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			For my two girls Holly and Beatrix.
May having a voice bring you great joy.

			For Michael,
who told me to write 
about my day job for once.

			To my singing students. 
It’s been such a privilege working with you!

			To my singing teachers. 
You live in me. The way you have spoken 
into my life has changed me forever.

			Susan, 
thank you for unlocking 
my ever-tight jaw!

			Glenese, 
if I have a legacy even 
one quarter as good as yours 
one day, I shall be very proud.

			

			Step One

			Your Parents Have the Worst Idea Ever

			I came home from school today feeling like a loser. Some kid in art tripped and threw her paint all over me just before the first break. Mrs Alice spent all break time trying to make sure I did NOT look like vomit. Then Mrs Bartlett on reception gave me a spare uniform to wear—three sizes too big. It was like a tent on me. People stopped recognising me after that even though I’ve been at this school for three years.

			And then when I cycled home, my face still a faint red and purple from the paint accident, my front tyre went poof. So I sat on my bike in the middle of the path and screamed, ‘Nooooooo!’ exactly like Luke Skywalker does when he discovers Darth Vader is his dad. Several people at a bus stop stared at me like I was an alien.

			To top things off, my parents had a weird conversation with me. I walked in the door, all sweaty and multi-coloured, and it started there.

			‘Hayden? Why are you purple?’ Mum said.

			‘His ear is pink,’ Dad commented.

			‘It’s magenta,’ I said.

			Dad kept rolling out his pizza base. ‘How do you know it’s magenta?’

			‘That’s the colour Sophie wanted her tropical flowers to be. Then she tripped over the exercise ball Mrs Alice was letting her sit on and the paint went everywhere.’

			Dad bit back a smile. Mum turned her face into a kind expression. ‘I’m very sorry that happened to you, Hayden.’

			‘That’s not even the worst thing—’

			‘We have some good news for you,’ Mum said.

			‘Oh no,’ I said. Mum’s opinion of good news and mine were very different.

			‘Why are you saying that?’ Mum looked puzzled.

			‘You know how you struggle to talk to people, buddy?’ Dad said.

			‘I didn’t today. I told Sophie she sucked.’

			‘And I suppose that didn’t make her want to be your friend,’ Dad said.

			‘I don’t need friends.’

			‘We’ve decided to give you some help with your confidence,’ Mum said.

			‘What?’ I said blankly.

			‘We’ve decided to give you singing lessons with Mrs Williamson.’

			Nooooooooo! my brain screamed. ‘Why would you do that?’ I yelled.

			‘Steady on, mate.’ Dad puts his hand on my shoulder. ‘You’re 13 and still struggling to put yourself out there. We think this will be a great experience for you.’

			‘It will get you out of your comfort zone and using your voice,’ Mum added. ‘And it might help you with that speech problem your teacher mentioned. The stuttering issue.’

			

			‘I don’t have a stuttering issue. I’m not stuttering now, am I?’

			‘But you do around other people,’ Dad said. ‘This isn’t a kind world, Hayden. If you can’t use your voice, people don’t wait for you to get the words out. You just get drowned out. Son, this will really help your social life.’

			I just face-palmed. Sometimes parents have no idea.

			‘This is going to be one of those speech therapy things,’ I said pointedly.

			Mum and Dad raised eyebrows.

			‘Speech therapy helped you, mate,’ Dad said.

			‘I fell asleep,’ I reminded him.

			‘Well, maybe if you had paid more attention there, we wouldn’t be sending you to singing lessons now,’ Mum said.

			‘So you’re not sending me to singing lessons?’ I said hopefully.

			‘Oh yes, we are. Discussion closed, young man.’

			That was Mum’s favourite way to close a horrible conversation.

			

			Ugh. Young man, I thought in disgust. Mum was so out of touch. This was a total disaster.

			

			Step Two

			Turn into a Weirdo Who Takes 
Singing Lessons

			Let me tell you exactly why singing lessons with Mrs Williamson was a terrible idea that would not help my social life.

			[image: ] RIP to my rep. Singing lessons with someone who sang opera and wore big silk scarves would do nothing for my street cred.

