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To the ones who know they’re meant for bigger things.





CONTENT WARNING

This is a work of fiction, but deals with many real issues affecting young people. These include themes of mental illness, eating disorders, addiction and suicide.





‘To be a fan is to scream alone together.’

Hannah Ewens, Fangirls
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PHASE ONE: CASTING
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CHAPTER 1

The billboard on Jerrick Street is malfunctioning. It skitters between a FreshElla ad for hair removal cream, and a L’Oréal commercial from last year that features Nico and her UNSTOPPABLE LASHES. The looping images are oddly hypnotic; I fall deep into Nico’s pine-tree-green eyes, and wonder who, exactly, is trying to stop lashes?

It takes my mind off what we’re about to do. I’m seventeen now. If we’re caught, I’ll be sent to the rigs.

I sit on a dumpster, waiting. In a baseball cap, baggy jeans and Dad’s shapeless sweater, I hope people think I’m a boy. I absentmindedly hum Nico’s last single under my breath. So casual, so natural, perched on a stinking bin outside PharmaDoc in Kelso town. Not suspicious at all.

Molly says this is a ‘victimless crime’.

I don’t believe that for a second, but the lie is comforting. I think about Robin Hood: robbing the rich to give to the poor, and he’s still one of the good guys. Jenson needs this; it’s a no-brainer. Medicine should be a right, not a privilege, and decent healthcare shouldn’t just be for the rich. But, despite my hoodie, I’m not Robin Hood and, even if you roll it in glitter, he was still a thief.

I stop humming and sit upright as an eggshell-blue van turns the corner. I strain to get a better look. It’s him. Same time every other day, like clockwork.

I study his face. The new driver doesn’t look much older than us, with a wispy hamster moustache under his beaky nose. We wouldn’t try this with a more experienced driver. Lanky, and very bored-looking, he clambers out of his delivery van and slopes to the rear doors. The truck doesn’t seem to be locked and he climbs inside to unload his delivery. I cast a sideways glance to the CCTV camera angled over the pharmacy door. We stuck Hubba Bubba bubble-gum on the lens last night. No one has been to fix it since.

So where the hell is Mol? We have the narrowest slit of a window to do what we need to do.

Right on cue, I hear a crash as she steers her rusty old bike into the front of the van, followed by a dramatic pained cry. My big sister lays down, flat on her back, on the tarmac and waits. The bewildered driver hops off the truck and rushes to the front to investigate the commotion. He leaves the doors ajar. Idiot.

Time for action.

The instant he’s out of sight, I dart across the street and boost myself into the back of the vehicle. I have only as long as Mol can distract him. She gets to be the decoy because she has bigger boobs than I do.

Boxes, boxes, boxes. There are so many boxes back here. I scan them, looking for the specific manufacturer I need: Healthline G. There are dozens of Healthline G branded boxes, large, medium and small. I curse under my breath.

Outside I dimly hear Molly and the driver dispute her ‘injury’.

‘I think it might be broken,’ she complains.

‘It doesn’t look bad to me…’

‘Wait! Don’t leave me! It hurts so much!’ She’s a bad actress. Maybe I should have been the flat-chested decoy after all.

Each cardboard box has a printed delivery slip attached, outlining the contents. I know exactly what we need: Pegagon Pre-Filled Injectable 10mg. My brother uses this pen monthly; I’m very familiar. Where is it? Desperate, I start throwing smaller crates aside.

‘Look, should I call an ambulance or not?’ the driver says impatiently on the other side of the metal wall.

‘No… but can you help me up?’ Molly whines.

I survey the mess I’ve made, rubbing my temples. I think I’ve checked every single Healthline G box. None of the deliveries contain the pen I need. My face is too hot, my chest itches, and I can feel tears pushing at the backs of my eyes. We only get one go at this.

‘I think you’ll be okay. Can you walk?’ The man’s voice is much, much closer.

I can’t afford to freeze. As his shadow sweeps into the van, I press myself between the two largest plastic crates like a spider. Daylight floods the space and I curl in as small as I can go. I daren’t even breathe. I’ve seen videos on G-Net from inside the prison rigs: the gangs, the initiations, the beatings. I wouldn’t last a day.

A box slides out of the truck before the door slams shut. I assume he’s taking his delivery inside the pharmacy. I crawl out of my hole and trip over my feet trying to reach the door. With a sinking sensation, as I fumble in the dark, I realize there isn’t a door handle on the inside. I’m gonna puke. Now, not only have I failed, I’m gonna be kidnapped too.

I bang on the door, as loudly as I dare. ‘Molly? Mol!’

The next township is eight miles away. I have no money for the train or bus. I’m supposed to sing tonight. I start to question if the delivery van is airtight. Can I even breathe in here? Is it refrigerated?

‘Taryn?’ It’s Molly, on the other side of the doors.

‘Let me out!’ I hiss.

‘I can’t! He locked it.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘I’m sorry,’ my sister says.

