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1 - It’s Not Fair
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“It’s not fair!” Max said as she threw her bike to the ground. “Why won’t you let me have a go?” She stormed off.

Ant looked, first, at his sister then at his best mate Billy. Both boys shrugged as they watched her walk across the lawn heading toward the backdoor.

The boys were kneeling in Ant’s garden as they built a bike ramp out of two wooden planks—the type used by workmen when putting up scaffolding—and an upturned metal bucket. One end of each plank rested on the ground while the other rested on the bucket. It seemed like a good idea; however, every time they tried to ride up the slope, the planks toppled off.

For the umpteenth time, Ant laid the planks back on the bucket, and now he was determined to secure them in place. He hurried off to look for extra support. Reaching his dad’s shed, Ant disappeared inside. Amongst the tools, the lawn mower, and other Dad stuff, and after several bangs, clatters, and the use of words neither his mother nor Miss Tompkins, his form teacher, would tolerate, Ant re-emerged carrying four house bricks left over from the building of the garden wall.

Between strides, he announced, “This should do it.” He looked at his mate.

Billy, sat on his bike at the far side of the garden, waiting for Ant to place the bricks under the planks. After a few minutes, Ant gave him the thumbs up.

Billy raised himself off his seat and used his whole body weight to push down on the pedals. The bike lurched forward. With each rotation of the chain-wheel, it gained speed. Focussed on the ramp, and confident he would hit it square on, he went for the big one. This is it. He told himself. Ant will be so impressed. The wind blew in his face, and his helmet wobbled from side to side as he rode as hard as he could.

Ant squatted on his haunches to get a better view of the wheels striking the ramp. Since he wanted to build a slope that lasted, Ant needed to see what kept going wrong. 
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With both boys concentrating on the task, neither of them noticed that Ant’s sister Max hadn’t made it to the backdoor. Her anger had reached boiling point. Instead, she turned and ran as fast as she could back toward the ramp. If they won’t let me play, then they won’t play either. The thought drove her on. Max reached the first plank with only seconds to spare. Without stopping, she kicked at the wood, sending it off the bucket and clattering to the ground.

The front wheel of Billy’s bike arrived where the jump should have been. With no ramp, he flew straight ahead, catching his bike’s pedal in the handle of the spinning bucket. The bike swung violently off course, and now Billy headed directly toward the shed. Both boy and bike might have faced total disaster if it hadn’t been for Ant crouched in between.

Ant’s instant response came automatically; he leapt like a frightened frog away from the path of the speeding bike. He rolled to a stop. Billy did not and hit the shed door with a loud bang.

“Max! Why on Earth did you do that?” Ant dusted himself down before jumping up and running after his sister. She had made it to the bottom of the garden and the gate that led out into the lane behind their house.

“’Cos you said I couldn’t have a go,” she shouted over her shoulder while she ran down the hill.

“But you’re a girl, and this is boy’s stuff. Anyway, your bike is too prissy.” Ant watched her until she ran out of sight. “Where are you going?” he called after her.

Either she didn’t hear or chose not to answer. Ant turned and wandered back to Billy.

“You all right?” Ant gave Billy a slap on the back before setting about rebuilding the ramp.
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Katie, Max’s fifth best friend, lived only two streets away. The lane behind Max’s house gave a quick and safe shortcut between their houses. Arriving at the backdoor, Max twisted the handle. Even though there was no one around, Max let herself in as she often did. Just as she crossed the threshold, Eddy—Katie’s older brother—came up behind her. He barged passed, knocking the door out of her hand and grunting as he did.

“What do you want?” Eddy didn’t stop walking.

Max spoke in a small, mouse-like voice, “Katie.”

“Who?”

“Katie. Is she here?”

“No idea. Don’t care.” He strode off into the house. “Katie,” he hollered at the top of his voice before disappearing upstairs.

Max felt unsure of what to do. She stood half in and half out of the backdoor. Then she tilted her head to one side, hoping to hear sounds of Katie approaching. She waited, even holding her breath to hear better, but no sound reached her. After a couple of minutes, she thought it best to leave. Max didn’t want to go up to Katie’s bedroom as usual, in case she met him on the stairs or in the hallway or some other place. Eddy scared her and he was nearly twice her age. Max didn’t like to feel scared except at the funfair when she rode the ghost train.

Max decided to leave and pulled the door closed behind her. She rotated the handle until it clicked shut; she was trying not to make a noise. With the door properly secure, she twisted herself around to walk off. As she did, she came face-to-face with Katie. 

“Oh!” Katie had surprised her. “Don’t do that.” Max took a gasp of air and patted her chest to get her breath back. “You really scared me.”