			[image: ] RIP to my ears. Mrs Williamson’s singing demonstrations were always loud and high.

			[image: ] Too many girls. Mrs Williamson’s students were always girls. Boys knew going to her was an official admission they were not cool.

			[image: ] Weird lesson times. To go to lessons with Mrs Williamson, students at my school had to leave class for half an hour. When they came back, they had to catch up ‘in their own time’. Which was code for break time.

			I had never had a friend at school, but I reckoned I was really close to figuring out how to be cool and make people like me. My next strategy was going to be video games. I would say a few sentences about Minecraft at break, and bam—someone would hang out with me. Then we could just sit in front of the TV the whole time and not say anything to each other.

			Sports never worked for me. Footballs nearly took my head off. And after a near-kill shot to the neck during handball, I stopped trying to join games with smaller balls as well.

			Talking to people about regular things was not an option because I normally ran out of words after ‘uh, hi’. My parents were constantly stressing about it, especially after I stammered in front of a family friend once.

			

			Besides my so-called stammer, things always happened to me that made people laugh at me.

			[image: ] The Year One See-saw Disaster. 
One of my pant legs got caught on the seat just as a big kid leapt on the other end. Up I went with a loud tearing sound. I hung from my broken shorts in mid-air, swinging gently while people pointed and laughed.

			[image: ] The Year Two Pencil Incident. 
I fell asleep on my pencil and got it stuck up my nose. I had to go to hospital to get it out. Kids thought it was hilarious. Mum freaked out.

			[image: ] The Year Three Cane Toad Encounter. First, I face-planted off the slide into a huge mud puddle. Then the teacher lifted me up and discovered a cane toad underneath me. (Another Mum freak-out.)

			[image: ] The Year Four Crow Poo Embarrassment. I had just changed schools to the big college down the road that did all year levels. Clean slate, right? Second chance! But in the first week, my hat blew off on the playground. During the five seconds it was off, a crow did a massive poo on my head. No one told me about it the whole day. They just laughed behind their hands.

			Now in high school, I was even more worried because that was when people started uploading moments like the crow poo to TikTok. Imagine going viral for the wrong reasons! But that was even more likely to happen now.

			Because I would be sounding like a dying piglet in Mrs Williamson’s singing room every Wednesday.

			Someone save me, I thought.

			

			Step Three

			Let Your Singing Teacher 
Kill Your Eardrums

			I had seen Mrs Williamson walking through the school grounds before, a long silky scarf drifting behind her. She looked like she had stepped off a very old-fashioned movie set. But seeing her summon some other kid was very different from actually going to her room by myself to meet her properly.

			I knocked on the door as quietly as possible. Maybe she wouldn’t hear me. Then I could just leave.

			She had picked a stupid lesson time for me—10:20 in the morning. That meant five minutes of my lesson was during break time. Maybe my parents had told her to choose a time like that so that I missed less school. Another great idea of theirs … NOT.

			‘Hello, Hayden!’ Mrs Williamson called out cheerfully. Her voice sounded all theatrical.

			I gulped and pushed open the door.

			‘How are you today?’ Mrs Williamson smiled at me. Her green eyes were kind, but she still looked way too dressed up to be teaching at our school. It made me nervous.

			She tried a different question. ‘Have you had a good day?’

			I nodded. Yes and no questions were easily humankind’s best invention.

			‘Excellent,’ Mrs Williamson said. ‘It’s stunning weather, isn’t it?’

			Huh? What was I supposed to say to that?

			‘Now, your parents want you to do some singing with me. What sort of music do you like, Hayden?’

			I shrugged.

			‘Pop?’

			I shrugged.

			‘Rock?’

			

			What would you know about either of those? I thought. Another shrug.

			‘Broadway?’

			What the heck is that?

			‘Folk? Easy listening?’

			What is she talking about? I shrugged again. It was the safe option.

			‘Tell you what,’ Mrs Williamson said, ‘we will do some breathing and a warm-up, and then I’ll just throw a few options at you and see what you think.’

			Was she going to throw some books at me? I cringed.

			‘Let’s start with breathing.’