The back of the van is windowless, but it isn’t pitch dark. Where is the light coming from? Behind the mountain range of cardboard boxes and crates, pencil grey light filters through a screen connecting to the driver’s cab in the front. I push past the upturned stock to get to this inner window. I reach up and realize the hatch can be slid open horizontally. God, I really don’t want to do this, but don’t see how I have any other choice.

I slide the grille open as far as it can go. Finally, being the flat-chested one is going to pay off. I pull over a larger crate to climb on. It’s going to be a tight fit. I slip both arms through the gap first, followed by my head. Nico’s new song is playing on the radio. Coincidence.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ It’s Molly again, standing by the passenger-side window.

‘What does it look like?’

I furl my shoulders inwards, making myself as small as possible. It hurts, scraping myself through. My shoulder blades grind against the frame, but, from here, I can use my body weight to slide headfirst onto the padded bench of the van’s cabin. I wriggle my hips through the window and flop onto my side. Ungainly, but I’m in the front.

‘Can I get your number please?’ Molly suddenly shouts. ‘I might need to sue.’

I duck down. She’s talking to the driver. He’s back.

I roll over. On the dashboard there’s a button with a key symbol. I reach over and press it. I wince at the loud click the van makes as it unlocks. If Molly has intercepted the driver outside the pharmacy, I’ll have to use the driver’s side. I wriggle over the seat and test the handle. As softly as I can, I tease the door ajar. I’m still headfirst so I’m going out snake-style.

Opening the door only as much as I have to, I slither from the van to the tarmac. I suppress a groan as I land on my hip. From here, I can peer underneath the truck and see two pairs of feet on the other side. I crouch and very softly push the door shut, then head to the rear of the van and step onto the pavement where Mol can see me. ‘So yeah, watch where you put your stupid van next time.’

‘Psycho,’ the driver mutters before heading to the side.

Molly pushes her bike towards me without saying a word. The driver eyes me suspiciously as we take the alleyway at the side of the pharmacy, knowing the dead-end fence has a gap we can cut through to get to the Medico-Plus car park. I wait until we’re outside the shiny glass frontage of the Rich Hospital before I pull my hood down and shake my hair loose.

My big sister’s eyes widen. ‘Well? How many did you get?’ She stares at me with a look that is somewhere between expectation and desperation. ‘Taryn? How many?’

This is every bit as suffocating as being trapped in that van. ‘None,’ I admit. ‘They didn’t have any.’

Mol’s face turns a nasty shade of grey. ‘After all that? Are you sure?’

A flash of irritation. ‘Yes, Molly, I am sure. I checked every single box. Twice.’

I lower my voice as a suited older man wheels a poised, white-haired woman into the gleaming entrance of the private hospital. As he passes, he gives us the dirtiest look. We’re bringing down the neighbourhood.

‘What do we do now?’ Molly asks.

I have no clue.

A heist was my very last bright idea.
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CHAPTER 2

I can’t cook. I can’t mend motors. I can’t even steal so it seems.

I have two talents: I have trained my bladder to hold out for six hours so I never have to pee in the rancid toilets at school, and I can sing.

Only one of these skills will come in handy tonight.

Tonight, it’s Merrill Saunders’ fiftieth birthday party. The festivities have fallen on what Mum always used to call Fools’ Spring; the two or three clear, dry days in March when you can kid yourself that winter is in retreat. Pessimist that I am, I know it won’t last, but for this evening, at least, it’s warm enough to make a campfire, risk the rations and sing. I tune my guitar by ear and wait for my audience to settle.

I hope I never get bored of singing. I hope people never get bored of hearing me sing. I know it’s arrogant, but I really am good at this one thing and I love doing it. I think that’s pretty lucky. I sometimes catch myself thinking about singing, how odd it is. Using your voice to make tunes is mad when you consider it. Did we learn from the birds, or vice versa? If I think about it too long, my head feels weird.

All I know is music is magic. I know it makes my heart float up a little higher in my chest; and I know it makes this desolate armpit we call home bearable. For good and bad, music reminds me of Mum. She was a singer too. She used to say that if I wasn’t singing, she knew I was ill and not just trying to get out of PE.

I can use this little bit of magic to help the settlement. I sing for them. I sing for Jenson because if I don’t, I’ll wail.

I feel so guilty. We failed him today. As it snaps and crackles, the fire casts ghoulish shadows across my brother’s face. He looks puffy, bloated somehow. He sits, sandwiched between Molly and Dad.

‘Get on with it, wee Taryn!’ Merrill Saunders brays, clutching a cider. ‘I’m freezing my arse off out here.’

‘Okay, okay!’ I wouldn’t want to let a bit of crippling anxiety about my brother dying spoil her big day.

Some settlers start calling out requests. The older refugees like the classics: Beyoncé or Adele, while the children like whatever is doing the rounds on Network G. But I know Jenson likes N-TRU5T so I start with an acoustic version of their ballad, ‘Me Without You’.

‘This is for Jenson. I hope you’re feeling better soon,’ I say and an expectant hush falls over the camp.


It could be your smile,

or the way that you drive;

it might be your eyes

or the times when you spiral;

it’s true.