“Sorry, Max, I didn’t mean to. I’ve just been to the shops for Mum. She wanted a loaf of bread.” Katie held it up. “So, what are you doing here? Why didn’t you go up to my bedroom like normal?”

“Eddy.” Max whispered as she looked around to see if he lurked nearby.

“Don’t take any notice of him.” Both girls went inside. “He makes loads of noise, but he’s okay, really. Fancy an orange juice?”

Max said nothing. Staring straight ahead she seemed distant as if in a dream.

“You okay, Max?” Katie came up to her and looked directly into her face. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s my brother and Billy.” Max cast her eyes downward.

“What do you mean?”

“They’ve been nasty to me.”

“Have you told your mum?” Katie sounded concerned.

“They won’t let me play with them.” Max sniffed as she spoke.

Katie tried to console her, “My brothers are like that.”

“You’re just saying that. Tom’s nice. I bet he’s not nasty, and Eddy’s too old.”

Katie passed Max a glass of orange. “Come on, let’s go up to my bedroom. We don’t need boys.” Katie led the way. “I’ve got Connect-Four and a Mr. Potato Head.” She ran up the stairs.

“Your two brothers—” Max followed Katie. “—don’t you play with them?”

“Not really. Well, not Eddy, anyway. When I was a lot younger, he played hide and seek with me, but that was years ago. Tom, maybe; he’s nearer my age.” She dropped a yellow counter into the Connect-Four frame.

“Wouldn’t you like to do what they do?” Max asked.

Katie scrunched up her eyes, “What do you mean?”

“Skateboarding, or going down the woods on your bike, or acting out Star Wars battles; you know, boy’s stuff.”

“Yeah, but we’ve got dressing up, playing shop, or being mummies with our dolls. Anyway, I’m sure we could do boys things if we wanted to.” Katie didn’t look up; instead, she sat concentrating on her next Connect-Four move.

“Ant says my bike is too pretty or something like that. It’s so pink, and it’s got a basket and mudguards.”

“But that’s good if it rains isn’t it?” Katie dropped another counter into the Connect-Four frame.

“I don’t go out when it rains, and I hardly ever use my basket.” Max’s eyes glazed over as she thought about how she could make her bike more like a boy’s. “That’s it! I’ll show them.” Max jumped up and headed out of the bedroom. “See ya.”

Kate dropped her counter. “What, yeah, okay.”
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2 - No Longer A Prissy Bike
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Max reached the back gate to her garden and peeked over to see where Ant and Billy were. Good, they must still be messing about with that ramp. She watched for a few minutes as Ant nailed bits of wood between the planks going around the outside of the bucket while Billy held them in place. 

Taking her chances, Max slipped through the gate and headed for her dad’s shed hopefully unnoticed. She walked in a large semi-circle to keep well away from the boys in case they chased her. Once inside she ducked down; hidden, Max viewed the boys for another minute.

At the sound of the shed door closing, Ant looked over. “Don’t ask,” he said to Billy. “I’ve no idea what she’s doing.”

Billy passed him another nail; Ant swung the heavy hammer. It made a loud bang each time he hit the nail, and an even louder clang when he missed and hit the bucket instead.

In the shed, Max rummaged through her dad’s tools. She had no idea what she needed but picked up a screwdriver and adjustable spanner. Fascinated, she spun the spanner’s thumbscrew, watching the jaws open and close in response.

All I need now is my bike. Bent at the waist to avoid being seen, Max made her way to the shed window. Still crouched, she peered out. Her bike lay where she had thrown it earlier. Both boys remained intent on nailing up the ramp. This was her chance. Max edged open the door. It made a squeak. “Shush,” she whispered as she squeezed through the narrow gap. Once outside, she ran. Then, snatching up her bike she dragged it back to the shed before the boys saw.

With the door shut firmly, Max got to work. Her first task was to remove the basket by undoing the two brown leather straps holding it to the handlebars. She laid the basket in a space on one of the many shelves, not wanting to throw it away—just in case.

Already, her bike looked different, less girly, but not suitable for taking down to the woods. Max smiled at what she saw. “Good job”.

With her tongue pressed into her cheek, she got to work on the front mudguard. To remove it, she picked up both the screwdriver and spanner. After several tries, she unscrewed the thin wire stays that stopped the mudguard from wobbling. All that remained was a nut and bolt holding the mudguard to the bike’s forks. Though awkward, Max eventually managed to loosen it but her fingers got incredibly mucky. After slipping out the mudguard from between the forks, she placed it alongside the basket.

Now for the hard part. Max rattled the rear-mudguard. It was held in place by four difficult-to-get-at screws and bolts.

“Ouch.” She looked at the back of her hand; her scraped knuckles bled, but that didn’t dampen her determination to finish the job. After a
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