t hurt anymore. These with some water, and the
pain would stop.

- 176 Chapter 32 – Antonia

Home from Home
When I opened my eyes all I could see was that bloody yellow
lanyard swinging from side to side. A miniature version of
Karen’s face swung by from one side to the other, and then back
again. I lifted my head a little to see if the real person was
attached to the yellow fabric. She was.
I opened my mouth to try to speak but it was dry. Not just “I
need a drink of water” dry. Dry like my tongue was pulling along
the desert floor. Dry like the sun had been beating down on me
for fourteen hours and all the while I’d been lying with my
mouth wide open.
I reached over to grab a drink of water. That was when
Karen noticed I was awake. She placed her hand on my arm.
“Hello, sweetheart. Good to have you back. You thirsty?”
Karen stood up and walked over to the sink. She took a
plastic beaker and filled it with water. The sunlight danced off
the droplets on the edge of the plastic as she moved towards me.
“So, Antonia. Do you know where you are?”
I shook my head. It felt like my neck was made of jelly. That
made me smile.
Karen didn’t smile back, but she did refill the beaker when I
held it out to her.
“You’re in hospital. They admitted you last night. I called the
ambulance. When I came round to check on you, you were
unconscious. Do you remember taking some tablets, Antonia?”
I shook my head again. The jelly was wobbling all over the
place now. I giggled.
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that’s good. You look a lot livelier now, but I’m still going to
need some bloods. Is that alright?”
The nurse looked towards Karen as if she wanted her
permission. Karen smiled and shrugged.
“I’m afraid I can’t sign anything. But I have left messages for
Antonia’s parents. Hopefully they’ll turn up soon.”
I stopped the jelly in my head from wobbling. Tablets – I
saw them in front of me on the kitchen table. Had I taken them?
“Where am I?” I asked.
“You’re in the adolescent assessment ward, Antonia,” said
the nurse. “You were admitted last night from the hospital. We
think you took an overdose.”
Karen interrupted: “There were tablets all over the table
when I found you …?”
I started to cry.
“I know … It’s a shock, isn’t it? Let’s get you up and dressed
– then you can talk to the doctor. Her bark is worse than her
bite – honest.”
After I’d seen the doctor and answered about a million more
questions about why and what, and did I think I could manage
on my own, the nice nurse came and fetched me and asked me
to sit in the day room for a little while.
“We’ve just got to sort out a bed on the ward for you, my
love. Just for an overnight observation, the doctor says. That
okay?”
I shrugged and sat down in the closest chair to the door of
the patients’ dayroom. On the far side of the room, three young
men were playing cards. They murmured their bets and pushed
plastic discs into the middle of the plastic coffee table.
To my left there was a scrunched-up young woman, swathed
in orange fluff. I couldn’t tell if she was fat or thin, tall or short.

- 178 All I could see was a soft, hairy ball of jumper with a messy blueand-blond hairdo and a sweet face sticking out the top; slipper
clad feet pushing against the edge of the chair cushion; and ten
extremely long fingers tapping continually against what I thought
must be her stomach. As I looked at her, I noticed the girl was
talking to herself.
“I’m not hungry. Why would I be? I’m not hungry. Shut up!
I’m not hungry!”
Her fingers seemed to tap in time with the rhythm of her
speech.
“I’m not hungry. Why would I be? I’m not hungry. Shut up!
I’m not hungry!”
I turned a little towards her.
“Is it okay of I sit here?” I asked.
The girl carried on with her chant and tapping. I waited.
Three choruses later, the girl looked up. She smiled a sweet,
open smile.
“Sorry, babe. Mad girl at work. I’m Emma.”
I didn’t know whether to get up and shake her hand or just
smile too. As a result I just stood there, swaying awkwardly in
between going towards her and just staring at her.
“Antonia,” I replied, holding my hand out.
Before I knew what was happening, I’d been smothered by a
soft orange jumper. The hairy wool tickled my nose and mouth.
“What you in for?” Emma asked. “A’s or S’s?”
I looked blankly back.
“Addiction, anorexia, anxiety or self-harm, schizo …”
“Oh, just for observation, that doctor said. I … took some
tablets.”
“Why?”
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pain – Max, the rape, all the crap about Dad – maybe it wasn’t
fair. She looked like she’d got enough problems of her own.
“Like … why did you feel so shit you took tablets? Do you
have voices? I do.”
“No. I’ve just been really stupid. There was this boy …” I
started to cry. “I’ve just been so stupid.”
Emma jumped up and came over to me. She put her arms
around me and whispered in my ear: “No worries, babe. You
don’t have to tell me. Just cry it out. It doesn’t matter. Just cry.”
***
When they’d said ward, I’d imagined long rows of beds, but
actually, the room I was shown had only four beds in it. Two
were empty and the other two were apparently going to be mine
and Emma’s. Karen was sat next to a bed where the small
whiteboard next to it read A. Smythe (F).
“What’d the doctor say?” Karen asked.
“That I could probably go home tomorrow, after observation
and some more tests.”
She did that thing with her mouth where it looks like you’re
smiling but actually you’re not.
“How do you feel about that, Antonia?”
“I don’t know, could you come with me, maybe?”
She shook her head and made that face again.
“Antonia, there’s nothing I’d like more than to come and
help you out, but I’m not allowed. The charity doesn’t allow it,
in case you get dependant or something. D’you think you should
maybe talk to your Mum, see if she can help?”
I shrugged and muttered: “Yeah, I suppose so, but she’s not
here, is she?”
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honey. I’ll stick around till she gets here, okay?”
I didn’t know whether to feel pleased or angry that she’d
taken so long. When she arrived, it was an odd feeling of neither.
It was just Mum. She rushed towards me, flung her arms around
me and held on tight.
“There, there, my darling. Oh, my poor girl.”
She patted my back with her beautifully manicured hands.
“You’re in the best place, darling,” she whispered in my ear.
“They’ll be able to help, won’t they?”
“Is Dad here?” I was almost begging. I could hear it in my
own voice.
“I’m sorry, sweetie. No. He’s still away, I’m afraid. Perhaps
he’ll come at the weekend. Mind you, it will be difficult for him
to park then. It just took us half an hour to get parked or I
would have been here sooner.”
“Who’s us?”
“Oh, just a friend. You know it was quite a shock when
Karen rang. I didn’t think I could really drive here on my own. I
needed some company. But, enough about me. How are you,
sweetie? Are you feeling better? Have they given you some
medication?”
“Mum. Can I come home? I mean properly come home?”
For the briefest of moments, Mum’s smile fell from her face.
But it was only a moment, and she quickly replied: “Oh, darling.
That’s not really up to me, is it? It’s up to your father. We’ll ask
him when he’s back at the weekend.”
I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know how to challenge
Mum, and I couldn’t even imagine what to say to Dad.
“I’m being discharged tomorrow.”
This time, Mum lost her composure completely. Her brow
even wrinkled up and her flawless cheeks flushed red.
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You need help, darling. Let me talk to the doctor. We could
probably get you into Mount Fida. It’s the best psychiatric unit
for miles around. Even Jose said so. Let me go and make some
phone calls.”
“Mum,” I was shouting, “I don’t want to go to some
psychiatric unit. I just want to come home. Please?”
Karen was coming towards us with two paper cups from the
vending machine. She smiled at Mum and gestured towards her.
“Coffee?”
Mum took the cup from her like it was filled with something
dirty and placed it carefully on the bedside cabinet.
“Karen, please tell Antonia she needs help. They’ll get her in
at Mount Fida and she’ll feel much better.”
Karen frowned. “I don’t think it would be in Antonia’s
interests to be sectioned, Mrs Smythe. That’s what it would take
to get her in there. The doctor’s here seem to be saying some
TLC at home would be best.”
They were both staring at me, waiting for some kind of
decision, I guess. Mum came towards me with her arms
outstretched.
“I will speak to your father, I promise, but darling, in the
meantime, think about Mount Fida please. I’m sure it’s exactly
what you need. Now, I really can’t stay any longer. My friend will
be waiting.”
She pecked me on the cheek and was gone, striding out of
the ward towards the corridor with Karen racing behind her
talking ten to the dozen.
I went after them too, but by the time I got to the door I
only caught a glimpse of Mum, way ahead, turning to speak with
a man sat on one of the waiting area chairs and Karen
gesticulating wildly at both of them. Karen threw her hands in
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difference at all. The man stood up and put his arm around
Mum. She let her head fall onto his shoulder and his stupid, ugly
face shifted to a sleazy grin.
I made my decision there and then. I didn’t want to go
anywhere that loathsome rapist had any connection with. Not to
Mount Fida, and not home with Mum.