There won’t be a me without you…



I don’t doubt that the boyband wrote this song for their army of teenage girl fans, but tonight it’s about my brother. He was born sick. We have always fought for him. I don’t remember a time when I wasn’t fighting for him.

I’m a Betweenie, the generation that came between the war and the floods. Jenson is a Waterbaby, born after the sea surges devoured most of the south coast, driving us north of the border.


The long summer nights,

we laugh when we fight;

lazy long Sundays,

together on Mondays so blue.

There won’t be a me without you.



I catch his eyes through the bonfire flames, and it’s locked in. It’s a promise.



I play until after midnight, when my throat is raw and I put my foot down after several rounds of one more song. Poor Jenson looks shattered, and we peel away from the now quite merry birthday party in the direction of our unit.

Tobey Faraday falls into step alongside me. His hand-me-down clothes are much too big for him. His skinny neck pokes out of his dad’s old coat like a turtle’s head emerging from its shell. ‘That was really lovely, Taryn.’

‘Thanks, Tobey.’

‘Would you maybe like to, like, you know, jam sometime? I play the keyboard.’

I don’t catch the laugh before it pops out. I have heard him sing. Sad-boy-anthems with a lot of emotive hand gestures. ‘Sorry, I… the word jam threw me.’ He looks hurt. I know – because my sister is sure to remind me daily – that Tobey has a crush on me. It’ll pass. He’s only fifteen, a year older than Jenson. ‘I think I might be a solo artiste at heart.’

He looks crushed. ‘Okay. Got it. Maybe I can play you my stuff sometime?’

The rest of my family has arrived at our unit and I want the night to be over. ‘Sure.’ I mean it. I take pity on the boy. Enough people had to suffer my early attempts at song-writing. I’ll pay it forward. ‘Night, Tobey.’

He heads back to his family’s unit and I weave my way through the grid system to catch up with Molly and Dad. The QE II camp was supposed to be temporary housing; somewhere for us to wait while the Scottish parliament sorted out permanent addresses for English refugees.

The units are ugly, single-storey trailers, fifty of them, all standing on small stilts to avoid rainwater. When we were little, and it was dry, we would crawl into the space underneath them, hiding from each other or playing commandos. We didn’t mind that rats the size of terriers made their home there. These days, I’m astounded at how devil-may-care we were about the disease they spread. What were we thinking? I’m oddly nostalgic for an era when I didn’t know what Weil’s disease was.

I head inside. The evening is warm enough to save on generator fuel for a night. The solar panels on the roof are worse than useless for nine months of the year. It’s Scotland.

‘Right, you lot,’ Dad commands with a clap of his hands. ‘Straight to bed. No arguments, I mean it.’

The mere thought of the six a.m. alarm is dreadful. Mol and Dad are up at dawn for the shuttlebus to the construction site, while Jenson and I have school. My grades are just good enough that I’m allowed to study until eighteen rather than having to enlist in either the army or Labourforce. I tell Dad that I need a minute to let the performance adrenaline subside, and he permits me to stay up if I make us both a chamomile tea. Deal.

The main room of our unit is a poky kitchen-dining-living room space with a built-in table and benches. As I clatter around at the kitchen end, Dad turns on the little TV screen set into the wall over the dining area. Network G news. I don’t know how he can watch that stuff before bed: dengue fever in Central Europa; nuclear bickering between India and Pakistan; the Pure Nation Party winning the Red States election. Enough to give anyone nightmares.

I hand Dad his mug as he frowns at his crappy old phone. In this family, we do hand-me-ups, not hand-me-downs. I gave that handset to Mol before she gave it to Dad. He swears under his breath and slams down the phone.

‘What’s up?’ I slip under the table to sit opposite him.

He rubs his stubbled jaw and lowers his voice. ‘Nothing.’ I glare because he’s lying. ‘There’s more issues with Pharmaid.’

Oh, I know, but I play along. Molly and I vowed that Dad would never find out what we were planning with the delivery van. ‘What now?’

‘Something about the floods in Europa meaning delivery is being prioritized over there.’

‘They’re not sending anything?’ I ask, incredulous.

‘They’re saying delays, whatever that means.’

When the UK voted to be independent from Europa, is this what they had in mind? ‘Do we have enough to get by?’

We both know what I mean. ‘We might need to halve his dosage.’

Nope. Not an option. Any lingering joy from the campfire is rinsed in a second. Without his meds, my brother runs the risk of needing a liver transplant. He’s been on the waiting list since he was eight, so the odds of one miraculously being available in the next fortnight seem slim. ‘What about the charity application?’

‘Nothing. I guess there’s the Doctor Lottery.’

Since I turned sixteen, I’ve joined my sister and dad in entering the weekly prize draw. If you get all six numbers, you get a private operation in a fancy hospital. Any surgeon, any surgery. ‘I read somewhere that there’s a greater probability of being attacked by a shark than there is of winning the lottery.’