			‘I am br-breathing,’ I muttered. My parents would have lost their minds around about now. I had just stammered.

			Mrs Williamson threw back her head and laughed. Even her laugh was all musical and flash. I cringed again.

			‘I meant I’m going to teach you intercostal diaphragmatic breathing. It’s a fancy way of saying breathing low.’

			I was still standing in the doorway, so she said, ‘Come in all the way, Hayden, and close the door behind you.’

			I did as I was told, hoping the rest of the singing lesson would be that easy and normal. Sadly, I was wrong.

			Mrs Williamson stood up suddenly, and I lurched backward to get away.

			‘Put your hand on your tummy like this, Hayden, and then breathe so that your hand drops a little and moves out like this.’ She showed me. It felt very weird watching a teacher’s tummy.

			Then I realised she was staring at me, waiting for me to copy her. I made a face and did the breathing thing.

			‘Wonderful,’ she said. ‘And then pull your tummy in nice and slowly, like you’re speaking a long sentence. Your hand will move in with it.’

			She made me do this for what felt like five whole minutes. I was beginning to wonder if we were just going to do yoga when she said, ‘Now, time for a vocal warm-up!’

			Oh no. I went to sit down on a chair, but she waved me away.

			

			‘You stand up. It will help with your breathing. I’m only sitting down because I’m playing the piano at the same time.’

			Nice excuse, I thought. What were Mum and Dad thinking, sending me to this woman to stand around for half an hour?

			‘We will just do some simple humming.’ She hummed five notes, playing them on the piano so that I could see. Even her humming made my ears ring. ‘Can you hum those notes back to me?’

			She slowly played the notes on the piano, waiting to see if I would join in. I didn’t.

			‘Okay, let’s do this together. Hum at the same time as me.’

			I wondered if she was going to lose patience, but she didn’t. She just kind of got lost in her own humming, and I found myself humming along, up and down the piano, keeping my hum quiet so she couldn’t hear anything.

			‘Excellent,’ she said at the end. ‘You know how to match pitch.’

			WHAT? How could she possibly have heard that?

			

			My surprise must have shown on my face because she grinned at me, a hint of mischief in her eyes. ‘I think it’s time for a song, don’t you?’

			Luckily, the bit where I picked a song turned out to be Mrs Williamson singing parts of three songs for me to choose from. This meant I could just zone out. Or try to zone out. She was very loud.

			‘Sunshine, it’s in the aaaaaiiiiiiiiiiiiir, beautiful sunshine, everywhere …’

			I winced.

			‘Which one did you like the most, Hayden?’ She turned to me.

			I couldn’t remember the names of the first two. I knew one of them had the word ‘tomorrow’ in it over and over and another one was about boats. I shrugged.

			‘Did you like “Skye Boat Song”, “Try Again Tomorrow” or “Sunshine”?’ She pointed at the sheet music of each one as she said it.

			I moved closer despite myself. It was interesting how she could read those squiggles, lines and dots and turn them into music. And she read it at the same time as reading words. It was like understanding code or something.

			‘Um, “S-sunshine”.’ I spoke so quietly that she moved her head closer to hear. I leapt back.

			‘Did you say “Sunshine”, love?’

			Love? I fought back vomit.

			I nodded.

			‘Great. Let’s learn some.’

			I stared at her in horror. She wanted me to sing this song I didn’t know?

			‘It’s all right, Hayden. I’ll sing a line and you can sing it back to me. SUNSHINE, IT’S IN THE AIR.’

			She started so suddenly that I jumped. Looking at me, she slowly played the notes again, waiting for me to join in. I didn’t. ‘You want me to sing it with you when you sing it back? All right. You ready? Sing at the same time as me.’

			‘Sunshine, it’s in the aaaaaaaaaaaaiiiiiiiiiir.’

			‘Sunshine, it’s in the air,’ I droned away under her.

			‘Nice,’ she said. I nearly snorted with laughter. ‘Beautiful sunshine, everywheeeeeere. Now, you sing it back with me.’

			I found myself doing as she asked. And then, I didn’t know how she managed it, but she tricked me into singing by myself. She sang me a line, opened her mouth like she was going to sing
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