- 183 Chapter 33– Max

An Easy Ride
If I thought that caring for Rob in a beautiful forest eco-village
would be easy, let me tell you, I soon discovered exactly the
opposite. It wasn’t so much the physical care. Hauling Rob in
and out of his wheelchair and working out how to help him
move himself across from piece of furniture to piece of furniture
was something of a game to us both. We came up with some
very silly solutions to some of the problems. Besides, the cabin
we were allocated in the village was pretty thinly furnished
anyhow, but that made our games of “cover the cabin without
touching the ground” all the more fun.
It was more his up-and-down state of mind I found a
challenge. One morning, he refused to come down for breakfast.
“Keen told me to come and fetch you, Rob.”
“Why?”
“You need to do your exercises. I’ll help.”
He opened one eye. “Don’t feel like it today,” he mumbled.
He didn’t even raise his head up off his pillow. “Leave me alone,
Max.”
“Feeling sorry for yourself isn’t going to help with anything,
is it?”
He opened both his eyes and glared at me. “Says the man
stood over me … on his own two feet!”
I started to walk away. “I’ll come back when you’re in a
better mood, mate.”
“I’m tired, that’s all,” he called after me.
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tired! Everybody’s tired. It’s not all about you, you know. Legs
or no legs!”
As soon as I’d yelled it, his face fell. Just like that time at the
hospital. He threw himself back into his pillow and started to
cry. At first, I couldn’t see the tears, just his chest ratcheting up
and down. Jittery, strangulated sobs escaped from his mouth.
Then, as the violent, shuddering breathing continued, I noticed a
wet line running down from the corner of his eye. He rubbed at
his eyes furiously and I apologized. But it was too soon to speak.
I tried a different approach.
“Listen, Rob, why don’t we just give it a go. Get up and at
’em, eh?”
His face screwed up and he was still breathing hard, although
not quite so violently now.
“You … have … no … idea what it’s like to be me,” he
yelled. “You, Max Hemling, have no idea what it’s like being
knackered by the time you brush your teeth in the morning …
You have no idea what it’s like to wake up on a daily basis with
nothing there! You have no idea what it feels like to wake up and
realise ‘Oh shit, I’ve got no legs’ – again … and again … and
again!”
He slammed his hand hard onto the mattress where his
stumps ended.
I sat down on the end of his bed. Neither of us spoke for
several minutes. His sobs subsided and I just hung my head. He
was right, I did have no idea.
Eventually, he raised his head and looked at me.
“C’mon then. Let’s get it over and done with. Neither of us
will hear the end of it from Keen if we don’t. He’ll put us on
double kitchen duty, and we don’t want that, do we? I’d rather
go on the wood job again. At least sorting those sticks is kind of
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what you’ve just cleaned.”
I laughed. He was right, again. It was much better being on
wood than kitchen.
Leaning in towards him, I lowered my arms so he could use
me to hoist over into his chair.
“Okay, but you’re definitely brushing your teeth first, mate.
Jesus, Keen’ll faint from that dog breath. What were you
drinking last night?”

- 186 Chapter 34 – Antonia

A Forest Village
She drove the car slowly and kept telling me to look around.
“Look, Antonia, there’s acres and acres of forest. Isn’t it
beautiful?”
“It’s just trees,” I mumbled. “Loads and loads of green stuff,
and probably a load of insects, too.”
I looked down at my legs. Pudgy grey elephant, that was me,
wearing the sweat pants and hoody Karen had picked out for
me. She glanced across.
“Hey, it does get cold here sometimes. You’ll be grateful of
that warm gear later, trust me.”
I shrugged. I did trust her, and at least Mum wasn’t in charge
now. She’d have sent me off to that Mount Fida loony bin she’d
picked out for me. I did like the water and the trees here, and I
wouldn’t even able to look at them if I was locked in some shiny
white room. I hadn’t thanked Karen for that. She’d basically
saved my life twice, and I hadn’t even said thanks.
“Um, Karen.”
“Yes, lovey?”
“Thanks.”
“For what?”
I shrugged again. “Everything.”
She told me she’d stay with me a couple of nights to help me
settle in. That I might be a bit more comfortable with someone
else around. Keen, the head guy in the forest, was by all accounts
a bit intense. That was the word Karen used, and when I met
him about twenty minutes later I just thought he was weird.
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leathery skin. He was quite small but wiry and muscly at the
same time. He had a lined weather-worn face. That’s what
comes of living in the forest, I suppose. He wore faded jeans
and a tee-shirt and wasn’t wearing any shoes. He didn’t have
long American Indian style hair, or anything – no dreadlocks or
fancy robes. When he helped me out the car, he clasped my
hands between both of his and told me: “You will love it here.”
It sounded as much an instruction as anything else. His face
didn’t move much when he spoke, but his eyes twinkled, smiling
even when his mouth didn’t.
He hugged Karen and said something to her I didn’t
understand. I’d made a mental note to ask her what it was later.
They obviously knew each other, but they didn’t stand there
staring into each other’s eyes or anything like that.
“I’ll show you the cabin. It’s basic, but you’ll have everything
you need, and I’ll see you in a day or two, Antonia, for a walk,”
said Keen.
He pointed Karen in the direction of a tall group of pines,
not much different from all the other tall groups of pines that
seemed to spread out whichever way you looked. She grabbed
my hand and pulled me towards them. “Come along then, slow
poke. Let’s go and explore.”
She tugged me along the path through the trees. I could feel
each stone through the soles of my shoes. I looked down and
saw orange dust sticking to the clean white toecaps of my
Converse. Mum would be having a hissy fit if she’d ever dared to
set foot along here. She’d be turning her nose up and wondering
why they didn’t bulldoze the trees and build a shopping mall
instead. That was another good thing about the forest: Mum
would have hated it, and the feeling would probably have been
mutual.
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said basic, I think he really meant “a box made of trees”. From
the outside it looked like the log cabins you see in films, all real
logs and sturdy joined timbers. Inside, it was very different.
A small wood burner sat in the corner of a single room
opposite some flat wooden planks that had been made into two
sleeping bunks. To be fair to Keen, there was a mattress (of
sorts), a sleeping bag and a pillow on each bunk. Next to the
burner sat a basket with logs and sticks, and a small wooden
table with a box of matches, two tin mugs, some milk in a carton
and a small dish with teabags.
“Shall we have a drink and settle in?”
I nodded and looked around for the electric kettle. Karen
laughed, pulling a small pan from a hook on the wall near the
burner.
“Here, you have to boil your own water to make the tea, and
usually you have to find the sticks to make the fire to boil the
water to make the tea. Keen obviously thought he’d go easy on
us. Don’t suppose that will last, though.”
She giggled as she popped several sticks on top of the paper
in the burner, watching them flicker into flames before adding
further logs.
“You’ll need to go and fetch the water, though. There’ll be a
pump somewhere, or maybe a small pond in that bit of forest
out there.”
I was suddenly longing for my bag of chocolate and a can of
fizzy pop. Swallowing hard, I started towards the door.
“I was only messing with you, Antonia. These cabins have
taps. Just outside the door. Here.” She threw a plastic container
across the room to me. “Take this.”
I thought she didn’t hear me when I muttered “What about
food?” in reply, but when I returned she explained.
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by the big camp fire, next to the lake. You’ll see that tomorrow.
Tonight, Keen will arrange for someone to bring us up
something from the meal. If you’re peckish, there’s probably
some fruit somewhere around here. Look in that bag behind the
door.”
Great! I was out of the frying pan and into the fire with no
sugar to ease my way. I wasn’t sure how much fun this was
going to be, however hard Karen tried to sell it to me. But as I
sipped on the tea (that took half an hour to make!) and munched
on a sweet apple, I did begin to breathe a bit slower and lifted
my head more than once to listen to the birds twittering in the
forest outside.
That night I dreamed of nothing. No Jose. No Max. Just
dark, plain sleep. It was gorgeous. So, I was not a happy girl
when a man’s cheerful voice woke me. “Good morning, ladies –
five minutes. Be ready!”
“Jesus, Karen, what’s this? Not boot camp, please!”
Her blond tousled hair and smiling face appeared from the
top bunk.
“Nope. You’re just going for a walk with Keen. Go on. Get
dressed. He won’t wait. I’ll get us some breakfast while you’re
gone.”
She was right. He wasn’t going to wait. I was still pulling on
my trainers as he strode upwards across a mossy bank. I had to
run to catch up with him. He started speaking to me without
even turning his head. I don’t know how he knew I was even
there.
“Good morning, Antonia. We’ll walk now. If you want to
talk, we’ll talk, but that’s up to you. The only rule is, we’ll walk.”
To begin with, walking to keep up with Keen was about all I
could do. He seemed to move through the forest making no
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pushing branches aside. Even the birds didn’t fly from their
perches as he walked close to their trees. Whereas I seemed to
crack sticks underfoot every two steps. The rabbits that
remained feeding peacefully as Keen passed them, scattered in
fear as I crashed and struggled and lurched towards them. Once,
to avoid a rabbit hole, Keen hopped lightly sideways. I saw this
and took a massive step upwards and across the hole onto a
mossy hump nearby. Feeling rather pleased that my ankle wasn’t
stuck in the hole, I slipped on the hump and fell backwards onto
my bottom at the base of a tree.
I began to cry. I didn’t call out. Keen turned to look then
came and sat beside me. He sat quietly while I snuffled and
sniffed and wiped my nose on my sleeve. After a while, he asked,
“Antonia, what do you want to happen?”
“I want someone to love me.”
“Would you like me to help you with that?”
I sniffed and nodded.
“Then you must start by loving yourself. Find out what an
amazing person you are. Test yourself. See what you like. See
what you hate, but always give one of the things you hate
another chance. What have you loved doing recently? What felt
good?”
I thought I would say singing because I did, and do, love
singing, but the word that came out of my mouth was:
“Running. It felt good at judges’ houses, running on the beach.
It was hard work, but it felt good.”
“Then run, Antonia. Get up in the morning and run. Before
you sleep in the evening, run. The trees will not judge or take
photos. They will not trip you up if you stay aware. They will just
be, while you run. Why not try a swim when you have run, too?
The water in the lake is warm enough in these summer months.
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Feel the forest. The cabin’s not far away. Follow the path back
when you are ready.”
“You’re not leaving me.” I could feel the panic in my
stomach. “What if I can’t find my way back?”
“You will. Look!”
Keen pointed along a path a few feet away and I could see
small ribbons fluttering in the breeze on some of the trees. They
were almost the same colour as the leaves, but now I could see
that they weren’t all the same.
“If in doubt, follow the green ribbons.”
I don’t know how long I sat by that tree with my eyes closed,
but gradually the knots in my stomach began to relax. I could
hear the birds and the wind and, the longer I sat there, other
noises from the forest. It was nice. I opened my eyes and looked
around. The rabbits who’d scattered from me were feeding only
inches away from my feet. I held my breath and just looked.
When I got back to the cabin Karen had prepared breakfast.
There were eggs and bread and some fruits. Suddenly I was
starving hungry.
“After this,” she told me, “I’ll take you down and show you
the community tasks you’ll need to sign up for. There’s a rota,
but you can choose.”