‘Is the shark medically trained?’ Dad asks and I manage a wry smile. ‘Anyway, we can’t afford to enter any more times than we already do.’ I hear the guilt in his voice at having to include his daughters in this ongoing struggle. With Mum gone, Molly and I had to grow up pretty fast. It has never felt like duty and I have zero regrets. Jenson needs us, simple as that. It is what it is.

My father rests his head in his hands on the canary-yellow Formica table. ‘What about Project Population?’

I blink and lean forward in case I’ve heard incorrectly. ‘Excuse me?’

He looks at me, eyes pink-rimmed and bloodshot. ‘It’s a lot of money, Taryn.’

‘Oh shut up…’

He goes on. ‘No, you shut up. I am Dad, you are daughter. The payout would cover private healthcare and then some. Set you guys up until —’

‘No!’ I slap my hand on the table and Molly emerges from our bedroom.

‘What’s the drama?’ Mol scowls, toothpaste on her spots.

‘Dad wants to go to Project Population.’

‘NO.’ My big sister is even more no-nonsense than I am. ‘If anyone’s going to the project, it’s me.’

I swear very loudly.

Dad rolls his eyes. ‘What are you talking about? I’ll get more than you will.’

True. It’s a very simple system. Five hundred English dollars for every year you’ve been alive. The reasoning is that the elderly put a greater strain on the system, so they’re incentivized to retire. It’s quick; it’s painless; it’s lucrative. And it’s so popular that the programme has been adopted around the world. It’s cheaper for the government to kill you than it is to care for you.

I was young, but I remember the prime minister standing outside New Downing Street to make the announcement. With carefully choreographed ‘caring’ hand gestures, he explained that desperate measures were needed once the supply chains began to crumble. We were told there simply wasn’t enough food to go around, not enough hospital beds to care for the sick.

See, I find that doubtful, now, given how well-fed the Prime Minister looked at that podium. I’m not convinced he and his family are living off ration boxes, whatever the news-reels say.

‘It’s not what Jenson would want,’ I say, keeping my voice low. The last thing he needs is this on his plate. ‘Or us. Dad, we can’t do this without you. We already lost…’ I don’t need to say the last word.

Molly gets herself a glass of water. ‘I’ll speak to Trent Davis,’ she mutters, not looking us in the eye.

I swear again. ‘Are you insane?’

‘Better ideas?’

I glare at her across the unit. ‘He’s scum. He’s a drug dealer, Mol.’

She looks at me like I’m dense. ‘We need drugs.’

‘No!’ We all turn to see Jenson lingering in the threshold to his box room. ‘No one is talking to Trent, and no one is applying for Project Population. Not yet, anyway. I will. When I turn eighteen.’

A sentence so ghastly we’re all frozen for a second. Then I go to him, but he holds out a hand to bar me. ‘I decided ages ago. I’m a burden.’

To hear him say those words makes me want to punch a hole in these flimsy walls. ‘Don’t say that. Don’t ever say that. It is not your fault you’re ill. It’s not your fault the free hospitals are falling to pieces. Nothing is your fault.’

‘It’d be easier for everyone,’ he says, holding his chin high. ‘I shouldn’t even be here anyway.’ It’s true. Just eighteen months after he was born, the two-child cap was introduced.

Dad pulls him into a hug. ‘I don’t want to live in a world without you, son.’

I wrap my arms around them both and, in turn, feel Mol’s body press against my back. If nothing else, we are a unit in our unit.



I can’t sleep. Eventually I give up and tiptoe from our bedroom to the living area. I don’t turn on any lights. I tuck my bare legs under me and plug my phone in to charge. It only really functions if it’s attached to power but I hate using the generator more than I have to.

I’m about to open the Network G app to watch some brainless reality drivel until I get sleepy, but I see that I have a little red number 1 in my inbox. Probably from one of my teachers reminding me about an assignment due date.

I’m tired so I have to read the subject header a couple of times before I can process it. I hold the phone closer to my face to check that I’m not imagining things.

I have one unread email and it’s from Starmaker.

It’s so long since I applied, I forgot I ever submitted my audition. It was what? Four months ago? At least.


Congratulations TARYN BECK

Thank you for submitting your audition video. We’re pleased to say your application was successful and we’d love to learn more about you!

Click HERE to arrange a video call with one of Team Starmaker.

Your life changes right here, TARYN!
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CHAPTER 3

‘Come on,’ I say to Jenson as we walk the dirt track known as Pilgrim’s Way. This path connects the camp to the main road and eventually school. ‘Let’s cut class.’

‘We can’t,’ he argues, and I remind him that we’re working towards algebra exams on a dying planet. There’s no comeback to that.

Instead, we take a detour into Kelso Town. Fool’s Spring persists; it’s much too nice to be stuck indoors. While we were forced over the border, I can’t deny we’re in a very beautiful part of the world. On higher ground, we’re protected from the worst of the weather, and the infinite rolling hills are as plush as green velvet. The little town nestled in the valley is pretty too. Alongside the River Tweed, it’s a reminder of what my hometown was like once upon a time. I like the higgledy-piggledy cobbled streets and the imposing turret of the old Christian church, even if the latter is now scrawled in red spray-paint: GOD GHOSTED US.

It’s market day. Tarp-covered stalls line both sides of what constitutes the high street. It’s bustling, noisy, vendors shouting offers over each other. Five carrots for a dollar! Only oranges in Scotland! Wealthier townsfolk can bulk out their ration box with extra protein at the butcher’s van, or greens from the farm stall. Jen and I head directly for the cookie tent, obviously.

Derrick greets us. ‘Here’s trouble. School closed today, eh?’

Derrick is Mol’s boyfriend’s dad. He’s really nice, and won’t rat us out to Dad. He drops a white chocolate and cranberry cookie into a brown paper bag. Given how scarce sugar is, he may as well have slid us a gold bar. ‘Are you sure?’ I ask, knowing he’d never take our money.

He smiles, a gap in his teeth from a fight many years ago – or so he says. ‘I always say no one deserves anything in this life, but I think you two are owed a bit of luck, don’t you?’

My stomach twists, giddy, remembering last night’s events. Getting the email and selecting an appointment slot could have all been a fever dream if I hadn’t woken to a confirmation this morning. It’s real. I’m talking to someone from the show later today. Suddenly my appetite is all gone, replaced with a horrid stomach swill of excitement and fear.

We take the cookie to the riverbank and lay under a turquoise sky dotted with woolly clouds. We take turns to describe the shapes of them: bunny rabbit; ice-cream van; saggy nappy. Some very cute mallard ducklings come to see us. Can you feed ducks cookie? I can’t bear the thought of poisoning them, so keep my half to myself.

‘What are you gonna do next year?’ Jenson asks, demolishing his half of the biscuit in two humongous bites.

‘Don’t harsh my bliss.’ I scowl at him.

‘Taryn…’ he complains.

‘Oh I don’t know!’ I relent, physically unable to be mad at his cherub face. ‘There’s no money for university. I don’t care enough anyway.’

Only the top ten per cent nationally get to go to higher education and, of that cohort, only a handful of places are funded so really only the top ten per cent of the richest families have the chance to qualify for soft-hand professions. ‘I guess I’ll apply to Labourforce. Hopefully I get something warm and dry.’ I shrug. With our misfortune, I’ll get sewage duty.

‘What about your singing?’

I almost puke the cookie up. It’s like he’s reading my mind. ‘What about it?’

He has a lot of sass for a very sick fourteen-year-old. I think he might be gay. I certainly hope he is. Most straight guys are unbearable. ‘You’re too good to stop. Taryn, when you sing it’s like you don’t even have to try. It just flows out of your mouth like water. Dad says you’re even better than Mum was. When I sing it’s like my face is wrestling the music.’

I laugh aloud. I’ve heard him sing and that’s a fair assessment. ‘I’ll never stop singing. Ever. But we need money. I don’t think busking, or doing Friday nights at the Acorn Inn is gonna cover it.’

‘You should send a video to one of the networks. You’re better than… Nico.’

‘Oh shut up!’ I playfully slap his arm. ‘Nico is so good she doesn’t need a surname.’ The true sign of icon status in my eyes. I grew up on Nico’s music. Her first album became my entire identity for a year or so. I was a full-fledged Niccie. When she had public beef with Alleyman, I rode for her, posting dozens of poop emojis on every G-Net post he made. I look back at this time with a mixture of pride and mortification.

I consider telling him that I have already sent a video to one of the networks, and it was an old Nico song I performed. It did the trick, evidently. The secret is like a hummingbird in my throat, dying to break out, but I swallow it back. I can’t burden Jenson with this.

The stakes are too high. IF I am selected and IF I make the final ten and IF I’m eliminated, there’s an almighty catch. I know it, and he knows it too. We watch Starmaker every year.

The clouds above us are becoming less woolly and more steely. It’s going to rain, and soon. ‘You should get to school,’ I say with a sad sigh. ‘At least you swerved PE.’

‘What?’ he protests. ‘What about you?’

‘Never you mind about me.’

He eyeballs me warily. ‘Are you going to meet a boy?’

‘What makes you think it’s a boy not a girl?’ I fire back.

‘You’ve got makeup on. And you did your hair.’

‘Don’t I normally?’

‘No,’ he says with a snort and I can’t argue with that. ‘Tell me, who is it?’

‘Just some guy from the private school. Don’t tell Dad.’ Better for him to think it’s a random crush than the truth.



Sometimes people are good. The people of Kelso stopped the old library from being demolished, donated their unwanted books, and volunteered to run it on a rota system. I get it. If we don’t have music, and books, and plays and art, we’re not even human any more. We wouldn’t be living; we’d be surviving.

Their Wi-Fi is better than the woeful service out at the camp, so I reserve one of the antique telephone boxes they’ve converted into private meeting booths. It’s cramped but it means no one will hear what I’m doing (or tell Dad). I make sure to charge my phone to full while I’m here too.