- 192 Chapter 35 – Max

Wood for the Trees
The day Rob saw Antonia we were on what I fondly called
“whittling duty”. This involved cutting the sticks to length for
the log cabins, and sometimes shaving the ends so they fitted
together properly. You probably think I mean logs not sticks,
but that’s a common mistake. People see those logs cabins with
their massive trunk-like walls and think somehow they’re
magically fastened together. Actually, it’s more complicated than
that, and many of the logs used are much thinner.
Rob and I had been at the village three weeks, and we spent
much of our duty time down in the cutting zone. I admit that
we’d not really mastered the putting-the-sticks-together skill just
yet, but some of the others were gradually showing us how, and
we were very good at measuring and sawing. Rob particularly
liked putting the cut sticks into the correct sorting pile and
would spend hours (if you let him) wheeling himself to and fro
from cut sticks to sorted pile to find exactly the right home for a
particular stick.
I preferred whittling duty to actual log splitting for firewood,
although we did sometimes get side-lined into that since
everything we did in the village seemed to need firewood to
make it happen. To cook, we needed firewood; to keep warm,
we needed firewood; if you wanted to shower in hot water or
wash up the pans, you needed firewood to heat the water. We
did have small solar panels for some of these things, but
somehow we still needed firewood all the time.
I remember that day. It was hot, and I remember being
shocked. I didn’t think I was going to see Antonia ever again,
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decided not to torture myself with watching them, even if we’d
had a TV in the forest, which we didn’t. I hoped she would win;
she deserved it.
Keen was talking to Rob about the straightness of the sticks
in one pile not really being up to scratch. Rob would probably
take the pile apart and check the sticks as soon as Keen walked
away; he never wanted to let him down.
Rob let out a high-pitched yelp. “Antonia.”
The way he yelled it made him sound like one of those teeny
bopper fans who stand outside at the live Sing for Me shows. She
stopped abruptly, mid-step, and turned on her heel to look in
our direction. The first person her gaze rested on was me, and
she looked as surprised as I felt. Then she refocused onto Rob,
mainly I think because he was still emitting some type of highpitched squeak. Lastly, breathing heavily, and this time with a
glare, she shifted her stare onto Keen.
“Keen,” she panted, “I’m leaving. You never told me he was
here!” She pointed at me, and I swear if you could see rage, it
would have been flooding out of her fingertip then.
Quick as a wink, and with a slight smile, Keen answered,
“You never asked.”
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Tie It Tight
That afternoon I couldn’t concentrate on the ropes course. Rob
and I were well-practiced and came down most afternoons when
the weather was fine, after the morning chores were all
complete. It helped him, given the doctors had said that even
though they’d started fitting temporary prosthetics to his legs, he
wasn’t going to be able to run on them for some weeks to come.
He had to learn to walk again first, and that always got him riled
up. But on the ropes, Rob didn’t need his legs. He could do
most of these challenges all on his own and often told me to get
out of the way because I slowed him down.
His muscly arms really came into their own when we
negotiated the swing bridges and hanging monkey bars. He was
very supple, too, and determined to beat me every time we went
head to head. Not that it was that hard to beat me since I’d not
worked out for years and he’d never stopped. He’d also won the
timed assault course on the ropes against every other person
who’d cared to go up against him. Keen was always telling us not
to make everything into a competition, but nevertheless, Rob’s
time on the ropes had been the topic of conversation around the
fire at more than one evening meal.
I yelled at him as he sped off along the rope bridge using just
his arms on the side barriers.
“Why’s she here, Rob? How did that happen?”
He stopped and swung his arms to turn himself around to
face me.
“I don’t know, mate, but hey, isn’t it cool that she’s here?
Mum told me she’s not been on the live shows the last two
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throat infection to me.”
That’s what bothered me. She’d come here for something.
Was she not well? Had I done that to her? When she’d got me in
the corner and I’d lashed out, had I made her ill? Had she come
to have it out with me?
Rob interrupted my thoughts by shoving me hard with his
stumps towards the highest rope bridge on the course. “Get a
move on!” he shouted as he skillfully swung past me using only
one wooden strut on the right-hand side. I wobbled dangerously
but saw him stop and twist round again.
“Mind you. She looked as shocked as you did, Max, and not
in a good way, if you know what I mean.”
“So you don’t think she’s come to have it out with me,
then?”
“Dunno,” he called as he sped off again, “but I think it’s a
good thing she’s here.”
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Another Place
Two things happened to stop me leaving the forest. I packed up
my stuff the day I saw Max. I ran straight back to my cabin,
gathered everything together and shoved it in my bag. Then I sat
down in the chair near the wood burner and realised I needed to
ring Karen to come and fetch me. It had taken us hours and
hours to drive up here when she brought me. I had to be really
sure that I wanted her to come all that way again, and what if she
was in the middle of something and couldn’t come straight
away? That would have been really selfish of me.
Also, to ring her, I’d need to go up to the main reception
building and get my mobile phone. It was cold and I was out of
breath from the running, so I decided to leave it a few minutes
and get warm near the burner.
While I was sat there thinking about Max being an idiot the
day he pushed me, I heard wheels crunching on the track
outside. I looked out and saw Rob coming towards the cabin in
his wheelchair. It didn’t look particularly easy to push the wheels
round on the forest floor, and he was sweating quite a lot. He’d
done me no wrong, had he? He probably deserved a chance and,
besides, he seemed absolutely knackered.
“It’s further up here than I realised.” He grinned. “Obviously
TV stars get deluxe cabins in the forest!”
I stood aside to let him in. “Do you want some water?”
“No, thanks. But I do want you to help me.”
He obviously took my puzzled expression as a reason to
carry on.
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lark sorted. I was really jealous when I saw you earlier. It
reminded me of before” – he gestured to his legs – “when I used
to run all the time. I wondered if you might help me while you’re
here.”
“I’m not going to be here, Rob, and I don’t think I’d be
much help to you anyhow. The state I’m in …”
“You could help me run when I get my blades. You could
train with me, couldn’t you? I’ve decided I want to run the halfmarathon next year. Max said he would, but I don’t think he’s
really up to it. He can’t even manage the ropes.”
“Not being funny,” I told him, “but can you even walk yet,
Rob?”
“Not quite, but it won’t be long. A couple more weeks and
I’m getting my proper prosthetics. Then it’s just a matter of
working at it.”
I smiled at him. “You’ve got some belief in yourself, haven’t
you?”
“If I don’t think I can do it, then who else will?” He grinned
at me.
“That’s great, but I really don’t know if I’ll be here this time
next week, let alone next year.”
“My gym instructor used to say, ‘You can do ten times more
than you believe, and one hundred times more than your mother
thinks.’”
“I wish that were the case, Rob. I’d be through to the Sing for
Me final if that were true, wouldn’t I? I’ve messed that up exactly
as my mother expected me to!”
A voice came from the doorway. “It’s what we expect of
ourselves that matters.”
Keen came gliding into my cabin holding a letter out towards
me.
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could’ve handed the job over to someone else.”
Rob pulled a face and told Keen he did enough around the
village without being branded the postman as well. Then he
explained what he’d just asked me to do, and it was Keen’s turn
to frown.
“Ambition and desire are great drivers, Rob, but don’t push
yourself too fast. Maybe you and Max could show Antonia the
ropes course instead. That would be enough for the time being,
wouldn’t it?”
I shook my head. I wasn’t going to go anywhere Max was
going to be, I was sure of that. Rob noticed and put his hand out
towards me.
“Just with me then, Antonia? Max can stay on the ground
and get jealous. See you tomorrow afternoon?”
I shrugged. I wanted to help Rob, and maybe getting up on
the ropes with him would clear my head, too.
“As long as Max stays out of the way,” I told him.
After Rob and Keen had gone, I opened the letter. When I
first pulled it out, I thought it was from Mum. The faint gold
line around the edge of lilac paper swirled delicately into a fleurde-lys pattern in the corners. But it wasn’t Mum’s handwriting, it
was Bebe’s.
Antonia,
It’s taken me this long to track you down. Karen seems very protective,
and, given the awful experience you’ve had, that’s probably for the best.
I’m so sorry. However, I want to let you know that once you’re feeling
up to it, you can come back. Stay in the forest for now, get yourself
better.
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I want it to be you, Antonia. Come back and sing. Perhaps that’s the
thing that can really heal you. Trust me when I say I have been there,
and I know that it can. There’re three more weeks till you have to decide
– but, Antonia, I believe in you, my little “Perfect One”.
Yours in anticipation,
Bebe
So, I stayed.
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Watch and Wait
I watched Rob and Antonia every day on the ropes. She didn’t
know, but I helped Rob take his prosthetics off just before she
arrived and then went into the shelter where they kept the spare
helmets, ropes and carabiners. He was showing her how to build
her core muscles, and sometimes he showed off with her. He
made it look easy, but every time she’d run off into the forest
after their workouts, he would come and find me and ask me to