It’s 1:58. I check that I’m presentable in my phone camera. I have stolen some makeup from Mol. I’m also wearing her XXL N-TRU5T hoodie and hope that’s not too much like I’m brown-nosing. I forced some hoop earrings into my old piercings, trying to create some semblance of the girls I see in the MVs or on socials. I tousle my hair in an attempt to make it more voluminous. It’s the colour of milky tea and I wish I’d bleached some stripes in the front. If only I’d had time to prepare.

At two p.m. on the dot, I hit the meeting link.

Your host knows you’ve arrived. Please wait.

I realize I’m holding my breath. This is a Network G meeting room. The G is for Global. This person could be calling from anywhere in the New Peace Alliance.

The room pops open to fill my screen and I see a pretty, young woman with perfect teeth smiling out at me. ‘Hi Taryn. I’m Willa; thanks for taking time out to talk with me.’

I think she’s American, or maybe Canadian I guess. ‘Oh my god, no, thank you,’ I gush. I’ve seen Starmaker, I know they want PERSONALITY over all else. I plaster a grin on my face. ‘This is, like, just mind-blowing. Sorry if I seem unhinged!’ I should reel it in a bit. They want charisma, not certifiable.

‘Relax, your audition was just perfect. You have a killer voice. This is just an informal chat to get to know you better. Is it okay if we record this meeting?’

They sometimes use this footage. If I refuse, I might as well just quit here and now. I consent. Willa whips through some fairly basic questions, taking notes as I reply. Where did I learn to sing? Have I taken dance lessons? Who are my musical inspirations?

‘My mum was a singer; she sang with me every day,’ I tell her. Call me cynical but I add, ‘She died, five years ago.’

‘Oh, sweetheart, I’m sorry to hear that.’ Willa doesn’t look sorry; I can see dollar signs in her eyes. A sob story is diamond dust on Starmaker. ‘Five years? French flu?’

I nod. The UK didn’t get the vaccine quickly enough. With it, who can say if she’d have pulled through.

‘So tell me,’ Willa goes on, ‘you’re living in a refugee camp?’

‘My hometown is underwater now.’

‘So awful. What’s it like, living in one of the camps?’

I can see the backstory film in my mind even now. IF you make the final ten, they send a crew to film your life before you enter the Dreamhouse. Of course I told them about the QEII on my application form. Those shows are always about the narrative. Always. ‘It’s tough,’ I say, ‘but we’re like a big family.’ This is not an exaggeration. ‘We all came up from the south and, when things are hard, it bonds you. You have to work together. In a way, it’s friendlier than how we lived before. We didn’t even know our neighbours back then.’

‘Aw, that’s lovely.’

I go in for the kill. ‘That’s why I think I could bring a lot to the Dreamhouse. That’s a family too. Sisters.’

I see it. I see the slight smile curve her lips. She knows I know, and I know she knows. She’s caught a live one. A little fishy who knows how to play the game. ‘Okay, so let me run you through the process, Taryn. We hold national auditions all over the world. Only the very best are shown to Chairman Slade and he decides the final ten trainees that’ll enter the Dreamhouse.’

If you look online, you can find oblique references to Chairman Slade, the CEO of Elysium Entertainment. He’s legendary, the most powerful man in music, but he keeps his face out of the press. If an idol group flops, the fandom lays the blame at his door. All I know is he’s been involved with Starmaker since the beginning. He is literally the Starmaker. He shaped Nico, and N-TRU5T, and Cassette Marquez, and The Whiplashes and about fifty per cent of the popstars I grew up with.

‘Taryn, I’m legally obliged to ask this next question. Are you aware of the consequences of participating in Starmaker?’

‘I am,’ I say.

‘Again, this is a legal requirement. Can you please confirm you accept the following terms and conditions.’ She delivers the rest precisely, like she’s reading from a document. ‘Once participants enter the survival show stage of Starmaker, they submit to an elimination process in partnership with Project Population. A winning contestant or contestants receive the prize package which, this year, includes a two-album minimum recording contract with Elysium Entertainment, luxury accommodation for life, and a cash prize of ten million US dollars.’

‘Understood.’

She delivers her next line with the same breeziness. ‘Eliminated contestants forfeit their life to Project Population.’

‘Yes.’

‘And, for the avoidance of doubt, you understand that this means death?’

My throat is sandpaper as I say, ‘I do.’
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CHAPTER 4

The next day I awake to an email from Team Starmaker inviting me to an audition in the Northern Powerhouse.

It’s Saturday, and everyone will sleep late, but – as I made the mistake of checking my phone – I’m electrified. I slip a chunky jumper on over my pyjamas, and quietly make a cup of black tea so as not to wake anyone. The ration box comes on Mondays so we have no milk until then.

I take my mug to the front step outside the unit. The ground glitters with frost, but I think it’s going to be a pretty spring day. A hazy peach sun peeps over the hills and the birds chirp and chatter. The units are like Monopoly houses and the tracks between them are muddy and pitted, but this hillside has become home. I hear Mrs Jennings’s chickens cluck in their coop. Sue Ransome has left her crisp white bedding drying on the line overnight and a bird has kindly pooped on it.

Seven years since we came here. I was ten. Mum was alive. For better or worse, this is all I’ve known since.

This is all audition anxiety talking. Fear that my life will change. Because, let’s be real, this place is a dump. We were literally dumped here, and then forgotten. This bitter thinking turns my jitters to iron. Like Derrick said, we deserve better than this. Anyone would. It isn’t fair that just ten minutes away people live in four, five-bedroom houses, with bathtubs, not a dribbling shower over the toilet. They have gardens and spare rooms. What a concept! Imagine having so much space that you have a room that sits empty for most of the year. It is not fair. Did we ask the sea to swallow Exeter?

Starmaker is offering me something more.

If I get through the audition.

If I win.

If I don’t…

Change is scary. Even the thought. I remember how scared I was to leave home, how scared I was when Mum got sick, and now I’m scared again. I wonder if there will be a day in my life when I’m not a bag of knots. My fears start small, but snowball, until I’m fearful of the fear itself.

I cling to one fact. My singing voice got me noticed. I knew I had a good voice. Can’t wait to rub Mol’s face in it.

The door to the unit opens with a whine, and Dad steps outside. ‘Did I wake you up?’ I ask.

‘Nah, love, I’ve been staring at the ceiling since dawn. Busy head.’ He scratches my crown.

Now is as good a time as any. ‘Dad, I need to talk to you.’

He sits alongside me on the step. There’s a lot of grey in his beard these days. ‘Are you pregnant?’

‘Ew! No!’ I punch his arm quite hard.

‘Reassuring.’

My voice is a girlish mumble, my throat tight. ‘I’ve been asked to go to an audition for Starmaker.’

I see the tiles in his head sliding together. Dad is hardly a fan, but he’s been home enough when we watch. ‘But… no. No way, Taryn.’

‘It’s just an audition.’ I shrug my shoulders up to my ears.

‘I said no.’

‘The survival show doesn’t start until the Final Ten. The odds of getting that far are miniscule. What do I have to lose?’

His eyes bulge. ‘Your life!’ He lowers his voice so as not to wake the others. ‘That show is… ghoulish. I appreciate you trying to support your family but…’

I squeeze his hand. ‘Dad, can I sing?’

‘What kind of a question is that? You got your mum’s voice.’

I look him deep in the eyes, hoping I sound more confident than I feel. ‘What if I win?’

‘What if you don’t?’

I shake my head. I have thought of little else all night. I even dreamed that I kept missing the train to my audition. ‘Let’s say by some miracle I make it through to the live shows. I would be famous. Like really famous. I can use the platform to raise awareness. You could start a fundraiser. Dad, it’s the most watched programme in the entire world. Win… or lose, I can help Jenson.’

He doesn’t say anything for a long time, but I can almost hear his brain whirring. ‘What if I did it?’

‘Dad… you’re not a teenage girl.’

He rolls his eyes. ‘I meant one of the others! Endurance Island or the wedding one… Bride or Die?’

The thought of my dad as one of the bachelors on Bride or Die is amusing, but he’s not exactly the Ken-doll type they go for. ‘I searched last night how many people apply for Starmaker,’ I tell him. ‘It’s about a quarter of a million people globally. They offer call-backs to a thousand or so.’

He looks at me like, So what?

‘I did the sums and that’s point four percent. I am in the top point four percent in all the world.’ He doesn’t look thrilled, but I sense him coming around to my reasoning. ‘It’s just an audition. They even said they’d pay for my train to the NP. If I flop, we’ve lost nothing and I get a day out in the dome.’

He tucks my hair behind my ear. ‘I hate this, Taryn.’

I shrug. ‘I’m only good at one thing. This is how I can help.’

He offers the most imperceptible of nods, and my fate is sealed.



I thought it’d be like a cool movie training montage. It is not.

Every day, after school, I meet Molly and Jenson in the rec centre. The roof leaks and there’s a weird eggy smell, so no one really uses the community unit. We push the torn pool tables and the air hockey to the walls. The air hockey table hasn’t worked for as long as any of us can remember anyway; it’s primarily the surface where a lot of my class lost their virginity.

We start small, with dance-craze videos on G-Net. They’re only about ten seconds long, and easy enough to pick up, but Molly quickly evolves into an army sergeant. ‘You look possessed,’ she barks. ‘What are you doing with your face?’

After the first couple of sessions, we find a cracked floor-length mirror next to the bins outside a shuttered clothes shop, and carry it into the centre. Molly makes me perform the short routines in front of my reflection, and she’s right: I look like the village idiot, my tongue poking out of my mouth as I concentrate.

Both Molly and Jenson are better at absorbing choreography into their muscles than I am. Mortifying. That said, I’m not as hopeless as Molly tells me. I am on the beat if nothing else. Still, I feel like my limbs are too long; I’m that inflatable tube man, flailing outside the second-hand car garage.

‘Get it together!’ Molly snaps in our second week of intense training. ‘God, you’re useless!’