take him down to the tub room to soak away his pain.
I was pleased for him. He’d found someone more able than
me to challenge him. I was very happy for her, too. She seemed
to laugh and giggle with him up in the trees more and more each
day. What hurt was the speed at which those smiles disappeared
if ever Rob mentioned my name. He seemed to do this quite
often. I’m pretty sure he was attempting to get me back in her
good books, but it didn’t seem to be working.
One day, while I was preparing the vegetables in the kitchen
area for the evening meal, Rob came skidding in with his
wheelchair.
“She said yes,” he cried.
I stopped breathing.
“She said yes to what?”
“The half-marathon. Next year. Antonia said she’d enter it
with me.”
My shoulders moved again and my breath returned.
“Oh, that’s great, Rob. Excellent.”
“You’ll come too, won’t you, Max? We’ll both need you
there. It’s a long way, you know. Thirteen miles.”
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That okay?”
Rob wheeled himself off with a broad grin.
“Oh, and by the way, Max, I think your girl might be ready to
talk soon. I’ll make myself scarce tonight, after the meal. See
what you can do, mate. It’s killing me not seeing you two
together.”
That evening, good to his word, after the communal meal
Rob disappeared off with Keen for a meditation session. Apart
from the people on the clearing rota, everybody else wandered in
twos and threes down to the big campfire. By the time I got
down there, Antonia was sat looking into the fire with a solemn
expression. There was no one sat close to her, so I pulled up a
small wooden block.
“Rob’s really pleased you’re doing that run with him,
Antonia.”
She smiled and shrugged. “Yes, I know. I’m just not sure I’ll
manage the distance, but I’ll give it my best shot. He was so keen
to enter.”
“Well, you’ve made him really happy agreeing to do it with
him, and you’ve saved me from the embarrassment of giving up
after only two miles. So you’ve made me happy, too.”
She laughed with a short snort. “Ironic, that.”
I couldn’t bear to see her hurting like this because of me. I
had to tell her how sorry I was. She had to know I only wanted
good things for her.
“Listen, Antonia. I need to talk to you. I’m so, so sorry about
what happened when I pushed you, and I promise I’ll stay right
away once Rob is independent again. I just want him to be better
and you to be happy. I’m such a prat, but I have learned my
lesson.”
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with you. But this isn’t all your fault. It’s not all about you, you
know.” She gave me a small grin and pointed to a larger block
seat that had some blankets spread over it. “Shall we go over
there and get warm?”
I was over there faster than Rob across the hanging bars.
“Don’t get too excited, Max. I’m not up for a replay of our
moment on the news, but perhaps there are things we need to
talk about.”
I kicked off and told her about Old Jonesy, and the money
and the stealing, and the second chance. She told me about Jose
Flanders. I was up and ready to go hunt him down when she
described that night.
“I’ll kill him,” I told her, “just say the word. The bastard.”
But she made me sit back down.
“Max. It was horrible, but my dad was worse. He didn’t
believe me. That’s why I’m here, I think. If anyone’s the bastard,
it’s him, Max.”
I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t speak. I just wrapped
the blanket around her and held her gently. Most of the others
had gone inside, but the fire was still warm. We both looked up
and saw the stars in the sky. There were thousands of them. I’d
never really noticed before that night. They were beautiful.
We sat with the spit and cackle of the campfire and Antonia
seemed to relax a little. The moon reflected in the lake and the
wood glowed as it burned up, throwing showers of orange
sparks up into the air. She felt softer somehow. Eventually, she
began to talk. She cried, she whispered and I just listened. After
a while she rested her head on my shoulder and sighed. I think
she fell asleep. She was very still and her breathing was slow and
calm.
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***
“ANTONIA!”
Dan’s voice boomed across the fire clearing.
“THERE’S A PHONE CALL FOR YOU, ANTONIA!”
I opened my eyes. The stars had disappeared and the sky was
beginning to lighten. I shook Antonia gently. “Dan’s calling
you,” I whispered.
He saw us and changed direction, waving a mobile phone in
the air. “It’s an emergency,” he gasped. “I think she said she’s
your mother.”
“What on earth would she want?”
Antonia stood up and then walked off towards the forest
with the phone to her ear. After so long seeing people in the
village without screens glued to their hands all the time, it was
odd to see someone paying so much attention to such a small
piece of metal. When she came back, she handed the phone to
Dan and sat down underneath the blanket again like nothing had
happened.
“What was it?” I asked.
“What was what?”
“The emergency.”
“It was my dad.”
“I thought Dan said it was your mum?”
“Yes. It was, but she wanted to tell me about Dad. He’s had
a heart attack.”
“Oh, wow, I’m so sorry.”
“Don’t be.”
“Uh?”
“Don’t be. I’m not.”
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“No? Well, maybe he’s faking it. That’s what he said I did!”
“What d’you mean?”
“I mean. He never believed me, so why should I believe him
now? Maybe he’s the liar this time. I’m not going anywhere.”
I took her hand and pulled the blanket around her shoulders.
“Antonia, I think you should go. See him, at least. Maybe
you’re all he’s got left. What will you do if he dies?”
“Be happy.”
“Really?”
Her face sank and she put her head on my shoulder.
“No. Not really.”
“Well then, go, as soon as you can.”
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The Journey
Six hundred miles is a long sit-down on a train, and I kept
wondering, what if, when I got there, it had all been for nothing.
The nurse had sounded pretty final.
“I’m very sorry to have to tell you. He’s in and out of
consciousness at the moment, but he managed to beg us to get
hold of you.”
In any other circumstances, this would have been an amazing
journey. Fields, forests, mountains and hills stretched off into
the distance, whichever window you looked through. Every now
and then, as the train whizzed along, I spotted a coated figure
walking at the edge of a field with a dog sniffing around in the
hedgerow.
My seat wasn’t reserved in advance, but they’d asked me in
the ticket office if I wanted to sit in a particular coach, and here I
was – Quiet Coach B. I’d got time to reflect and read. I’d got
time to think about what else I wanted to get involved with in
the forest. I’d got time to do some of the visualisation exercises
Keen had encouraged me to work on over the past two weeks.
But even though I had time, and even though the refreshment
trolley made frequent enough stops to keep me supplied with
drinks and snacks, and even though I had a very comfy seat, I
still didn’t seem able to concentrate on any of these things.
Several times, even in the first hour, I found myself wishing
to be back in the forest, snuggling up under the cover in my
cabin; or running through the trees; or even taking my turn on
the cleaning rota. I just wanted to be able to breathe in the air
slowly, to peel a potato or chop up a carrot – anything but be
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towards the man who had ruined my life, and was about to lose
his.
I closed my eyes and heard Max’s soft voice in my ear: “Bit
dramatic, isn’t it?”
Then Keen’s slow, calm tones: “How we respond to every
situation is our own responsibility, Antonia. It’s all we really
control. Rich or poor, happy or sad, it’s the same for everyone.
That’s just how it works.”
“Yes, but you weren’t the one who got thrown out of your
own home, were you?” I whispered to myself.
A woman sat on the opposite side of the carriage looked up
from the paperback she was reading. She smiled at me.
“Going far?” she asked. I could hear a Scottish accent in her
question.
“All the way,” I told her.
She smiled again.
“Me too. My daughter’s just finished her course at drama
school down there. I’m going to act as a bit of moral support for
her while she does the rounds of auditions.”
“That’s nice.” It was my turn to smile. Lucky girl, having
moral support from her Mum. “I know how tough that can be.”
“What about you?” she asked kindly. It didn’t sound like she
was being nosey.
“Um, I’m just going to visit my Dad. That’s all.”
The woman continued on. She shared some of her daughter’s
successes and challenges with me. I didn’t say any more about
why I was visiting Dad, nor any more about my experience of
auditions. They all seemed months away now, even though, in
reality, it was just a few weeks. The forest had that effect. It
seemed to slow time down when you were there reflecting and
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world life had been speeding on regardless.
I still had Bebe’s letter in my bag, and I could use this visit as
a reason to get back in touch, re-enter Sing for Me, just as she’d
suggested, but then I could have made that decision at any time.
The thing that had got me onto this speeding train was the news
about my Dad. I didn’t tell the kind Scottish woman any of this.
Instead I just nodded and smiled, and eventually she got the hint
and went back to reading her paperback.
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Forgive
The bus stop was right in front of the main hospital entrance. I
stood and pressed the plastic button on the handrail. As the
vehicle started to slow, I wished I could just sit back down and
let the bus take me somewhere else. I wanted to be anywhere
else in the city, just not here. But I knew Max was right. If I
didn’t at least see Dad again, I might have to live with the anger
forever. I wasn’t sure if I could forgive him, but I needed to see
him to decide.
In the lobby, I looked at the board with directions to the
wards. PL46, that’s what the nurse had said when she phoned
this morning. She’d also said it was a good idea to get here
sooner rather than later. Not to leave the decision to come too
long or I might be coming to arrange his funeral instead. Well,
she hadn’t actually said that, but she’d made it sound pretty
close.
So, somewhere in this building, the bastard who ruined my
life was lying waiting to die. Some karma, universe. Let’s get it over
with.
The lift to the fourth floor seemed to take forever. It stopped