‘Will you shut up!’ I snarl back. ‘I’m trying, Molly!’

She storms out and slams the door so hard the pigeons flee from the rafters. I run the routine alone until my big sister skulks back into the rec room exactly three minutes later and hugs me. ‘I don’t want you to die because you dance like a potato.’

I manage a laugh and hug her back.

Molly and Jenson took the news surprisingly well. We’ve watched Starmaker since we were kids – we’ve always talked about what songs we’d choose, what we’d wear, the makeovers. It was only in the last six or seven seasons that the show teamed up with Project Population. When the ratings dipped, they found a way to up the stakes.

We blithely ignore that part, and focus on the winning. One evening, I overhear Jenson asking Dad if, when I make the band, we’d move to America, or the NP, or even New London. Dad said we shouldn’t get too carried away.

I keep dancing. I’m not worried about my singing. It’s the dancing that scares me.

A week until my audition and I start to… not suck. It’s amazing what tossing your hair around can do; it diverts attention from my feet.

I squeeze my feet into a pair of Mum’s old heeled boots, and Molly plays a dance tutorial video, drilling me, yanking my arms and legs into position, until I get it right. It’s well after midnight on the night before my audition when I finally get through the routine without stopping.

When the music stops, I fold at the waist, out of breath. ‘How was that?’ I pant, noodles of hair plastered to my wet forehead.

Molly nods, curling her lips. ‘I’ve seen worse.’ She gives me a wink. From her, that’s high praise.

I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.
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CHAPTER 5

From the train, I can see the wind turbines miles out to sea. I think they’re pretty. They’ve been painted red and yellow and orange, rainbow colours. I can’t understand why people used to fight against them. They are no eyesore. They remind me of the plastic windmills I used to stick in the terracotta plant pots of our old garden back in Exeter.

If only they’d built them sooner. Why did they let it get so bad? It’s not like they weren’t warned.

It’s only nine a.m. and I feel like I’ve lived a whole day. I had to be up at five for my ride to Berwick. The shuttle bus driver, Roger Tweedy, agreed to drive me on his day off which I thought was kind; you need a special license to own a petrol engine and, mysteriously, only very well-off people seem to get them.

I’ve never caught a train by myself. I feel like an infant, too small in the padded chair. Dad made me a little packed lunch – which I’ve almost finished already – and Molly did my makeup before I left. It’s more makeup than I’ve ever worn in my entire life. I look like a porcelain doll with my red cheeks, but Molly assures me it’ll look much less on camera.

My sister and I also cobbled together my audition look. The tightrope walk is in showing just the right amount of skin. ‘You want to look sexy,’ Mol explained, ‘but never slutty.’ There wasn’t time for me to unpack that contradiction. In the end, we cut the bottom off a tight t-shirt to show my belly button and paired it with some of her baggy, hard-wearing canvas work pants. The last time they did girl groups on Starmaker, B*TRU3 was formed, so we modelled my look on them. They’re still making comebacks, three years on.

I know this is a fool’s errand. I’ll be up against girls who’ve been to stage school in the NP or New London; girls who’ve been dancing since they could walk; girls with pushy mothers; girls with mothers, period.

Ah well, I can say I took the train to the Northern Powerhouse. I’ll chalk it up to experience.

We cross the border into England, and the conductor stamps my passport. I think we pass Newcastle. I’m so intently focused on the view from the window – more industrial than anything I’ve seen in a long time – that I don’t realize there’s a man talking to me.

There are two of them, about my dad’s age, on the other side of the aisle. Both are wearing stripy ties and blazers as if they belong to some sports team. ‘I’m sorry?’ I pull my earbuds out of my ears.

‘I was just saying to my friend that you’re a bonnie lass, that’s all.’

I guess they like the doll makeup and tousled hair. I nod a thank you.

‘You travelling alone, sweetheart?’ the second man says.

I really can’t be bothered to talk to anyone, but I can smell the beer drifting over the aisle. A little early for that. I nod again.

‘Ah, we’ll look after youse,’ the first man, the red-faced one, says with a wink.

‘Is your tummy not cold?’ the second guy says. He’s shorter, bald, a tattoo over his eyebrow.

‘No,’ I reply meekly, though I draw my hand over the exposed skin.

‘You do speak English then?’ Redface laughs. I look down the aisle, wondering if I could pretend to get off at the next station and move into the next carriage. Would they follow?

‘What’s your name, pet?’

I don’t know what it is about these men that’s making me so awkward, but I feel like I’m shrivelling up, a prune. I just want to listen to my music. Why are they forcing this?

‘Don’t be shy; he doesn’t bite.’ Tattoo winks. ‘But I do if you ask nicely.’

‘Oh just leave her alone,’ a new voice interrupts. I twizzle around, and there’s a woman, perhaps in her thirties, balancing a little girl on her knee.

At once, Redface becomes even more red-faced. ‘Who asked you? Nosy bitch.’

My stomach drops. That went south fast.

‘Don’t you want to talk to us, darlin
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