on every floor. On the first floor, a couple got in with a small
child suspended between them calling out: “Again, again, Daddy!
Swing me again!”
“Not in the lift, sweetheart. Wait till we get upstairs to the
café. We’ll give you another game there.”
The father’s voice was not stern. He smiled as he spoke to
the child, and the mother nodded.
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gown with a scruffy anorak over the top asked, “Going down?”
Everyone shook their heads, but he stayed where he was and
removed a packet of cigarettes from his anorak pocket. “Ah,
well. I can wait, I guess.”
On the third floor, a very well-dressed lady wearing a
turquoise feathered hat stepped in. She looked like she’d just
come from a wedding reception, not the fractures ward.
And then, at last, the tinny voice announced: “Fourth floor.
Cardiac, stroke, geriatric.”
I mumbled “excuse me” and “sorry” as I pushed my way to
the door and stepped out into the bright corridor. A black arrow
on the wall opposite pointed right and had the letters PL41–46
above it. It seemed like a mile going down that corridor, and
about halfway down it, my calf muscle cramped. I put out my
hand and stood for a moment, leaning against the wall.
A nurse passing by asked, “You alright, love? Do you need
some help?”
I shook my head. The pain was already subsiding, so I started
off again. What if he was already dead? What would I do then?
Why had I come, really? Maybe Max was wrong after all. Maybe
it would have been better to just leave it. Let it go. Forget him.
I got to the ward desk.
“Shit!” I fumbled around in my pocket for a tissue. I wasn’t
going to cry. He wasn’t getting that on me.
“Can you do your hands please, madam?” Behind the
reception desk, an auxiliary pointed to the dispenser on the wall.
“Everyone needs to do their hands, madam – hospital policy.”
I sniffed. “Yes, sorry.”
I walked over to the white plastic contraption and spread the
foam over my hands.
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ward. Is that right?”
The auxiliary looked up to the board behind her.
“Yes, of course. Christopher. He’s in the room at the end
there. Bless him.”
“Do I need to know anything? I’m his daughter.”
“Um …” The woman smiled again. “I’ll get one of the
nurses to come and see you. For now, you just need to be gentle,
no loud noises. He might not even be awake. But I know he’ll be
pleased to see you. It’s Antonia, isn’t it? He’s been talking about
you, and the picture, well – you can see it’s you.”
The man lying in the bed didn’t look like my dad. He looked
like a grey, old, saggy version of the man who only weeks ago
had been forcefully telling me to get out of his house. Propped
up against a pile of pillows, he opened his eyes with the creak of
the door as I pushed it open. The mask over his mouth meant I
couldn’t really hear the words he spoke, but his eyes were full of
tears by the time I’d closed the door behind me. He grasped at
the mask and pulled it forward. His voice rasped as he tried to
tell me something.
“… didn’t think you’d come.”
His breath came shallow after each word. It sounded like it
hurt to speak.
Good. Serves him right, I thought, and pulled my hands behind
my back as he reached for me. He pulled the mask off again and
took an enormous breath.
“Antonia, I’m sorry. I never knew, but I should have believed
you. Not that stupid Jose Flanders, not him. I should never have
listened to your mother, either. She’s got his lies to deal with
now. Antonia, can you forgive me?”
I didn’t say anything. He pushed his hand across to the
bedside cabinet.
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it, love. Please.”
He was pointing to a plain cardboard box. When I opened it,
on top of his watch and a few other small items I saw a polaroid
picture. The white edges were worn and dirty, but the colours on
the photo were bright. There I was, maybe five years old, sitting
on top of Dad’s shoulders, that pink, frilly Sunday church dress I
used to love so much blowing onto his face. I was laughing in
the picture, and although the frills were in the way a bit, you
could see that he was, too.
“Hold it love. Try to remember me as that Dad.”
“I remember that,” I told him. “We were coming home from
church.”
He nodded.
“You’d just bought me some sweets from the shop, but you
said I had to wait till we got home.”
He nodded again.
“You called me ‘little princess’ and you asked me if it felt like
flying, up there in the sky.”
“And your mother told me to put you down, in case your
shoes got my suit dirty.”
“You said, ‘No way! This is way too much fun’ – I loved you
for that.”
“As long as my little girl was happy. I forgot that somewhere,
Antonia. I forgot that’s all that ever really matters. Are you
happy now? Can you forgive me?”
I started to cry, and Dad nodded again.
“You were there for me then, Dad. But now … up until now,
all these years, you weren’t there. Never. Not at home, not at the
auditions, not even at the live shows. That’s your job as my dad
– just to be there. You weren’t. I can’t.”
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too.
“I’m ashamed, my love, so ashamed of being so weak. When
you were suffering and I didn’t help. When I realised about Jose
and it came out about your mum and him, I was so ashamed. I
cut off all the business dealings, straight away. I wanted to go to
the police, but the lawyer Mum hired said it would ruin
everything: the business, your reputation, even the Sing for Me
show. He said they’d sue and we’d never get it to trial. I didn’t
want to put you through that.”
His head fell forward as he spoke. I leaned across to put the
mask back over his mouth.
“Don’t, Daddy, you need the oxygen.”
He pulled angrily at the mask again. “I only did what I
thought best.”
“Every time I needed you, Daddy. You were never there.
Every time, it was always on your terms. You told me to get out
– why should I forgive you? Why?”
The door creaked, and a confident woman in a crisp white
nurses uniform came through.
“Hello there,” she said.
The nurse fussed around Daddy, took his pulse, adjusted the
drip setting and frowned.
“I’m so sorry for your loss, my dear. Elise should have come
and fetched me first. I told her he was close to the end.”
She peered down at the reel of paper slowly clicking its way
out of the machine.
“It doesn’t look like he regained consciousness at all since
this morning. That’s a pity.”
I looked down at the picture in my hand, which rested on top
of Dad’s.
“No, it’s really okay. We’ve said what we needed to say.”
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kissed his hand.
“Goodbye, Daddy.”
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Turning
I sat on the block for ages after Antonia left to go and see her
dad. I was scolding myself, in case he was a bastard to her again.
I should have gone with her, I thought, just in case. What if he
was dead already? What would she need? But what if he said
sorry? What if she managed to forgive him and they made it up?
That would be good for her, and she probably wouldn’t want me
hanging around to play gooseberry.
Keen appeared, pushing Rob towards me in his wheelchair.
“Your friend needs assistance this morning, Max. He was
missing you.”
“Jesus. I’m sorry, Rob. I was out here. I’m sorry.”
“No worries, mate. Did it work? Where’s Antonia? Is she
talking to you again?”
I smiled at him. “Yes, and I’ll tell you all about it while we get
washed. Come on, to the tub room!”
Later, we sat outside in the meadow, soaking up the sun
before we set off for the cabin. After a while I noticed a figure
coming towards me. For a moment I thought it was Antonia
returning to me, but when I raised my eyes I saw the smartly
dressed figure of Uncle Pete treading gingerly through the long
grass.
“Hello, Max.”
“What are you doing here? Has something happened?”
“No, Max. Your mum and dad are fine. In fact, they told me
where I could find you.”
I blew out a long breath. There’d been enough bad news for
one day.
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come straight out with it, son. You turned me down after your
birthday, Max, but I’ve come to try again. I’d like to offer you a
job, one that might suit you better now. Are you still hungry,
Max? For success, I mean?”
I nodded.
“Your mum and dad have been telling me about you working
with this fella here,” he said, nodding to Rob.
Rob nodded back.
“The way they tell it, sounds like you’ve done a pretty good
job. It wasn’t quite what I was expecting to hear, but I suspect
it’s helped you see your real talents, hasn’t it?”
I shrugged.
“The thing is, Max, I’d like you to come and run a project
with my new acquisition. There’ll be more people like Rob,
who’ll need your support to get involved.”
My stomach was churning. Uncle Pete was offering me a job.
That was good. But it was more care work. It was different with
Rob – he was already my mate. We had a laugh when things
went wrong. I might not be able to do that with other people.
But then Uncle Pete must have thought I was up to it; he wasn’t
the kind to come all this way on a whim.
“Your new acquisition? Another racing team?”
I had visions of modified race cars whizzing around the
track.
“No, not this time, Max. I’ve just bought a basketball team.”
“I’m not sure, Uncle Pete. I mean, it’s a fantastic offer and
everything, but I don’t know if I’ve got the right skills. Looking
after Rob is different to a whole team, and besides, Rob still
needs me here.”
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Once I get my blades I’ll have to go back to the city. The best
trainers are there. I won’t need you then, mate.”
Uncle Pete interrupted. “I thought you might need some
persuading, Max, so I didn’t come alone. I bought the player
who’s been trying to get something going in the community ever
since he joined.”
It was only right then that I saw the car, parked at an
awkward angle up right against the forest barrier. Uncle Pete
waved in its direction. The passenger door opened and out
stepped a tall, dark-skinned player wearing the blue-and-white
stripe of the Bears. He smiled as he loped across the few
hundred metres between us and almost crushed me in the hug
he gave me.
“Aladdin.”
He beamed at me, and asked: “Are you ready to change the
world, Max?”
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Going On
I felt dirty. I needed a shower. I don’t know how long I was in
that room with Dad. It was dark when I came out of the hospital
doors. The area near the car park, where the bus had dropped
me earlier, was deserted now. I considered going back in. But
that was just his body in that room. Had been since this
morning, if the nurse was right. I had nothing more to say. His
body, the documents, I wanted nothing to do with all that.
They’d have to get hold of Mum, not me.
He’d made his peace with me, although I still wasn’t sure
whether I’d made mine with him. Nevertheless I swayed on my
feet, almost turning back, while looking up at the digital display
near the bus stop. I pulled my phone out to check the time.
1.06 a.m. and a text.
“I’m here if you need me, Tiger.”
“Where’s here?” I typed, and before I got a reply: “I don’t
think I’m coming back to the forest, Max. I’m going to stay here.
See if Bebe still wants me to sing.”
“Just as well I got a taxi then.”
As I read the words, a car drew up alongside. The back
window slid down and his cute face popped out
“I don’t think the buses to the studios run until the morning,
tiger. D’you want to stand there all night?”
I shook my head and opened the door
“You’re crazy, Max Hemling, crazy as. What are you doing
here?”
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were quite good.”
I leaned into his shoulder and kissed him.
“Oh, and I thought I might actually get your autograph this
time.”
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The Professional
I always knew Keen would make me face my doubts and
demons in the end. That’s how it always worked with him and
me. I was never sure how he kept his cool working with those
kids and their issues in the forest. But I trusted him, and the
forest village was such a healing, positive place under his
leadership that I knew Antonia would benefit from some time
there, even when it turned out Max was there too.
Keen makes sure the forest village is a place of peace, but
also of personal responsibility. He’d never tell those kids what to
do, but he always challenged them. I know the young people
who went there thought he could somehow see into their minds,
and that he was some kind of guru, but I think he just listened
and then offered them space to somehow find that higher,
reflective version of themselves. He never took responsibility for
that, never claimed he’d cured or changed them, but often said
he just helped them bring that other self to the fore.
So why I’m surprised he did the same to me, I really don’t
know. He was never going to tell me not to worry about the kids
once they moved on, nor was he going to encourage me to chase
down the justice system until Jose Flanders was behind bars. But
somewhere in between those two extremes, he challenged me
and made me think for myself.
My manager at Home for Youth had no such issues with
telling me what I could and could not do. When I went to her
about Antonia’s housing issue, after her father had thrown her
out, she’d told me (in no uncertain terms) to keep my distance.
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Don’t get any further involved. We cannot condone you taking
the girl into your home, nor spending our time badgering the
council for housing for her. Beyond the emergency
accommodation, you have to hand it back to her family.”
Luckily, in that case, Antonia’s father (or probably her
mother using his credit card) responded well when I sent them
the details of the housing association scheme and the bedsit. I
hadn’t had to sign off on anything official; the charity was
satisfied and I managed to fit in my follow-up visits around my
other duties and clients at the time.
After I saw Flanders at the hospital, I was fuming though. I
couldn’t let it go. How was he still walking around free? And
worse, scheming his way into something with Mrs Smythe? It
was disgusting. I couldn’t let it go, and I told my manager so.
I yelled at her that it was our responsibility. That if we sat by
and watched while a rapist walked free, we were to blame. To
her credit, she was calm, but would not shift from her position.
“Do not bring this organisation into it, Karen,” I was told.
“We can’t get involved. The police and the prosecutors
obviously don’t see enough evidence, and if the girl’s own
mother and father don’t believe there’s a charge to bring, well,
that must be the end of it. Besides, you’ve said she’s on the
mend now. You won’t be helping her if you bring it all up again,
and we certainly can’t back you, if that’s the route you choose. In
fact, probably the opposite. You risk bringing us into disrepute.
It would be a disciplinary matter, Karen. Please forget it.”
That was when I spoke to Keen. I told him how unfair I
thought the whole thing was. How unjust. How frustrating.
“Somebody has to do something,” I cried at him.
“Is Antonia happy now, Karen?”
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There’s pressure, but she’s coping, especially with Max
supporting her.”
“Would she want you to bring it up again and fight for a trial
in court?”
“Well no, probably not right now. She wouldn’t want the
publicity, I guess. But that doesn’t mean it’s right for him to
walk free. She was raped, after all.”
“There’s no guarantee the courts would find him guilty, you
know that?”
“You’re as bad as the rest of them, Keen. Telling me to let it
go because it causes too many ripples. I simply can’t go on
working for an organisation that won’t do what’s right.”
He looked at me with his piercing stare.
“So, now we come to the real issue.” He smiled. “What is
your situation and how do you want to change that?”
I was quiet for a long time, and Keen just sat there smiling at
me. Eventually I told him: “I think I want to work for an
organisation that doesn’t stop me caring about young people.
That allows me to support them throughout their dilemmas –
doesn’t shut me down just when they really need me.”
“Do you know of any such employers, Karen?”
I shook my head.
“So, what do you think you’ll do?”
“I guess I’ll just have to start my own … I could called it
Care About You.”
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What’s Next is Up to You …
These are blank spaces for you to continue Max, Antonia, Rob
or Aladdin’s story – then share with us if you wish at
www.maxandantonia.com
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A Lifetime Speeded Up
I raise my left hand and remove the lid from the decorated
cardboard cylinder. With my right, I begin to shake the tube
gently. The salty breeze picks up strength at exactly the same
moment and some of Max’s ashes spill out into the wind. Tiny
particles of grey and white create a cloud in front of my face and
then speed across the clifftop and down towards the waves
crashing on the rocks below.
Seagulls cry on the wind, but I can’t see them anywhere close
by. Somewhere in the distance behind me I hear the faint voices
of a family. Then I hear the familiar voice of our son.
“That would have made dad laugh – the wind blowing him
all over us. Hold your arm out a bit further, Mum – you’re
aiming for the sea, you know.”
I smile and do as he suggests, emptying the remaining
contents from the cylinder.
“That cove over there, beyond the rocks, that’s the beach we
visited when you two were little. I remember him dancing
around the campfire we built – you two taking turns on his
shoulders, singing at the tops of your voices. There was no
backing track – I think the music was in Max’s head.”
Our daughter sniffs. I know she’s weeping, like she did the
day he died. I reach back and take her hand.
“Oh, my love. Remember your father’s words the last time
you held his hand? He was crying too.”
She replies with a sniff, “Yes, I know. He said they were
happy tears. He was grateful for the footprints we’d made in this
life, as a family. That we have no idea what’s coming next, but
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memories, joyful and otherwise.”
I squeeze her hand and think back to those tough times:
when we’d thought the children were struggling with their
directions; when we’d asked them tough questions; when Max
and I sometimes worried that we couldn’t make the changes for
them, and couldn’t take away the pain and struggle we knew they
felt.
“I feel bad, Mum. When I remember how mean we were
when we were young. D’you think he forgave us?”
“I know your father would say there was never anything to
forgive, that he’s proud of you both, and he’d want you to take
up the talking stick now. Make your own decisions, make your
own footprints. Take those experiences he gifted to you, and
part of him will always be there, in the new paths you take.
That’s what he would want.”
I replace the lid on the cylinder and the children turn to go.
“You go on up,” I tell them. “I just need to hear your father’s
voice.”
“Not sure he’s got anything to say, Mum. He’s gone.”
I smile again and wave them both away.
“Nevertheless.”
I stand quite still and listen – to the wind; to the waves; to
the birds; and then finally to that familiar, comfortable sound.
“Tiger, we did it, we made a difference. We changed the
world!”
I feel in my pocket for the worn furry tiger toy attached to
my keys and nod my head.
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A Message from the Authors
We have all stood at a point in the path where a decision is
needed. Adult and young person alike. Big and small decision
alike. For some, making the decision of which path to follow,
which actions to take, is paralysing. For others, they’ll start off
down a chosen route only to turn and run back to where they
started when things get tricky. Some step forward with an
enthusiasm to experience the adventures ahead; others walk in
the direction parents, friends or colleagues have instructed them
to go. Very few know exactly the outcome waiting at the end of
the path, but they do imagine what it might be – dream or
nightmare.
To write Changemakers, Morten and I worked through a series
of workshops with adults and young people in a process called
co-creation. This wasn’t the first time we’d worked together.
Much of our practice has developed from an empowerment
project we developed together called The Butterfly Project
(more on that metaphor later) and from our own experience as
enabling and empowering youth workers over the past twentyfive to thirty years.
Although what you have just read is fiction, many, many
aspects of the work were based on the true-life experiences and
the challenges and dilemmas of those workshop participants.
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world where young people are:
•
•
•
•

Regarded as valuable human beings.
Supported to follow their dreams and visions (as best
other people can manage).
Empowered to make decisions about their lives, and
understand that every action has consequences.
To have others available and willing to advocate for
them and protect them when necessary.

We believe this is the least young people deserve, and that
the most they deserve is restricted only by the limits they put on
themselves.
Today, there is significant pressure on young people in
Western societies: pressure to succeed, to be popular, to achieve
and then achieve some more. Some of the early readers of
Changemakers, felt that the dilemmas and challenges facing our
main characters in the story were perhaps overblown and too
dramatic. However, everything has been inspired by the realities
many of our co-creators faced in their lives.
In the following pages, we have included a workbook of
sorts, which we hope you will use to start a dialogue – with a
friend, a supporter, an adult or yourself. By considering the
questions within each chapter, we have found that some
powerful and interesting dialogues are possible. These are not
always easy or comfortable, but they seem to have always led to
something enlightening, empowering and invaluable.
We say believe in your dreams, believe that you can and
believe that you will. If you find yourself surrounded by dreamtramplers, give them a swift “kick in the ass” and seek out
dream-supporters instead. These may be found in all sorts of
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or supportive adult. Be aware that although “shit happens”, it is
possible to turn a situation around into a kind of gift, or an
opportunity to learn something and grow from the experience.
Be ultra-aware that everything you think, say or do has some
impact on what happens next. Even if you sit in a chair and do
nothing, there’s a consequence to that. What you place your
focus on will expand to fill the available space in your life.
Therefore, take care when focusing. A label you are given (or
that you give yourself) can be lived up to, or proven false. If you
are dyslexic, you can write a book. (Morten has just proved this.)
Finally, never, ever give up on your dreams. You may need a
loving kick to get started on them – a gentle easing out of their
cocoon before they can fly and bring help and value to others
around you (I told you we’d be back to the butterfly metaphor,
didn’t I?) – or you may still need to hold on to them, safe in
their cocoon for a while, not wishing to force them out too
soon. But sooner or later, hopefully with the help of this story
and the questions that follow, you will start to see them shape
and grow and develop. After all, you are a changemaker, and you
have the power to create, share and celebrate your own stories
and your own dreams.
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What Dream Do You Have for
Your Life?
•

Who’s around that can support you and that dream?

•

What you can do to make that dream come true?

•

What actions can you take that will move you closer to
your dream?

•

What can you stop doing that might be hindering your
dream?

•

What could you do in the short term (within the next 3
months)?

•

What could you do in the long term (in the next year)?

•

What daily habit could you develop to move you toward
that dream?
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What is a Changemaker?
•

Someone who makes a change for the better.

•

Someone who takes “response … ability”.

•

Someone who can find a place in their sphere of
influence where they can ACT to make a difference.

•

Someone who uses what they are good at to change
something for others in the community.

•

Someone who understands that talking about doing
something is only a beginning, and that taking ACTION
is what takes it forward.

•

Someone who has respect for themselves, others and
nature.

•

Someone who can find a place in a team with other
people.

•

Someone who focuses on what they want to see
happen, rather than on what they don’t want to see
happen. They know that what they focus on expands.

•

Someone who inspires and empowers others by their
own example.
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Someone who includes rather than excludes. They may
begin by being included by others and then go on to
include others as part of the development.

•

Someone who sees mistakes and failures as potential
learning opportunities.

•

Someone who use self-confidence and courage to
suggest possible actions for change.

•

Someone who feels valuable and worthy, knowing they
are making a difference.
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If You Wanna Change the World
Words & Music: Søren Eppler
You should be just who you are
if you wanna change the world
You should shine out like a star
if you wanna change the world
Little boy and little girl
you should realise your soul
as a mirror of the whole
if you wanna change the world
You should do what you are meant to do
if you wanna change the world
You should let your inner dream come true
if you wanna change the world
You should free your inner pearl
Let it out and let it shine
as a mirror in your mind …
if you wanna change the world
And I will not lie to you
It won’t be easy
But angels will fly to you
and help release it
And love will always answer when you call
Love will always answer when you call
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Sometimes there’s a story to be told
Sometimes it is further down the road
You should reach out for your destiny
if you wanna change the world
You should live out who you want to be
if you wanna to change the world
If you’re vagabond or earl
you should free your inner voice
Let the freedom be your choice …
if you wanna change the world
See the world where you wanna live
Give the love that you wanna give
Everyone is your relative
If you wanna change the world.
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Questions
What follows are pages for your own “afterwork”.
There are questions to help you focus on the issues you feel are
relevant from whichever chapters held your attention.
There’s space for you to note down ideas for local, community
or global change projects – remember to share these and find
support from Global Changemakers at
www.global-changemakers.net

Personal development (campfire) question.
Wider world (community) question.

Foreword
What’s great about where you live?
How does our fictional city compare to your home town?
Is there something you’d like to offer to change as a
volunteer in your community? What sort of personal
benefits might this bring you?
If you were in charge for a day, what would your
community look like?
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Chapter 1 – Dream Trampler
Max is told he is “dyslexic”. What “labels” have you
received from others? What “labels” have you given
yourself? How do you break labels?
Max feels his ambitions and dreams have been trampled on.
What does this experience feel like?

Chapter 2 – A Little Drinkee
What does a good friend look like for you? What does a bad
friend look like for you? How can you tell the difference?
What can people do if they feel they don’t have enough
good friends around them?

Chapter 3 – Going Out
Reflect on how good you feel in social situations – are there
things you do to build up your self-esteem?
What can we do to build self-worth, self-trust and selfesteem in ourselves and others?

Chapter 4 – National Pride
What’s the best way of dealing with pressure from your
friends to act a certain way?
Can you think of other examples of group pressure leading
to horrible events in the community?
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Chapter 5 – At the Demo
What’s the cause you would demonstrate or fight for

Chapter 6 – Cankle and Cake
Is it possible to see your body in a positive way, whatever
its shape or size?
How much does it matter what the models in magazines
look like?

Chapter 7 – Team Bebe
Think of something that you really want to do in life that
makes you feel fear: what would help you go through with
your “audition”?
What can fear do to us in these kinds of situations? What is
the opposite of fear?

Chapter 8 – Not Just a Pretty Face
Think about a situation where you’ve wanted to accept
support or help but refused. Would accepting help have
brought you a different outcome?

Chapter 9 – Bullies and Lies
?

Matti had treated Antonia in this way since school. What
should be included in bullying policies at school?
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what can we do to overcome it in our lives?

Chapter 10 – Demo
What do you think is the best way to clear up
misunderstandings?
How do you make your friends feel better when they’re sad
or in a bad mood?

Chapter 11 – Positive Voodoo
Think of what others have said in your life that has affected
how you see yourself now: e.g. “Watch out for …”,
“Haven’t I always told you that …”, “Please don’t …”, “I
don’t think you can …”, “I don’t believe you can …”.
Have you told yourself similar things? e.g. “I’m not good
enough …”, “I don’t deserve this …”.
What can you say to yourself that will strengthen you
instead?
What can you say to others that will strengthen them?

Chapter 12 – Jubilations
What does success mean to you and what support do you
need to achieve it?
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life than others?

Chapter 13 – A Working Man
Max’s dad gave him a “loving push” to find a job. What
motivates you to work hard?
What do you understand by the concept “taking
responsibility for your own life”?

Chapter 14 – Judges’ Houses
If you felt someone was being treated unfairly, what would
you do about it?
What are the most important values in your life that you
would like others to recognise in you?

Chapter 15 – Emperor Productions
Has someone ever given you a great opportunity? Did you
take it? If not, what stopped you, and why?

Chapter 16 – In the Money
Have you ever been tempted towards dishonesty? If you
didn’t think you were going to be discovered, would you
carry on being dishonest?
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influence your strategies in life?
Should people who people steal from their employers
always be prosecuted? Or should second chances and
forgiveness be offered instead?

Chapter 17 – Lads’ Day Out
What effect have your choices made on your life?

Chapter 18 – Going Live
How are you able to create your own happiness? Are you
letting the actions of others spoil it?
Are you waiting for happiness to drop into your lap? Are
you actively trying to pursue it? How is it possible to create
a situation where your happiness is not dependent on
others’ actions?
Is it possible for us to make other people happy? How?

Chapter 19 – Three Empty Chairs
When dreadful things that are outside of your control,
happen in life, what can you do to help yourself cope?
How can people within a community support each other
when lives are lost?

- 244 -

Chapter 20 – Visiting Rob
What can you do to build up your own courage? What
would this enable you to do in your life?
Can you imagine losing the ability to do something vital
(like Rob losing his legs)? What “gifts” might be possible to
find from this situation?

Chapter 21 – Pressure
If you were well-known/recognised in an area, how would
you behave in public?
Are famous people “fair game” for the media, or should
people’s privacy be protected?

Chapter 22 – Party Time
How much joy and fun do you have in life? What is fun for
you? What gives you joy?
Which thoughts stop you from doing more of the fun stuff?

Chapter 23 – Shame
Have you ever done something which you thought was “just
a bit of fun”, but others tried to shame you? Why do you
think that happens?
The feeling of shame is extremely powerful – what can it
make people do?
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Chapters 24 & 25 – Driving Fast & In the Corner
Have you ever felt under pressure to do something you feel
isn’t right? How did you react?
What things do people say to you that put you in a corner?
How can you bring yourself out of that feeling before
things get nasty?

Chapter 26 – Guilty
What does your version of “guilty” feel or look like?
Should we always come clean and tell the whole truth?

Chapter 27 – Second Chances
Are there people who have offered you a second chance in
your life? Why do you think they might have done this?
How can group or community members build up a culture
of second chances and understanding what makes some people
“go off the rails”?

Chapter 28 – No Means No!
How can friends help each other to be safe in social
situations?
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Chapter 29 – The Morning After
What’s important for protective services staff (health,
police, etc.) to know when they are questioning young
people who have been assaulted/raped?

Chapter 30 – Once a Liar
Have you ever told someone something important and been
disbelieved?
How can you support others in your community to
communicate the “truth” of situations effectively?

Chapter 31 – Bedsit Land
What are your strategies for making yourself feel better
when something awful has happened?
How long might it take to recognise the learning?
How can you support others to move forward after
horrible experiences?

Chapter 32 – Home from Home
When other people have lots of good “advice” for you –
how do you decide what’s best for your own journey? Do
you reason out the decision or trust your instincts?
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Chapters 33–39
What happens when you get away from noise and stress and
get into a quiet and beautiful place in nature?
How can time and experiences in nature support your
positive development?
What’s the difference between sympathy and empathy?
Have you experienced meeting a person at the very right
time and place without it being planned – a kind of magical
moment or synchronicity?
What can happen in these magic moments? And what can
be of significance to your life?
Some people believe that it is possible to attract these
moments to ourselves in life. How do you think you could
make that happen?
Respect for nature, animals, our planet – what actions can
we take in our community to take care of these things in
the future, and how might disrespecting them affect our
lives?
Can you identify the positive or negative thoughts (mindset)
that you have in your life? What would happen if you
focused on the positive mindset?
How do you decide to follow up on opportunities that
other people offer you? Do you say “yes” just to make
others happy? Do you jump in with both feet to see what
happens for yourself?

- 248 Have you heard the saying “If you love someone – set them
free”? Think about a time when you could have “let go” to
help someone or when someone might have “let go” to
help you?

Chapter 40 – Forgive
Think about somebody you feel has done you wrong. How
difficult would it be to forgive them? What stands in the
way of this?
Consider the case that sometimes the person you need to
forgive most, is yourself.

Chapter 41 & 42 – Turning & Going On
Have you ever taken an action that is totally for someone
else and about their needs? What did you have to give up to
do it? What reward do you get from it?
To follow your own dreams, what people can you find (in
your close or extended circle) to support you and to help
you never give up?
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Stay in Touch
If you want to be a part of Max and Antonia’s never-ending
story, stay in touch.
Visit our website: www.maxandantonia.com

